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General Introduction

1 Dante’s Life and Works

The Divine Comedy, by far the most celebrated of Dante’s works, consists of three parts, Inferno (Hell), Purgatorio (Purgatory) and Paradiso (Paradise), and records Dante’s journey, set in the year 1300, through the afterlife, an experience for a living man which he reminds us at several points has precedents only in the case of Aeneas (in Virgil’s Aeneid) and St Paul, as recorded in the Bible (2 Corinthians 12: 2-4). This privilege has been granted with the help of Beatrice, the lady adored in Dante’s youth, who from her station in paradise has been alerted to Dante’s life going morally astray; the purpose of his other-worldly journey is, broadly speaking, to witness the horrors of damnation, the lessons of purgation and the bliss of paradise, and thus return to the right path of salvation before he dies. The Comedy (the epithet ‘Divine’ is a sixteenth-century addition) is composed in one hundred cantos, averaging about 140 lines each, with canto I being an introduction to the whole; each of its three main parts (cantica or plural cantiche in Italian) therefore consists of thirty-three cantos, the number of Christ’s years at his death and an indication of the important symbolic correspondences Dante builds into the poem. I shall provide below separate prefaces to each of the cantiche, so shall concentrate in this Introduction on other areas of Dante’s activity.

Dante’s writings are heavily autobiographical, and most of our knowledge about his life comes from them, supplemented by a famous Life of Dante written by Boccaccio and a few other accounts and documents. In the Paradiso (XXII, 115) Dante tells us he was born under the sign of Gemini (21 May-21 June), and we can work out the year, 1265, from various places in his writings, as at the start of the Inferno. His family seem to have been small landholders, settled for several generations in Florence, who eked out their income through money-lending. Dante received a good education at various convent schools in the city, and may or may not have owed his early training in rhetoric and in classical literature to Brunetto Latini, whom he meets and salutes in Inferno, XV (see notes to ll. 30, 84). The main works of Dante’s youth are the sonnets, ballate and canzoni that he collected together in the early 1290s and to which he added a prose commentary, entitling the whole the Vita nuova (New Life). This famously recounts his first encounter with Beatrice at the end of his ninth year and goes on to describe the course of his love for her, her early death (in 1290) and finally his pledge to write a major work celebrating her (which was to become the Divine Comedy).

The importance of the Vita nuova is indicated in Purgatorio, XXIV, where Dante has his poetic predecessor Bonagiunta da Lucca coin the term ‘dolce stil nuovo’ (‘sweet new style’) to express the poetry’s innovatory quality, with Dante writing the first of the sonnets preserved in the volume when he was eighteen. The Vita nuova is a fervent, mystical and esoteric working of the fin amour tradition into a Christian context in which Beatrice becomes the vehicle of divine grace and of Dante’s salvation, roles she will resoundingly resume in the Comedy, where her allegorical function is manifest. As a book full of enigmas, visions and arcane symbolism, and one addressed to a circle of fellow-poets and initiates, it is well calculated to appeal to later circles of initiates like the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, with whom for the English reader it probably remains most closely associated (D. G. Rossetti’s own translation can still be recommended). The Vita nuova is not in any sense a ‘realist’ narrative: Dante never reveals Beatrice’s historical identity nor identifies the city in which it is set, nor does he give us any contemporary detail or context that is not part of his symbolical plan. It was left to later writers like Boccaccio to begin the romantic novelisation of Dante’s book, and to tell us that Beatrice was a member of the Portinari family and was later married to Simone di Geri de’ Bardi, thus inviting us to speculate on all sorts of personal and domestic details that Dante was not concerned with. The raging nineteenth-century rejection of Beatrice as an allegorical invention now seems more to emphasise the Victorian ideal of ‘manly’ love for a womanly woman than to inform us about Dante’s book; certainly we can now take Beatrice as a convention of some kind without feeling that we are impugning Dante’s sense or his sensuality. Of his life beyond Beatrice in the 1280s the Vita nuova tells us nothing; nothing, for example, about one of the best-known dates in the early biographies, 1289 and the battle of Campaldino, when the Florentine Guelphs defeated the Ghibelline forces headed by Arezzo, and where Dante served in the Florentine cavalry (see the opening of Inferno, XXII and note).

The Guelph-Ghibelline struggle forms the political context of Dante’s life. The latter party represented the claims of the German emperors in Italy and was mainly identified with the feudal aristocracy; the Guelphs pressed the claims for independence of the various Italian cities and communes, recruited from the lesser gentry and mercantile classes, and looked to the pope for support. In 1260 the Tuscan Ghibellines won a great victory at Montaperti near Siena, but their subsequent control of Florence was short-lived; the pope called on the French crown for assistance, which led to the decisive defeat of the Emperor Frederick II’s son Manfred by Charles of Anjou at Benevento in southern Italy in 1266. Charles assisted the Florentine Guelphs to take over their city in 1267 and enact fierce revenge on the Ghibellines. The story of these years is given in Inferno, X, where Dante meets the soul of the great Ghibelline leader at Montaperti, Farinata degli Uberti, who died in 1264. After the Guelph ascendancy Florence enjoyed some decades of relative stability and commercial expansion, largely through its banking, usury and wool trades, but although Dante himself belonged to a Guelph family he looks back on this period in the Comedy with a good deal of misgiving. In cantos XV and XVI of Inferno he laments the decadence that has overtaken Florence with the quick money that can now be made there, and the accompanying influx of undesirables, and the theme comes to a head in cantos XV and XVI of Paradiso, where Dante meets his twelfth-century ancestor Cacciaguida, who takes time off from enjoying blessedness, so to speak, to praise at length the probity and discipline of the Florence he knew and castigate the commercial boom city it has become. Several of the figures Dante meets in Hell represent, in fact, this older Florence, the discovery that these are damned being part of Dante the pilgrim’s painful education (see, for example, Inferno, VI, 79 and note).

After completing the Vita nuova in the early 1290s Dante began his philosophical studies in earnest, leading to his immersion in writers like Boethius, Cicero and Aristotle, and to his writing canzoni on ethical and philosophical themes. By the mid-1290s he was also involved in the government of Florence, and council records report his participation on several occasions. By 1300 he had been elected one of the six priors who governed Florence for periods of two months (15 June-15 August in his case), and during his priorship the recent party feuding between the so-called Black and White Guelphs, which originated in nearby Pistoia, came to a head. Dante was a signatory to the decree of exile against the leaders of both parties, a decree that was eventually to lead to the Blacks intriguing with Pope Boniface VIII and to their triumphant return to the city, assisted by the forces of the French king’s brother, Charles of Valois. When the Blacks resumed control, Dante, who belonged to the White party, was away on an embassy from Florence which had been sent to treat with Boniface, and in a decree of 27 January 1302 he was charged with corruption whilst in government, and penalised by a fine, two years’ exile and disqualification from future office. Dante’s refusal to meet these conditions led to a second proclamation on 10 March in which he was condemned in absentia with fourteen others to be burned at the stake; after he had set out on the embassy of 1301 he never returned to Florence again.

