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    A lost traveler steps into a universe where every choice has weight, and every path reveals a reckoning of the soul. Dante Alighieri’s The Divine Comedy: Inferno, Purgatorio & Paradiso invites readers to follow a pilgrimage that is at once personal and cosmic. This journey, envisioned with startling concreteness and moral clarity, explores what it means to lose the way and to seek orientation in a world governed by justice and love. From its opening crisis to the measured ascent toward understanding, the poem asks how a human life can be judged, healed, and ultimately directed toward its proper end.

Composed in the early fourteenth century, roughly between 1308 and 1320 and completed near the end of the poet’s life in 1321, the Comedy is a long narrative poem written in the Tuscan vernacular. Dante organizes the work into three canticles—Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso—comprising a total of one hundred cantos. Its interlocking rhyme scheme, terza rima, propels the narrative with musical inevitability. By choosing Italian rather than Latin, Dante created a monument that helped shape a literary language and opened high poetry to a broader audience. The poem’s architecture balances lyrical beauty with philosophical argument and dramatic storytelling.

At the outset, a solitary pilgrim finds himself disoriented and is offered guidance by the Roman poet Virgil. Their path leads through the realms of the afterlife, where the pilgrim learns to read the moral patterns that underlie human experience. Later, Beatrice, the emblem of enlightened love, assumes the task, and the itinerary turns from the recognition of error to the discipline of growth and the contemplation of blessedness. Without revealing resolutions, it is enough to say that each stage deepens the traveler’s vision and refines the reader’s sense of responsibility, freedom, and love, moving from confusion toward illumination.

In historical terms, the poem emerges from Dante’s exile from Florence after factional strife. Banishment sharpened his political insight and his longing for justice, and it pressed him to examine the relationship between personal conscience and public life. The Comedy synthesizes classical learning and Christian theology, drawing on Virgil, Aristotle, and Scripture alongside medieval philosophy and scholastic debate. While its setting is otherworldly, its concerns are intensely civic and human. The poet himself titled the work Commedia, signaling a narrative that moves from difficulty to a fitting end; later tradition affixed the epithet Divine in recognition of its grandeur.

The work’s status as a classic rests first on its audacity. Few texts attempt so comprehensive a vision of reality: ethics, politics, metaphysics, poetry, and everyday speech converge in a single sustained drama. By proving that the vernacular could carry lofty themes, Dante transformed the fortunes of Italian letters and influenced the formation of a national language. He also offered a model of narrative scope that later epics could not ignore. Each canto balances symbolic design with concrete detail, producing a poetry that feels simultaneously universal and immediate. Generations have returned to the poem for its intellectual reach and moral seriousness.

Dante’s form is inseparable from his thought. Terza rima binds tercets into a chain whose forward motion enacts the journey itself, while numerical patterns—especially the prominence of threes—underscore the poem’s harmonies. The geography of the afterlife is mapped with architectural precision, yet encounters unfold like scenes from lived experience. The poet juxtaposes allegory with realistic speech, theological reflection with satire, philosophical order with surprising tenderness. This blend allows the work to honor complexity without losing clarity. The structural ingenuity invites rereading, as echoes and correspondences reveal new meanings each time the traveler circles back through memory.

At the heart of the Comedy lie questions of justice, mercy, and human freedom. The poem insists that choices matter, that habits shape destiny, and that love, ordered rightly, is the motive force of a redeemed life. It examines how knowledge and desire can be misaligned, and how guidance—by reason, by friendship, by grace—can restore direction. The pilgrim’s education becomes a mirror for the reader’s conscience, inviting self-scrutiny without despair. Because Dante dramatizes sin and renewal not as abstractions but as stories, he allows us to consider our own complicities and hopes within a framework oriented toward meaning.