The last twenty years of Dante’s life were years of exile in various Italian courts and cities, in which he produced the Divine Comedy and also a good deal of other writing. At first Dante seems to have joined in the Whites’ schemes to return to Florence, but he quickly fell out with these, as Inferno, XV, 71 and particularly Paradiso, XVII, 61-9 indicate, where Cacciaguida describes both the hardships and succour Dante will experience in exile. Throughout his poem, Dante makes use of the fact that the souls he meets can see into the future in order to give an outline of his post-1300 life, gathering and storing up information about this in the course of his journey. Thus Cacciaguida ‘predicts’ that Dante’s first refuge will be with the della Scala family, lords of Verona, anticipating in particular the munificence of Can Grande della Scala, who was Dante’s patron after 1314. In between we learn from the concluding lines of Purgatorio, VIII that Dante was received by the Malaspina family, lords of Lunigiana, around 1306, and we know that his final refuge, from 1317, was in Ravenna with Guido Novello, count of Polenta, on a mission for whom he died on 13 or 14 September 1321. He is buried at Ravenna, in spite of many subsequent Florentine attempts to get his bones returned to his native city.

In the early years of exile, from about 1304 onwards, Dante was at work on two prose treatises, the De vulgari eloquentia and the Convivio. The former is a search for a quintessential ‘standard’ Italian that might underlie all the various tongues and dialects spoken throughout Italy, an Italian appropriate to a regal court if Italy actually had a political and administrative centre. Dante concludes that such an Italian language is available in the work of the poets (i.e., himself and his contemporaries) who epitomise the cultural efflorescence of late thirteenth-century Italy. The De vulgari is both a study in poetics and an adumbration of political unity for Italy, set, however, against the dark background of the real state of affairs, where even in the same city people can speak two different dialects, as if in token of the prevailing civil discord. The Convivio (or Banquet) is Dante’s longest prose work, written deliberately for a wider audience (and hence in Italian) who may not have the time or means actually to sit themselves at the table of Philosophy, but who may benefit from receiving some of the crumbs from the banquet, which Dante is intent on passing to them. A deeply autobiographical work, written partly with the intention of repairing Dante’s reputation after the political calamities that have befallen him, it includes at the outset a picture of the poet in exile, ‘wandering as a pilgrim, almost a beggar, through nearly every part to which our language extends … like a ship without sail or steering, brought to all sorts of ports and harbours and shores by the dry wind that wretched poverty breathes’ (I, iii, 4-5). The Convivio was planned as a fifteen-book work, taking the form of commentaries on fourteen of Dante’s own canzoni; concerned with purely philosophical ideals of human behaviour and virtue, it follows a humanist programme that is enormously indebted to Aristotle and that excludes from consideration specifically Christian ideas about grace and redemption. Also, like the De vulgari, it frequently eulogises Virgil’s Aeneid; if in the Latin treatise Virgil’s poem is upheld as a poetic and stylistic exemplar, in the Convivio Dante is more concerned with treating its hero, Aeneas, as a model of humanist virtue, and with praising the Roman Empire as a divinely ordained political institution, ideas that will feed powerfully into the Divine Comedy itself.

The Convivio was broken off unfinished, after four books, and it is frequently surmised that it was the gathering momentum of the Comedy that led Dante to abandon his other projects. We do not know exactly when the poem was begun, and there is a theory that the early cantos at least date from before Dante’s exile (see notes to Inferno, VI, 70 and VIII, 1), but most commentators would see the entire poem as a post-exile work. Dante’s belief in the Empire as institution is displayed not only in the Convivio but also in the series of letters he wrote in support of the Emperor Henry VII’s expedition into Italy, to claim imperial lordship over the peninsula, between 1310 and 1313, letters of encouragement to Henry himself, to the rulers of Italy calling on them to accept Henry, and specifically to Florence, fulminating against its resistance to the imperial claim. Henry unsuccessfully laid siege to Florence in the autumn of 1312, and was to die the following year near Siena, and with him died in effect Dante’s hopes of the imperial restoration. In Paradiso, XXX, 133-8 Dante is shown an empty seat in the forum of Paradise with a crown placed thereon, a seat which Henry will occupy after his death. It was during or after Henry’s campaign that Dante wrote his political treatise Monarchia, in which he argues that the Roman Empire was ordained by God as the optimum system of earthly rule, and the only one capable of controlling the internecine feuds of the Italian peninsula. The ideal of Empire and Papacy working hand-in-hand, governing humanity’s temporal and spiritual welfare respectively, is developed at length here and underpins the entire scheme of the Divine Comedy, and testifies to the passionate symmetry of Dante’s imagination. The journey to the afterlife therefore never forgets the crucial importance of how this world should be governed, since bad governance leads humans astray and imperils their Christian salvation; alongside the frequently stressed imperial politics of the Comedy are repeated attacks on a papacy bent on itself becoming a political and commercial power.

Enough has been said to indicate how Dante’s life and writings are inextricably entwined, and how that life itself could be seen as having ‘the quality of art’, in W. B. Yeats’s phrase. Yet on some personal matters Dante’s works are curiously silent: on his marriage and family, for example. We do not know precisely when he married Gemma di Manetto Donati, but we do know they had at least three children who were incriminated in Florence’s charges against him, and who may have shared part of his exile (two of them, Pietro and Jacopo, later wrote commentaries on the Comedy). In 1315 Florence repealed Dante’s exile, and the sentence of death, but only upon his meeting certain conditions, which he refused to do; a letter to an unnamed friend exists in which he rejects these scornfully. Boccaccio offers a well-known encomium to Dante, and a description of his hardships, in a passage from the Life:



studying generally requires privacy, the absence of worry and a calm state of mind … But instead of this seclusion and quiet, Dante, practically from the beginning of his life to the day of his death, experienced fierce and intolerable feelings of love, a wife, family and public responsibilities, exile and poverty.



Without these ‘impediments’, in Boccaccio’s judgement, ‘io direi che egli fosse in terra divenuto uno iddio’, Dante would have become a god on earth. But without them it is difficult to believe the Divine Comedy would have been written, or would have taken the shape it has.

2 Translating Dante

This translation of the Comedy was begun in the mid-1980s, and resulted in the publication of the Inferno alone in 1994. Since then I have taken a long time off from translating Dante, only resuming work on the poem in the last few years; my experience of translating the later two cantiche has led me, however, to make extensive revisions to the Inferno, so that the complete Comedy, now presented here for the first time, can be regarded as in many ways a new translation in its entirety. My original motive in translating the poem remains, however, unchanged: the desire, that is, to reproduce important aspects of Dante’s style obscured in many of its English versions. Above all, I have aimed at concision, a speedy poetic flow and, on the whole, colloquial expression, in keeping with Dante’s description of how the Italian he uses in the poem befits its status as a ‘Comedy’; that is, a work beginning in unhappiness (in the torments of Hell) but ending in joy (in Paradise). As opposed to the high style of tragedy, comedy employs a style that is ‘unstudied and lowly, as being in the vulgar tongue, in which even women-folk hold their talk’. The words are taken from a famous letter to Can Grande della Scala, in which Dante dedicates the Paradiso to him, and though the authenticity of the letter has sometimes been questioned, its remarks on the poem and its language remain valid. The Inferno in particular, though not only this part of the poem, abounds in striking idiomatic expressions, vivid homely details and comparisons and dialect terms and phrases, the latter not only from Dante’s native Florence but other Italian regions as well.

Many earlier English translations of Dante, from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, have hardly brought out these aspects of Dante’s style, and have frequently converted the lively and fast-flowing voice of the original into something much more formal, plodding and prolix, as if keeping Dante, as a venerated ‘classic’, safely within the purlieus of the academy. More recently, however, from the 1970s onwards, several attempts have been made, if not to emulate Dante’s vigour, then at least to replace long-windedness in translation with a kind of plainness that might go some way to reproducing the ‘unstudied and lowly’ style Dante speaks of. Whether however this has been accomplished at the risk of sacrificing poetic rhythm to a somewhat de-energising prosaicness is something readers will make their own judgement about, and there are certainly sufficient translations of Dante available to facilitate interesting comparative evaluation. In the quest for a sense of colloquial immediacy, and bearing in mind Dante’s use of dialect noted above, I have drawn on the speech-rhythms and occasionally the diction of my own Yorkshire origins, without, however, wishing to pursue this to excess. Dante’s poem is indebted not only to popular discourse but also to the language of the Bible, the liturgy and secular literary tradition, with plentiful references to and echoes of works like Virgil’s Aeneid, Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Statius’s Thebaid.

My ambition above all has been to reproduce something of Dante’s concision. Translation per se is often said to be inherently expansive, where an original text almost inevitably becomes swollen by the creep of explication and repetition into the translation, in the anxiety that original meanings should be ‘clear’. In verse translation this can lead to a rhythmical slackness and general bloating of the original which, in a poem like Dante’s which is already thousands of lines long, is asking a good deal of the reader’s patience and perseverance. Some versions adopt this explicatory method as a deliberate ploy, and thus overcome the need to provide annotations (which might be seen as distracting), but even where the poetic tension is maintained the reader can never be sure of what is in the original and what has been added by the modern poet. Any translation, of course, is ‘not’ the original, but in some cases the amount of supplementary material is unwarranted, especially in the case of a poet like Dante who, as T. S. Eliot put it, shows that ‘the greatest poetry can be written with the greatest economy of words’. This translation is happy to make use of annotations—it is impossible to think of Dante being available to the modern reader without them, in some shape or form—but the question then arises about what form they should take and where they should be placed in the volume. Although I have tried to keep them to a minimum—the danger with over-annotated editions is that they can easily distract the reader from the poem itself—they are still fairly substantial, and I hope that readers will find them of most use in their present footnote format, on the same page as Dante’s text. This might increase the danger of ‘distraction’, and I suggest that each canto be read straight through, without interruption, before the notes are used: often Dante himself will provide all the information needed to answer some earlier problems and puzzles in his text. The page lay-out of this translation is also a tribute to Natalino Sapegno’s celebrated edition of the Comedy (2nd edn, 1968); I have read Dante in this edition for over forty years, and Sapegno has generally been my Bible where controversial issues relating to Dante’s text and its explication have arisen.

Finally, this translation does not attempt to reproduce the famous terza rima of Dante’s original rhyme scheme, contenting itself with the many other challenges facing the English translator of Dante; indeed, the wonder is that where terza rima has been tried, it has often been managed pretty well. One ‘liberty’ I have taken in compensation is on occasion altering the punctuation of the Sapegno text by, for example, replacing a full-stop with a comma, and thus keeping a forward momentum which the rhyme-linkage of terza rima itself provides. Although the rhyme has disappeared, however, this translation has been keen to maintain the sense of Dante’s actual thinking in three-line units, or multiples thereof.




Further Reading

Most of Dante’s works other than the Comedy are also available in English translation. Apart from D. G. Rossetti’s translation of the Vita nuova, there are modern versions by Barbara Reynolds (Penguin Classics, 1969) and Mark Musa (OUP, 1992). Dante’s Letters have been translated by Paget Toynbee (Clarendon, 1920), and the De vulgari as Literature in the Vernacular by Sally Purcell (Carcanet, 1981). There are several Victorian or more modern versions of the Convivio and the Monarchia.

The English commentaries on the Comedy which I have found particularly helpful are those accompanying Dorothy L. Sayers’s and Robin Kirkpatrick’s translations, both published in Penguin Classics. See also Charles H. Singleton’s Commentary (Princeton University Press, 1970). Boccaccio’s Life can be found in The Early Lives of Dante, trans. Philip H. Wicksteed (Chatto & Windus, 1907).

A full account of Dante’s life and work is in William Anderson, Dante the Maker (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980). More detailed studies include Kenelm Foster, The Two Dantes and Other Studies (Darton, Longman and Todd, 1977), Patrick Boyde, Dante Philomythes and Philosopher (CUP, 1981) and Alison Morgan, Dante and the Medieval Other World (CUP, 1990). More recent criticism includes Nick Havely, Dante, Blackwell Guides to Literature (Blackwell, 2007), Rachel Jacoff, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Dante, 2nd ed. (CUP, 2007), Richard Lansing, ed., The Dante Encyclopedia, pbk ed. (Routledge, 2010), Prue Shaw, Reading Dante: from Here to Eternity (Liveright, 2014), Zygmunt G. Barański and Lino Pertile, ed., Dante in Context (CUP, 2015). See also chapter 8 of Erich Auerbach, Mimesis, trans. Willard Trask (Princeton University Press, 1953). T. S. Eliot’s ‘Dante’ essay is in his Selected Essays, 3rd ed. (Faber, 1951). Dante’s influence on some later poets is explored in my Dante and English Poetry: Shelley to T. S. Eliot, pbk. ed. (CUP, 2010). Useful online resources include Danteonline, The Dartmouth Dante Project, The Princeton Dante Project.