The reach of Dante’s vision has stirred writers, artists, and thinkers across centuries. From John Milton to T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, major poets have engaged the Comedy as a touchstone for artistic ambition and moral inquiry. Jorge Luis Borges lectured on Dante with lifelong fascination. Visual artists from Sandro Botticelli to William Blake and Gustave Doré produced iconic cycles that shaped popular imagination. In modern memoir and testimony, Primo Levi illuminated the poem’s power by recalling a canto in extremity. Such responses attest not only to influence, but to the work’s inexhaustible capacity to provoke creation.

The poem’s guides clarify its ethical imagination. Virgil personifies humane reason and poetic craft, leading the pilgrim to recognize the logic of actions and their consequences. Beatrice embodies a wisdom suffused with charity, directing attention to the transformation of desire. Their presence signals that understanding is relational and cumulative: we need teachers, loves, and communities to see rightly. The Comedy thereby stages learning itself, showing how the intellect and the affections must be trained together. Without divulging later discoveries, it can be said that the pilgrim’s maturation centers on learning how to perceive reality in the light of truth.

Reading Dante is a sensuous as well as intellectual experience. Vistas unfold with tactile clarity—rock, wind, light, song—yet the poem also delights in voice: irony, lament, argument, admiration. Satire exposes hypocrisy; compassion studies grief without voyeurism. The afterlife’s landscapes become psychological maps, where states of mind take on topography. The complexity never smothers momentum, because the narrative moves through encounters that feel theatrically vivid. Even readers unfamiliar with medieval theology can navigate by the poem’s human signals: friendship, fear, courage, remorse, and hope. Its episodes are memorable not only for their ideas, but for their dramatic immediacy.

Across languages and centuries, the Comedy has been kept alive by translators, commentators, and performers. Early commentators helped establish a tradition of close reading, while modern translators—among them Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Ciardi, Dorothy L. Sayers, Allen Mandelbaum, and Robert Pinsky—offer differing balances of accuracy, music, and clarity. Illustrators such as Doré have provided enduring visual companions. Scholarly notes illuminate medieval contexts, but the poem’s energy survives even without apparatus. That many versions coexist is itself a tribute to Dante’s amplitude: no single rendering exhausts the original, and each invites new readers to enter the pilgrimage.

To call this poem a classic is also to recognize its hospitality to new times and places. The Comedy has been taught in universities and read at kitchen tables; it has been staged, sung, painted, and parodied. With each renewal it gathers fresh meanings, not by yielding its core, but by inviting dialogue. Its balanced confidence—that reason can inquire, that love can purify, that justice can be intelligible—gives it durability. It refuses despair without denying complexity. That refusal has helped the poem endure through wars, exiles, and revolutions, continuing to offer a grammar for hope and a discipline for memory and desire.
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    The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri is a long narrative poem composed in the early fourteenth century and written in the Italian vernacular. It unfolds across three parts—Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso—following a first‑person pilgrim through realms of the afterlife. Beginning in a state of spiritual bewilderment, the narrator undertakes a guided journey meant to diagnose error, enact moral correction, and envision beatitude. The poem unites classical learning and Christian doctrine, presenting a comprehensive medieval cosmos in which ethics, politics, and theology intertwine. At once personal and universal, the pilgrimage frames a search for meaning that tests the limits of human reason and language.

In Inferno, the pilgrim, lost in a shadowed wood, is met by the Roman poet Virgil, who offers guidance through Hell so he may later ascend. Passing the threshold, they descend concentric circles where punishments reflect the nature of sins. The upper circles present disorders of appetite and passion; deeper regions expose violence against self, others, and God; deepest of all is fraud, understood as the peculiar abuse of rational gifts. The architecture of Hell embodies moral order, not mere spectacle. As they traverse chasms and rivers, the pilgrim witnesses the consequences of choices and the fragility of earthly renown.