INFERNO




TO MICHAEL CAESAR AND MICHAEL SPENDER




Introduction to Inferno

Popular stereotypes of Hell are not altogether endorsed by Dante’s depiction of it: for example, the dominant medium of punishment is not fire, but several of the other elements. Thus the lowest circle in Dante’s Hell is a lake of the thickest ice, where Satan himself is trapped at the centre, along with those sinners damned for acts of treachery; this sterile wasteland clearly reflects symbolically how the sin of treachery itself is at the opposite remove from the productive effects of human love and fellowship. In placing traitors at the bottom of Hell, Dante is adopting a classification system not deriving from the Christian scheme of the ‘seven deadly sins’—which will be used in fact to structure Purgatory in the following cantica— but one rather derived from the classical tradition, notably the Nichomachean Ethics of Aristotle, with its fundamental distinction between sins of incontinence and malice (VII, 1). The former, lust, greed, anger and so forth, are punished in Hell’s upper circles, but the three lowest circles of Hell are reserved for the latter, given that, in being explicitly directed at one’s fellow humans, sins of malice jeopardise the entire social and political fabric. Dante further divides these sins, following Cicero, into those using violence or fraud; as fraud is specifically a perversion of the ‘divine’ quality in human beings, reason, it is punished at a deeper level of Hell than violence, with treachery, as noted, being lowest of all. This classification scheme is in fact explained to Dante by his guide Virgil in canto XI of Inferno, where a halt takes place in the journey that enables Virgil’s exposition.

When Dante first sets eyes on Satan at the bottom of Hell he is amazed to discover that he has three faces, in a ghastly inversion of the holy Trinity. In each of his three mouths he is chewing away at a sinner, namely Judas Iscariot, Brutus and Cassius, betrayers of Christ and of the Roman Empire, in that the two latter assassinated Julius Caesar, seen as its founder. This is a graphic illustration of the imperial politics discussed above in my general introduction, with the betrayal of that ordained scheme of partnership between secular rule and religion. Dante specifies, however, that Judas is in a worse plight because he’s stuck in the satanic mouth head-first, whilst the lower halves of Brutus and Cassius are being chewed with their upper parts dangling out of the mouths. This is typical of the fine discriminations Dante loves to make throughout Hell, where in the case of the same sin there are degrees of culpability being punished; thus in canto XII the ‘men of violence’ are boiled in the river of blood, but are either almost completely submerged, or submerged up to their chins, waists or merely feet, depending on the gravity of this violence. This sense of a punctilious, crafted ‘order’ to Hell is something that indicates the skill and planning of God, whose creation of Hell as an act of justice is recorded in the inscription over Hell-gate at the start of canto III, and throughout Inferno Dante marvels at the divine ‘art’ that has created such an array of ingenious and fantastic punishments for the damned. For example, in cantos XXIV-V Dante witnesses the pit of the thieves, in the eighth circle, a pit full of a stupendous variety of snakes and serpents who metamorphose constantly with the sinners, so that soul becomes snake and vice versa, human identity being repeatedly ‘stolen’ as befits the original crime. Such a fantastic process is a test of Dante’s descriptive powers, and he takes the opportunity to vaunt these metamorphoses as something more difficult than anything attempted by Ovid (Inferno, XXV, 97-102), whose Metamorphoses remains, however, one of the texts Dante is most indebted to throughout the Comedy as a treasure-house of classical myth and story.

Of course, God’s ingenuity as a deviser of punishments is really Dante’s own. In canto VII he witnesses those condemned for avarice and prodigality, who are formed into two armies who roll vast weights with their chests against each other in a kind of perpetual joust. The weirdness of the spectacle again evokes from Dante an apostrophe to the divine power (ll. 19-21), but it is Dante himself who, taking his cue from the classical myth of Sisyphus, has elaborated it to such a degree. Likewise, in canto XX, the torture of the soothsayers and diviners, who would arrogate to themselves God’s power to know the future, is to walk backwards round their pit of punishment with their heads twisted 180 degrees on their necks so that they can see where they’re going. Once again, Dante’s invention may be sparked from elsewhere, in that such twisted anatomies are a frequent device of medieval sculptors, as on a particular capital in Santo Stefano, Bologna, which Dante may have seen, but Dante develops the image with arresting details, as in the observation that ‘tears from the eyes / ran down the cleft in their arse’ (Inferno, XX, 23-4). The device whereby the punishment symbolically fits the sin is known as the contrapasso (counterpass), a word Dante delays using till the final line of canto XXVIII, where the soul of the troubadour Bertran de Born walks carrying his severed head in front of his body, dangling it like a lantern so he can see his way, his being thus divided his punishment for setting Henry II of England against his son.

The punishments in Hell reach a kind of frenzied climax in the later sections of the eighth circle, cantos XXVIII to XXX, where images of carnage and bodily disease come thick and fast, so that it’s almost a relief to descend to the ice of the last circle in canto XXXI and the slower, if no less painful, tempo of this sterile landscape. The Inferno overall has a masterful dynamic of fast and slow, varying packed description with more leisurely exposition: some cantos—among them the most famous—are dominated by a single figure telling his or her story, as with Francesca (canto V), Ulysses (canto XXVI), Guido da Montefeltro (canto XXVII) and Ugolino (canto XXXIII). Canto III, where the so-called ‘neutrals’, the non-committed in the war of good versus evil—T. S. Eliot’s ‘hollow men’—spend eternity chasing after a flag, contrasts with canto IV, describing the Limbo of the virtuous pagans and unbaptised infants, where the mood is stately and sombre. If upper Hell, beginning at canto V, is less savage than the lower reaches, it is hardly more comforting; thus in canto VI the gluttons are found wallowing in a thick mire under torrential rain, to produce a ‘filthy mix / of spirits and mud’ (ll. 100-1) that, as Dante remarks, is so vile as to make worse punishments less obscene (ll. 46-8). It is perhaps just as well that, at times, we are briefly taken out of Hell, as in Dante’s descriptions of the natural world on earth, where little vignettes are used as similes: there are famous instances at the opening of canto XXIV (ll. 1-15) and in canto XXVI (ll. 25-30). Other ‘relief’ is arguably provided by the antics of the devils, complete with pitchforks, in cantos XXI-II, the so-called ‘comedy within the Comedy’; if Dante here draws on aspects of popular culture, elsewhere he makes full use of classical precedents for Hell, with his own deployment of figures like Charon, Cerberus, Minos and so forth.