The journey through lower Hell intensifies the poem’s political and personal dimensions. The city of Dis marks a boundary between lesser waywardness and deliberate malice. In the bolgias of fraud, figures of duplicity, corruption, and false counsel appear, their circumstances illuminating how intelligence can serve injustice. Titans and monstrous guardians dramatize the gravity of transgression, while the atmosphere grows colder, heavier, and more constrained. The pilgrim’s reactions move from pity to stern recognition as he learns to read sin and punishment without sentimentality. The descent culminates at the pit where treachery is fixed in ice, a stark image of love turned inward.

Purgatorio opens with relief and renewal. Emerging under new stars, the travelers reach a solitary mountain rising from the sea, the realm where souls actively prepare for blessedness. Before the gate, the pilgrim encounters examples of humble confession and late repentance, then ascends terraces ordered by the seven capital vices. Here punishments are medicinal rather than retributive, training desire toward its proper end. Hymns, communal prayer, and shared effort underscore the cooperation of grace and free will. Scriptural scenes and classical figures alike are arranged as moving lessons, inviting the pilgrim to consider virtue not as denial but as re-educated love.

As ascent proceeds, encounters emphasize responsibility, friendship, and the corrective power of truthful speech. Artists, rulers, and ordinary penitents narrate how mixed motives and misuse of freedom deform communities. The pilgrim learns to govern attention, distinguishing exemplary from seductive images. Near the summit, in an Earthly Paradise of flowing waters and living symbols, he undergoes moral clarification and is entrusted to a new guide who represents a higher wisdom than human reason alone. This transition marks a pivot from ethical training to contemplation, preparing him to consider realities that exceed dialectic and to approach the source from which all desire arises.

Paradiso frames the ascent through the heavens as movement into increasing light and intellectual joy. The cosmology follows the spheres familiar to medieval science, yet each sphere is a pedagogical station rather than a spatial confinement. The blessed appear where their virtues can best instruct the traveler about faith, hope, charity, justice, and the ordering of love. The narrative continually acknowledges the inadequacy of words, multiplying metaphors to suggest what cannot be directly represented. Vision and sound intensify, but the poem insists that clarity comes as gift. The guide’s discourse connects doctrine to lived exemplars, turning abstract truths into encounter.

Conversations with saints, teachers, and rulers thread theology with history. The pilgrim hears accounts of providence working through imperfect institutions, reflections on the harmony of divine justice and human liberty, and critiques of ecclesial and political failure. Symbols form and dissolve to show how finite signs can bear infinite reference. Across the ascent, the traveler practices seeing without envy, loving without possessiveness, and reasoning without pride. The heavens reveal a community ordered by mutual delight, where knowledge increases love and love expands knowledge. As he nears the summit, questions turn from moral casuistry to the very conditions of knowing.

The poem’s craft underwrites its vision. Dante composes in terza rima, interlocking tercets that propel the narrative while embodying relation and return. The tripartite structure and pervasive threes mirror theological themes, and the work comprises one hundred cantos, a number suggesting completeness. The language ranges from colloquial naming to high theological argument, placing street, court, and choir within a single architecture. Allegory operates on multiple levels: a literal journey, moral instruction, and contemplative ascent. Classical myth, biblical citation, scholastic reasoning, and contemporary politics are braided into a unified fabric, asserting that order and meaning are discoverable within history.

Without disclosing its final vistas, The Divine Comedy presents a path from disorientation to rightly ordered love, from self-enclosure to communion. It explores the consequences of choices, the limits and possibilities of reason, and the transformation of desire by grace. By depicting a universe in which justice and mercy are not rivals, the poem invites readers to examine their allegiances and to hope for renewal. Its synthesis of poetry, philosophy, and theology has shaped subsequent literature and thought, offering a comprehensive image of moral growth. The pilgrimage endures as a model of honest seeing, disciplined freedom, and resilient love.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy is framed by the political and religious world of late thirteenth- and early fourteenth‑century Italy. The poem’s imagined journey takes place in 1300, a Jubilee year proclaimed by Pope Boniface VIII, when throngs of pilgrims traveled to Rome seeking indulgences. Italian society was organized around powerful city‑states, or communes, whose civic institutions coexisted uneasily with feudal remnants and with claims of universal authority by the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire. Daily life was shaped by guilds, parishes, and confraternities; law and custom were enforced by communal magistrates, but loyalties to kin and neighborhood often overrode civic ideals.