From the beginning of Dante’s infernal journey, in canto II, to the final encounter with Lucifer in canto XXXIV, twenty-four hours elapse, and during the journey Dante provides time references—via the position of the moon and other heavenly bodies—and topographical measurements—the circular pit of canto XXX is eleven miles round and half a mile wide—which contribute to the sense of verisimilitude that gives this dazzling account its realist power. This has led to various editions of Dante providing diagrams and maps of Hell (and indeed of Purgatory and Paradise), but I have preferred to leave such visualisation to the imaginations of individual readers. But in this, as in much else, Dante becomes in many ways the founding voice of modern literature: James Joyce’s own twenty-four-hour narrative in Ulysses is surely much indebted to Dante in its attention to the details of time and place, and all future writers owe a debt to what Erich Auerbach calls the ‘well-nigh incomprehensible miracle’ of Dante’s language and his mimetic innovations.




CANTO ONE




Half-way in our trek through life1

I found myself in this dark wood,2

3miles away from the proper road.

It’s no easy thing to talk about,

this place, so thick-set and wild

6it’s terrifying just to remember!

Death itself can hardly be worse;

but since I got some good there

9I’ll describe the bad things too,

though I can’t say how I got in:

I was in such a heavy slumber

12that time I took the wrong way.

But then I came to rising ground3

where this wilderness eased off

15that had so horrified my heart,

and I looked up: the hill summit

already wore that planet’s rays

18that light up the paths of men,

so my fear thawed out a little

that had iced over my heart

21on this night of such anxiety.

I was like a weary swimmer

climbing from sea onto shore,

24gazing back at the huge waves;

so my spirit was still escaping

as it turned back to that pass

27no one living ever survives.4

Now I rested, just for a while;

then on up that lonely slope,

30my firm foot always behind.5

And now, as the climb began,

there was this spotted animal

33like a leopard, racing about,6

who wouldn’t leave me alone;

rather, he so blocked my way

36I often turned round to return.

But it was the dawning of day,

the sun rising with those stars7

39he’d risen with the first time

God set all this beauty going,

so they seemed good omens,

42the hour and the sweet season,

against this gaudy creature.

But this didn’t stop my panic

45when I saw a lion there too,

coming for me, so it seemed,

head high, mad with hunger,

48so the very air seemed scared.

Then a wolf, greediness itself

oozing from her starved body,

51the cause of pain to so many –

well, this one so dismayed me

just by the fright of her look,

54I gave the hill up completely.

I was like him who likes to win,

but now the time to lose comes

57and all his thoughts turn sour;

so this animal that never rests

pushed me back, step by step,

60to where the sunshine’s silent.

So, as I was sliding back down

a figure rose before my eyes,

63his voice long lost, it seemed.8

When I saw him in this desert

I shout out: ‘Have pity on me,

66whatever you are, man or ghost!’

‘Not man—I was a man before,’

he says, ‘my family Lombard,9

69both my parents from Mantua.

My birth came late sub Julio,10

then under the good Augustus

72I lived at Rome, when our gods

were all a sham. I was a poet --

I sang of Anchises’ noble son11

75who left Troy’s pride in ashes.

But you, why return to all that?

Why not climb this lovely hill,

78this road to perfect happiness?’

‘You’re never Virgil, that spring

where the river of poetry rises?’

81I ask, totally abashed by him.

‘O light, O glory of every poet,

may my devotion help me now

84and all my study of your book.

My master you are, my author,

only source of that noble style12

87that’s brought me my prestige.

You see this brute stopping me:

O mighty sage, get her off me,

90she makes all my pulses shake.’

‘You’ll have to go another road,’

he said, watching me in tears,

93‘if you want to avoid this mess:

this brute you’re hollering at,

she lets no one go past, instead

96she hounds him till he’s dead;

and her nature’s so monstrous

she never fills her greedy guts,

99after she eats she’s hungriest.

Yet many line up to marry her,

as will many more – till the Dog13

102comes, who’ll hunt her to death.

He won’t chase gold or territory,

but wisdom and love and virtue,14

105and be born into felt swaddling.15

He’ll rescue this prostrate Italy

the wounded died for, Euryalus,

108Turnus, Nisus, the maid Camilla.16

He’ll hound her from every city

till she’s hunted back into hell

111which envy had let her out of.

So now I say, for your benefit

you follow me; I’ll guide you

114out of here, and into eternity;

you’ll hear some grisly groans,

you’ll see aged ghosts in tears

117lamenting their second death,17

but you’ll see happy souls too18

in the fire, who hope to come,

120when they can, to the blessed.

But if you want to go this high,

there’s a soul more apt to help:19

123I’ll go, and leave you with her:

since that emperor ruling above,

well, I rebelled against his law

126so his city is forbidden to me.

Emperor of all, there he’s king;

there’s his capital, his throne,

129to be asked up there is ecstasy!’

I tell him, ‘Poet, I ask you now,

by that God you never knew,

132so I escape this evil and worse,

that you take me where you say,

so I see the gateway of St Peter20

135plus those you say are so lost.’

Then off he set, and me behind.





1 Half-way etc: at thirty-five years of age, half of the Biblical ‘three-score years and ten’ (Psalms, 90: 10). The poem is set in the year 1300 (Dante was born in 1265), near the beginning of spring (see later in this canto, ll. 37–40). In XXI, 112–14 we are told that Dante’s journey to the afterlife begins exactly 1266 years after Christ’s death, which serves to fix the descent into Hell as occurring on Good Friday 1300, the day that dawns at l. 37. Dante leaves Hell on Easter Sunday, in a symbolic concordance with Christ’s death and resurrection.

2 this dark wood: the symbolic wood of Dante’s own sense of sin and spiritual travail, and more generally the benighted state of a whole civilisation gone astray, the remedy for which will be outlined in the political and religious teaching of the Comedy.

3 rising ground: the hill Dante comes to represents the virtuous life, illuminated by the sun (l. 17) of God’s grace.

4 no one living etc: the wood of sin leads to the death of damnation; so few survive it that Dante can be permitted his hyperbole here: the hill on the far side of it is ‘lonely’ (l. 29).

5 my firm foot etc: the line has caused much controversy. The simplest explanation is that Dante’s weight tends to be backwards rather than forwards in the climb, indicating the difficulty and even reluctance involved in the arduous ascent to virtue.