Florence, Dante’s birthplace, was a prosperous commune whose politics were dominated by guilds and merchant elites. Economic growth brought social mobility and tensions between magnate families and new men of commerce. The Ordinances of Justice (1293) aimed to curb elite violence and empower guilds, but they also intensified factional conflict. Civic offices rotated rapidly, and public life was marked by elaborate rituals, festivals, and processions. The city’s wealth from wool manufacture and trade supported monumental building programs and patronage of the arts, while also provoking moral debates about luxury, charity, and the proper uses of wealth in a Christian society.

Italian politics of Dante’s lifetime were defined by the long rivalry between Guelphs, broadly supportive of papal interests, and Ghibellines, associated with imperial claims. In Florence, after Ghibelline defeat, the Guelph party itself split into White and Black factions around 1300. Whites sought relative independence from papal intervention; Blacks allied more closely with the papacy and certain magnate families. These divisions produced street warfare, confiscations, and banishments. The Comedy echoes this partisan world, naming individuals and denouncing factionalism as a civic disease, while measuring political actions against broader ideals of justice, peace, and the common good.

Dante (c. 1265–1321) participated directly in Florentine public life. Enrolled in the guild of physicians and apothecaries to qualify for office, he served as one of the city’s priors in 1300, a critical moment of attempted mediation between factions. In 1302, after a change of regime backed by outside intervention, he was condemned in absentia and exiled, with threats of death if he returned. He never saw Florence again. Exile sharpened his analysis of power, loyalty, and belonging. He began composing the Comedy around 1308 and continued until near his death, retrospectively framing 1300 as the work’s temporal hinge.

A central historical context is the struggle between papal and imperial authority. Pope Boniface VIII (1294–1303) asserted far‑reaching claims over temporal rulers, culminating in the bull Unam sanctam (1302). He also intervened in Tuscan politics, inviting Charles of Valois to “pacify” Florence in 1301, which helped the Black Guelphs seize control and purge their rivals. The Comedy repeatedly condemns ecclesiastical corruption and the sale of spiritual goods, a critique grounded in contemporary charges of simony and nepotism. By contrasting spiritual office with worldly ambition, Dante’s poem engages the concrete abuses and political entanglements of the late medieval Church.

Opposed to expansive papal claims, many Italian thinkers looked to imperial authority to restore order. Henry VII of Luxembourg entered Italy in 1310 and was crowned emperor in Rome in 1312, briefly raising hopes of a supra‑partisan peace. Dante supported Henry’s mission in letters and in his treatise Monarchia, arguing that papal and imperial powers derive from God but operate in distinct spheres. The Comedy complements this vision by honoring Rome’s legal heritage and imagining justice as a universal good not beholden to faction or clerical privilege. Henry’s early death in 1313 dashed such hopes, deepening the poem’s tone of lament for Italy’s disunity.

Florence’s commercial dynamism shaped its politics and moral discourse. The gold florin, first minted in 1252, became a widely trusted European currency, facilitating long‑distance trade and sophisticated credit networks. The wool industry employed large numbers through guild structures, contracts, and subcontracting. Prosperity heightened scrutiny of usury, a practice condemned by canon law yet difficult to distinguish from legitimate lending in complex markets. The Comedy’s treatment of economic sins reflects contemporary debates on fair price, fiduciary duty, and civic charity. It registers the anxiety that wealth, if misused, corrodes social bonds and deforms the soul’s love of the good.