6 like a leopard: the Italian is ‘lonza’ rather than ‘leopardo’, but it’s clear that an animal like a leopard, if not identical with it, is meant. It symbolises lust, as the lion and wolf we’re about to meet represent pride and greed for possessions, this latter in particular being the root cause of the world’s corruption in Dante’s eyes (l. 51). Again, we are meant to see the animals as having a much wider social import than as sins specific to Dante.

7 the sun rising etc: the sun was thought to have been in the first sign of the zodiac, Aries (21 March–21 April) at the Creation.

8 his voice long lost: Virgil is best understood at this point as representing allegorically the voice of reason and human wisdom, which hasn’t spoken to Dante for a long time; hence his situation.

9 he says etc: The figure is Virgil, symbol of wisdom, reason and human learning, and author, in the Aeneid, of an epic poem that the Comedy pays tribute to and emulates. The imperialist politics of Virgil’s poem are the inspiration for Dante’s own worldview, both in this present work and in his treatise Monarchia; Virgil’s own account of the underworld in Aeneid VI, and his reputation in the Middle Ages as a prophet of Christianity, supplement his qualifications to be Dante’s guide. The humanistic heritage is thus co-opted here into medieval Catholicism.

10 sub Julio etc: in the time of Julius Caesar, though before he came to power (Virgil was born in 70 BC). Caesar was assassinated in 44 BC, so Virgil was born too late to enjoy his patronage.

11 Anchises’ noble son: Aeneas, whose flight from Troy and founding of the Roman state form the matter of the Aeneid.

12 that noble style: in the De vulgari (II, iv, 5–8) Dante discusses the ‘tragic’ style of poetry, that most elevated in subject and construction, and which is suited to works that deal with arms, love and virtue. The philosophical and love poetry he’d written before 1300 would then fall into the same general category as the Aeneid.

13 the Dog: this famous prophecy of the wolf’s pursuit and death has never been satisfactorily explained, the two most favoured identities for the Dog being probably the Emperor Henry VII and Can Grande della Scala, ruler of Verona from 1312 to 1329 and a patron of Dante’s. Dante purposely leaves the identity undisclosed, and he may indeed have had no specific individual in mind; the following lines suggest however a religious rather than secular leader, one who would cleanse the church of its covetousness, a recurring complaint in the poem.

14 but wisdom etc: the three attributes of the Trinity (the Son, Holy Ghost, Father respectively).

15 and be born etc: another much-disputed line. The Italian, ‘tra feltro e feltro’, has sometimes been thought to indicate a geographical location for the Dog’s birth, between Feltre (in the Veneto) and Montefeltro (Romagna). The literal reading ‘between felt and felt’ seems preferable – i.e., the Dog will be born into low estate (felt would make a rough, coarse swaddling) or even brought up by the Franciscans.

16 Turnus etc: Dante records figures killed on both sides in the conquest of Latium (lower Italy, including the region where Rome was subsequently founded) by the Trojans. Turnus, leader of the Rutilians, was killed by Aeneas himself (Aen., XII, 697–952), Camilla was the daughter of the king of the Volscians and died in battle (Aen., XI), while Euryalus and Nisus were Trojans killed fighting the Volscians (IX, 179–445).

17 second death: probably referring to the state of damnation itself.

18 happy souls too: the souls experiencing the torments not of Hell but of Purgatory, from which they’ll eventually be released.

19 more apt: Beatrice (see Introduction). As he explains in the following lines, Virgil was a ‘rebel’ to God’s law, in so far as the religion of his civilisation was pagan (see further IV, 25–42); allegorically, Paradise can only be entered through the grace of revelation (represented by Beatrice), not through human reason alone.

20 the gateway of St Peter: the obvious meaning of the gates of Paradise is more likely, rather than the gate on Mount Purgatory guarded by the angel appointed by Peter (Purg., IX, 76ff.).




CANTO TWO




The day was dying, the dark air

took every being on the earth

3from its tasks, with me alone

preparing myself for the battle

of this journey, and its griefs,

6that the memory means to show.

Now Muses, and my genius, help:1

O mind that jotted what I saw,

9this is where you show yourself.

Thus I began: ‘Poet and leader,

make sure I’m really up to this

12before you trust me to eternity.

You say yourself he went there,

Silvius’s father, yet in the body,2

15actually living to the afterlife;

but if the enemy of every evil

was good to him, have in mind

18the who and what that resulted,

and it seems a reasonable thing:

he was chosen in highest heaven

21as father of Rome and Empire,

both set up, to speak the truth,

as foundation of the holy place

24where St Peter’s successors sit.

This visit which you celebrated,

it gave him news that led him

27to his triumph, to papal power.

And then the chosen vessel went3

to collect comfort for that faith

30that opens the way to salvation.

But me, why me? Who grants it?

I’m neither Aeneas nor St Paul:

33no one, me included, thinks I am.

So if I allow myself to go further

I’m worried it will all be folly:

36you can understand what I say.’

A man rejecting what he wants,

dithering the more he ponders

39so his original idea vanishes,

this was me in this dark place,

thinking away all the impulse

42that was so lively at the start.

‘If I understand you properly,’

the soul of the great man said,

45‘your spirit sinks in cowardice

that always oppresses mankind,

so that you spurn good actions

48like a beast shying at shadows.

But so you can slip these fears

hear why I came, what I heard

51to trigger off my grief for you.

There I was, suspended in Limbo,4

called to by a holy, lovely lady,

54whose commands you’d beg for.

Her eyes outshone all the stars

and her soft and serious voice

57was like listening to an angel’s:

“O noble-hearted Mantuan soul

whose fame still fills the earth

60and will last as long as it does,

that friend to me, not to fortune,5

he’s held up on that bare slope

63and turns back round in fear;

I worry he’s already so astray

that I come to his aid too late,

66from what I hear up in heaven.6

But go, and with a poet’s words

and what he’ll need for escape

69help him, so I can be at ease.

Beatrice I am, making you go;7

I’ve left where I long to return,

72love my motive, and my words’.

When I’ve returned to my lord

I’ll praise you to him often.”

75Then she was silent. I spoke:

“Lady of virtue, only by which

humanity excels all contained

78by the sphere that orbits least,8

I love your command so much

I’d feel delayed if I’d started

81already – no need to ask again.

But how is it you have no fear

to descend into these confines9

84from the wide spaces you love?”

“As you want so much to know

I’ll tell you quickly,” she said,

87“why I’ve no fear coming here.

You should only fear the things

that can actually do you harm,

90others no, they’re not fearful.

I’m created so by God’s grace

that your pain can’t touch me,

93and the fires of hell can’t hurt.10

In heaven, a noble lady is sad11

at this hindrance I send you to,

96enough to break its iron rules,

and calling St Lucy, told her12

‘Your devotee needs you now

99and I consign him to your care.’

Lucy, enemy to anything cruel,

she came to where I was sitting

102with Rachel, the ancient of days.13

‘Beatrice,’ she says, ‘praise of God,

help this one who adored you so

105and for you left the herd behind.14

Can’t you hear agony in his cry?

Don’t you see death bully him,

108that flood vaster than the ocean?’15

No one on earth was ever so fast

to fly from evil or to win good

111as I was, after words like these,

and I shot from my holy throne

to trust to your noble speech

114that honours you and its hearers.”

After she’d told me these things

her bright eyes turned to tears

117which increased my hurry here;

so I came just as she requested,

to rescue you from that animal

120on the fair hill’s direct ascent.

So now what? Why, why dither,

why feed your heart with fear?

123Where’s your go, your passion,

since three holy ladies like this

plead for you in heaven’s court,

126and I promised you bliss before?’16

Like flowers all bent and shut

on cold nights, in the sun’s rays

129shoot up and out on their stems,

so I aroused my jaded spirits

and the fire ran into my heart

132and I spoke, raring to be off:

‘O virtuous lady, to rescue me!

And you, how good to obey

135as soon as you heard the truth!

You’ve fired my wish so much

to go, with what you tell me,

138that I’m back to my first idea.

So on then, both of one mind,

you leader, instructor, master.’

141So I spoke; with him in front

I began that hard, wild outing.





1 Now Muses etc: canto I has formed a prologue to the entire Comedy, and it is rather here with this invocation for assistance in describing the infernal journey that the Inferno proper begins (similar invocations occur near the beginnings of Purgatory and of Paradise). The poet’s summoning of both internal and external powers in the quest to describe Hell reflects the pilgrim’s need of reassurance on the threshold of the journey itself.

2 Silvius’s father: Aeneas, whose journey to the underworld in Aeneid VI involved the meeting with his father Anchises, who prophesied his son’s part in founding the future glory of Rome (see ll. 25–7). The idea is maintained in the speech that follows that the classical Roman Empire, however much an ideal of secular government to Dante, was a preliminary to something more important in the founding of the Papacy.

3 the chosen vessel: St Paul (Acts 9: 15), who recounts being ‘caught up into paradise’ in 2 Corinthians 12: 2–4. Extended accounts of Paul’s journeys to the afterlife circulated in the Middle Ages. Dante’s reference to two such celebrated predecessors as Aeneas and Paul serves to enhance the status of his own divine mission and the teaching it affords.

4 suspended in Limbo: we are to visit Limbo in canto IV; there the souls of virtuous pagans are ‘suspended’ (IV, 33–45), outside both the joys of Heaven and the pains of Hell.

5 that friend etc: one who loves me disinterestedly, not for any advantage from fortune which he hopes to get out of it. The alternative meaning is that fortune, unlike Beatrice (who is speaking), is no friend to Dante: an indication of the suffering Dante has gone through.

6 from what I hear etc: we’ll be informed what this is later, in Lucy’s words to Beatrice (ll. 103–8).

7 Beatrice: her allegorical significance as revelation (see note to 1, 122), or that science that studies the things of revelation (theology), is suffused throughout this canto with the evocation of her as Dante had already presented her in the New Life; that is, as a Christianised version of the beauteous lady of fin amour tradition, invested with dolce stil nuovo imagery.

8 the sphere etc: the orbit of the moon, which in the geocentric system is the first of the heavens circling the earth. All things within this orbit (i.e., all mortal creatures on earth) are surpassed by humanity in so far as it possesses virtue.

9 these confines: Hell, at the centre of the earth and therefore of the universe, and circumscribed in contrast to the heavenly ‘spaces’ (l. 84) Beatrice normally inhabits.

10 the fires: a generic reference to the flames of Hell, torments that exist outside Limbo itself.

11 A noble lady: the Virgin Mary, transmitter of divine grace to Dante, and an intermediary capable of appeasing the severe justice of Heaven (l. 96).

12 St Lucy: Lucy, whose name derives from ‘lux’ (light), represents illuminating grace, though the precise allegorical significance of the three ladies in this canto has been explained in a number of ways. That Dante was Lucy’s ‘devotee’ (l. 98) possibly refers to the eye trouble he tells us about in the Convivio, since Lucy was the patron saint of the weak-sighted.

13 Rachel: one of Jacob’s two wives, commonly representative of the contemplative life, hence her proximity to Beatrice.

14 for you left etc: through the distinction of his earlier poetry in praise of Beatrice and through the ennobling effect of his love for her.

15 that flood: cf. I, 22–7.

16 and I promised: referring to I, 112–29, culminating in the bliss of Heaven.




CANTO THREE




Through me to the city of pain,1

Through me to agony forever,

3Through me to the lost tribes.

Justice moved my great maker:

The divine power created me,2

6Prime wisdom, love supreme.

Before me nothing was created3

If not eternal, eternal as me.

9Doff every hope at the door.

These letters in bleak characters

I saw, chiselled above a gateway:

12‘Master,’ I say, ‘what hard words.’

But understanding me, he replies:

‘Here all doubt has to disappear,

15all cowardice has to perish now.

We’ve come to where I told you,

where you’d see souls in agony,

18losers of the intelligence’s good.’4

And then he takes my hand in his

and looks serene, so comforted

21I’m led inside to these mysteries.

Here sighs and sobs and screams5

echo through the starless night,

24and reduce me to tears at first:

strange shrieks, awful language,

moans of pain or anger, voices

27shrill or faint, sounds of blows,

they all make a great confusion

circling in the changeless dark,

30like sand swept up in a storm.

And as the horror surrounds me

I ask, ‘Master, what’s all this?

33Who are they, so sunk in pain?’

He says, ‘This miserable state,

it’s for the sad souls who lived

36without blame, without praise.6

They’re mixed with that evil lot7

of angels, not faithful to God,

39not rebels, only for themselves.

Heaven banishes them its beauty,

but they’re not deeper into hell

42since guilt might glory in them.’8

I ask, ‘Master, what’s so painful

that they groan away like this?’

45He says, ‘I’ll explain it quickly.

They haven’t any hope of death,9

and this life’s so low, obscure,

48they’ve envy of all other beings.