Urban life was an arena of both civic pride and endemic violence. Family towers rose above narrow streets, symbolizing lineage prestige and serving defensive needs. Vendettas and brawls challenged communal statutes designed to curb bearing arms and public disorder. Sumptuary laws sought to regulate dress and banquets, while religious confraternities organized charity, funerals, and processions. Public punishments and ritual reconciliations dramatized justice in theatrical forms familiar to city dwellers. The Comedy translates this environment into moral theater: punishments are didactic, processional, and communal, reflecting the urban conviction that order, display, and memory shape moral learning.

Religious practice permeated daily rhythms: parish worship, the liturgical calendar, confession, and sermons by mendicant orders. The Franciscans and Dominicans, approved in the early thirteenth century, led pastoral reform through preaching, teaching, and missions. Doctrines of the afterlife were clarified in these centuries; by 1274 (Second Council of Lyon), the Church articulated purification after death and the value of prayers for the departed. The 1300 Jubilee institutionalized large‑scale pilgrimage and indulgences. The Comedy draws on this pastoral framework, portraying divine justice balanced by mercy and envisioning Purgatory as the communal pedagogy of penance, intercession, and hope.

Intellectual life was marked by scholastic synthesis. Universities such as Bologna and Paris developed systematic study of theology, law, and the liberal arts. Translations of Aristotle from Greek and Arabic sources, along with commentaries by Thomas Aquinas and others, furnished tools for reconciling reason and revelation. The Ptolemaic, geocentric cosmos structured medieval astronomy and metaphysics, with concentric heavens moved by intelligences toward the ultimate source of being. The Comedy adopts this cosmology as narrative architecture, translating scholastic distinctions into poetic images and guiding readers from ethical reasoning to contemplation of divine order.

Italian literary culture in the thirteenth century shifted from Latin to innovative vernacular forms. Poets of the Sicilian school experimented with courtly themes; in Tuscany, the dolce stil novo refined love poetry into a meditation on virtue and knowledge. Dante’s Vita nuova memorialized Beatrice and linked earthly love to spiritual ascent. His De vulgari eloquentia defended the dignity of the vernacular, while the Comedy itself, composed in Tuscan, helped standardize Italian. By choosing terza rima—interlocking tercets—Dante created a new vehicle for philosophical poetry, joining classical authority (embodied by Virgil) to living speech.

Book production remained a manuscript enterprise, yet technologies were changing. Scriptoria and urban workshops produced copied and illuminated codices for scholars and lay patrons. Paper manufacturing in Fabriano, documented by the late thirteenth century, gradually complemented parchment, reducing costs and aiding bureaucratic and literary dissemination. Mechanical clocks appeared in Italian cities around Dante’s lifetime, encouraging new metaphors of synchronized order; eyeglasses, described in Italy in the early 1300s, improved study and reading. Such developments form the background to the Comedy’s imagery of measurement, clarity, and textuality, where time, vision, and record‑keeping become theological symbols.

Visual culture also shaped Dante’s imagination. Giotto di Bondone’s fresco cycles, begun in the late thirteenth century, advanced naturalistic space and expressive figures, signaling a broader reorientation toward lived experience and narrative clarity. Dante alludes to contemporary artists, noting shifting reputations, and draws on the public art he knew—especially Florence’s Baptistery of San Giovanni, central to civic and religious identity. Sacred images, processional banners, and frescoed chapels taught doctrine through scenes of sin, penance, and glory. The Comedy’s vivid tableaux resonate with this visual pedagogy, translating wall painting and liturgy into a mobile, encyclopedic theater.

Broader Mediterranean geopolitics influenced Italian affairs. The defeat of the Hohenstaufen and the Battle of Benevento (1266) opened southern Italy to Angevin rule, tying the peninsula to French ambitions. The Sicilian Vespers (1282) expelled the Angevins from the island, creating a long conflict between Aragonese and Angevin claims. These rivalries intersected with Tuscan factionalism and papal diplomacy. In 1291 the fall of Acre ended the Latin Crusader presence in the Levant, prompting soul‑searching about Christian unity and leadership. The Comedy registers these dislocations in its laments over divided Italy and compromised authority, while still affirming a providential history.

Warfare and exile were ordinary features of communal life. Dante fought in the Battle of Campaldino (1289), when Florentine Guelphs defeated the Arezzo Ghibellines, an experience that acquainted him with the realities of cavalry charges, strategy, and fear. After 1302 he joined the wide diaspora of Italian exiles seeking protection at princely courts. He spent periods under the patronage of families such as the Scaliger in Verona and the Malaspina in Lunigiana, and he died in Ravenna under the Polenta. This networked Italy of courts and communes provided the material stability and intellectual circles in which the Comedy was composed and circulated.

Moral discourse in Dante’s age drew on both classical ethics and Christian theology. Canonists and theologians debated fraud, violence, perjury, and simony alongside charity, justice, and prudence. Confessors’ manuals classified sins to guide penance; civic statutes codified offenses against the commonweal. The Comedy organizes wrongdoing by the disorder of love—per Augustine and Aquinas—assigning heavier blame to malice than to weakness. It condemns practices salient in contemporary politics: sale of offices, judicial corruption (barratry), factional treachery, and betrayals of civic trust. Its purgatorial pedagogy, in turn, mirrors pastoral programs of moral reform through discipline, prayer, and communal support.

The work also engages Rome’s legal and historical legacy. Medieval jurists at Bologna revitalized Roman law, influencing statutes across the communes. Dante interprets the Roman Empire as providential, securing universal peace for human flourishing and the Incarnation’s historical stage. He laments law’s capture by private interests and calls for rulers to subordinate ambition to justice. These concerns were immediate in a landscape where court verdicts could be reversed by victors, where expropriations followed every regime change, and where legal language could sanctify vengeance. The poem tests contemporary institutions against ideal measures drawn from law, Scripture, and reasoned philosophy.
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    Introduction
Dante Alighieri (c. 1265–1321) was a Florentine poet, thinker, and civic participant whose writings helped shape the Italian language and a pan-European literary imagination. His most celebrated creation, the Commedia—later known as the Divine Comedy—fuses theology, philosophy, and politics into a vast narrative of moral journeying. Alongside that masterpiece, he composed the Vita nuova, a prosimetrum about love and poetry, and Latin treatises that reflect on language and ethics. His life was marked by public service in Florence, bitter political conflict, and a lifelong exile that redirected his career across northern and central Italy, where he completed much of his major work.
Emerging from the late medieval world yet anticipating Renaissance concerns, Dante bridges classical inheritance and Christian doctrine with a distinctive vernacular voice. He formalized terza rima, giving Italian a supple instrument for philosophical narrative, and treated the vernacular as a medium worthy of serious inquiry and art. His work circulated quickly, attracting early commentary and establishing him as a reference point for poets, theologians, and political thinkers. The interplay of personal experience—especially exile—and universal concerns grants his writing both historical immediacy and continuing relevance, making him a central author in world literature and a foundational figure for Italian identity.
Education and Literary Influences
Born into a Florentine milieu of commerce, guilds, and factional rivalry, Dante likely received the education typical of his class: grammar, rhetoric, and the liberal arts, with strong training in Latin. He read widely among classical authors and church writers. Tradition and internal evidence point to Brunetto Latini as an important mentor, shaping his rhetorical and civic sensibilities. Florence’s religious houses, schools, and intellectual networks exposed him to scholastic debates and to the methods of dialectic that inform his later prose. The city’s public festivals and poetic gatherings offered venues where reputations formed and rival schools of verse contended.
His early verse reflects the dolce stil novo, the sweet new style cultivated by poets who refined the language of love into a vehicle for moral and spiritual elevation. Dante’s association with Guido Cavalcanti, a leading figure of that movement, sharpened his technique and themes. The Sicilian School and Tuscan predecessors supplied models of form and diction, while Occitan troubadours contributed ideas about courtly desire and poetic persona. The figure of Beatrice, first encountered in youth and idealized in his writings, became a central imaginative presence, anchoring his exploration of love, knowledge, and grace across both lyric and narrative modes.