They’ve left no record on earth;

mercy and justice despise them;10

51words aren’t worth it: look, pass.’

Then I looked, and saw a flag11

going around at such a speed

54it seemed to reject any respite;

and behind it, such a long troop

of people, I’d never have known

57that death had undone so many.

Some of them I could recognise,

including the soul of the coward12

60who made the great abdication.

Then I understood immediately

that here was that pathetic crew

63hated by God, and his enemies.

These nonentities, never alive,

they were naked now, pestered

66by buzzings of flies and wasps

biting the blood from their faces:

blood, tears, trickle to their feet

69where vile worms lap it all up.

Now I look past them, and see

the near bank of a great river

72with souls on it; ‘Master,’ I ask,

‘tell me about these: what is it

making them keen to get across,

75as far as this murk lets me see?’

And he: ‘You’ll soon know this

when our steps come to a stop

78by the woeful river of Acheron.’13

Then I looked down, chastened,

worried my talk annoyed him,

81keeping quiet until the river.

And here a boat shoots our way

with an old, grey-haired pilot

84crying ‘Damn you, you sinners!

Don’t look for no heaven here:

I’m taking you over to the dark,

87to your eternal furnace, or freezer.

And you over there, still living,

get away from these dead ones.’

90But seeing how I won’t move

he says: ‘Other ways, other gates14

will take you to another shore;

93your berth is on a lighter ship.’

And my guide: ‘Charon, no more:

they want this where anything15

96they want, they get, so enough.’

Then his shaggy mouth was shut,

that ferryman of the black mire

99with fiery rings round his eyes.

But the souls, naked, exhausted,

their colour goes and teeth grind16

102when they hear his awful words;

they curse God, and their parents,17

humanity, the place, time, line

105of their ancestry, and own birth.

And then they all draw together,

sobbing loudly, on that evil shore

108awaiting all who don’t fear God.

The devil Charon, his eyes coals,

he groups and gathers them all,

111his oar smacking anyone slow.

As in autumn, leaves drop down18

one after another, till the branch

114sees all its dress on the ground,

so with this bad stock of Adam,

jumping from the bank in turns

117at a signal, like birds are lured.

Then the dark current takes them,

and before they can land yonder

120another flock gathers over here.

‘My son,’ my kind master says,

‘all those dying in God’s anger,

123they meet here from every land;

and they’re eager to sail across,19

spurred by the divine judgement

126so their fright turns to yearning.

But good souls never come here;

and so, if you made Charon moan

129you see now his words’ meaning.’

He finished, and that dark region

shook so much, the recall of it

132still makes me sweat with fright.

The sad landscape belched wind,20

then a flash of crimson lightning

135knocked all my sense out of me,

and I fell as if seized by sleep.





1 THROUGH ME etc: the sudden, dramatic opening of this canto, taking us straight to Hell proper, is in marked contrast to the courteous interchange of Beatrice and Virgil that forms the bulk of canto II.

2 THE DIVINE POWER etc: power, wisdom and love, the attributes of Father, Son and Holy Ghost respectively, all entered into the creation of Hell.

3 BEFORE ME etc: Hell was created when Lucifer fell from Heaven (see canto XXXIV, 121–6) after the rebellion of the angels; it thus preceded the creation of mortal life on earth.

4 the intelligence’s good: or God, in his identification with supreme truth.

5 Here sighs etc: here as in many places in this canto the description of Hell is indebted to that in the Aeneid, where the tumult of groans, oaths and blows is described, and its unnerving effect on Aeneas; see Aeneid, VI, 557ff.

6 without blame etc: Dante’s allocating these wretched ‘neutrals’ to a kind of antechamber on this side of the river Acheron (l. 71) seems largely his own invention. His disdain for them contrasts with the reverence he will show later for some of the damned, who in T. S. Eliot’s words ‘preserve any degree of beauty or grandeur that ever rightly pertained to them, and this intensifies and also justifies their damnation’.

7 that evil lot etc: the idea of the neutral angels has its source in popular tradition, rather than in the Bible or in patristic writing.

8 since guilt etc: the rebel angels could gloat over those who ended up with the same punishment as themselves, even though they didn’t join in the rebellion.

9 They haven’t etc: that is, no hopes of the spiritual death of damnation itself. Cf. I, 117.

10 mercy and justice etc: the neutrals are neither pitied nor judged, in that they’re excluded from both Heaven and Hell. We learn later that the damned are eager to take up their place in the scheme of divine justice (ll. 124–6).

11 a flag etc: the contrapasso, or symbolic concordance of punishment with sin, which obtains throughout Hell, is emphasised here: the multitudinous neutrals took up no cause for good or evil on earth and now have an eternity of chasing behind a flag.

12 the soul etc: most of Dante’s early commentators identify this figure as Pope Celestine V, who abdicated in 1294 after five months in office, and thus allowed Boniface VIII to succeed him. Dante’s attacks on Boniface as simonist (canto XIX, 52ff.) and political intriguer (XXVII, 90ff.) are repeated at several points in the Comedy; one should also note the part he played in Dante’s own political fortunes (see VI, 60–70, and notes). Though Boniface’s temporal ambitions exemplified the corruption of the Church in Dante’s eyes, it seems unlikely that Celestine is here being blamed on account of giving them scope; a more likely candidate is Pontius Pilate, who abdicated responsibility when Christ was brought before him (Matthew 27: 1–26).

13 Acheron: river on the threshold of the underworld found in both Virgil and Homer. Dante further takes from classical tradition the figure of Charon, the infernal ferryman (l. 82ff.); see Aeneid, VI, 298–304.

14 Other ways etc: Dante explains in canto II of Purgatorio how souls who are saved gather at death at the mouth of the river Tiber and are taken by a swift ship to the island-mountain of Purgatory.

15 they want this etc: Virgil uses a formula which he will repeat at other obstructions (e.g., V, 22–4) and which immediately silences opposition.

16 teeth grind etc: cf. ‘the wailing and gnashing of teeth’ described in Matthew 14: 42.

17 they curse God etc: echoes the Biblical curses in Job 3 and Jeremiah 20: 14–18.

18 As in autumn etc: the comparison derives directly from the description of the crowds flocking towards Charon’s boat in Aeneid, VI, 309–10: ‘quam multa in silvis autumni frigore primo / lapsa cadunt folia …’

19 and they’re eager etc: the desire of the damned to take up their place within the scheme of God’s justice highlights the wretchedness of the stranded neutrals, described earlier in the canto (see especially l. 48).

20 The sad landscape etc: earthquakes and tremors were felt to be caused at this time by the release of vapours trapped in the earth.
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