Philosophically, Dante drew on Aristotle as mediated by medieval commentators and on the synthesis articulated by Thomas Aquinas. Augustine and Boethius offered paradigms for interiority, providence, and the soul’s ascent, while the Bible and patristic sources supplied authoritative frameworks. From the classics, he absorbed narrative craft and moral exempla, especially from Virgil and Ovid. These materials are not only read but reimagined in his works, where classical reason and Christian revelation are coordinated rather than opposed. His familiarity with contemporary political theory and canon law further informed a writerly practice in which poetry, ethics, and civic life remain inseparable.
Literary Career
Dante’s earliest surviving writings are lyric poems that experiment with meter, address, and philosophical content. The Vita nuova, compiled in the 1290s, interweaves poems with prose commentary to narrate the emergence of a poetics of love oriented toward moral perfection. It registers the maturing of his voice and the consolidation of a persona shaped by wonder, discipline, and theological aspiration. Public prominence in Florence followed, including service on councils and as one of the city’s priors in 1300. Political upheaval, however, interrupted this trajectory and would soon reshape his career and the venues in which his work circulated.
Exiled in 1302 amid the struggle between White and Black Guelphs, he left Florence permanently. Displacement broadened his audiences and topics. He composed the Convivio, an unfinished philosophical compendium in the vernacular; De vulgari eloquentia, a Latin treatise arguing for an illustrious Italian language suitable for high style; and Monarchia, a Latin work on political order and the relation between spiritual and temporal powers. He also wrote letters addressing Italian rulers and civic authorities. These texts refine his views on language, ethics, and governance, and they prepare the conceptual ground for the large poetic architecture he undertook in exile.
The Commedia occupied much of his remaining years. Structured in three cantiche and written in terza rima, it integrates scriptural typology, Aristotelian ethics, and contemporary history into an ordered vision of the cosmos. Its scenes range from satire of civic corruption to meditations on virtue, knowledge, and beatitude. Portions likely circulated before completion, attracting attention among patrons and readers. Early commentaries followed soon after his death, and the poem’s stature grew as copyists and teachers propagated it across the peninsula. Boccaccio popularized the epithet Divine Comedy, and subsequent humanists helped cement the work as a cornerstone of Italian letters.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Dante’s recorded convictions emerge from both his civic actions and his treatises. A White Guelph, he opposed the dominance of partisan and papal interests in Florentine governance. In Monarchia, he argues that a universal temporal authority, distinct from but harmonious with the church, best secures earthly peace and allows human flourishing. His letters exhort Italian princes and, during the expedition of Henry VII, urge reform of communal life. The Commedia extends this program by anatomizing the moral consequences of private sin and public misrule, inviting readers to imagine justice and mercy operating within a coherent, divinely ordered polity.
Equally central was his advocacy for the vernacular. De vulgari eloquentia theorizes a noble Italian worthy of literary dignity, while the Commedia demonstrates its capacity for learned argument, narrative complexity, and lyric beauty. He treats poetry as an ethical instrument: a means to instruct, delight, and move citizens toward the good. Throughout his works, he condemns simony, fraud, and civic betrayal, aligning aesthetic judgment with moral scrutiny. At the same time, he maintains confidence in reason enlightened by faith, crafting a language in which philosophical analysis and visionary narrative reinforce one another for the instruction of a broad readership.
Final Years & Legacy
After periods in the courts of northern and central Italy, Dante found sustained hospitality in Verona and later in Ravenna under Guido Novello da Polenta. He continued revising and composing the final parts of the Commedia and, in 1320, delivered a public disputation in Verona on a cosmological question. A diplomatic mission to Venice preceded his death in Ravenna in 1321, likely from illness during his return. He was buried in Ravenna, where his tomb remains; Florence later memorialized him with a cenotaph. Despite periodic overtures, he never returned to his native city, and the sentence of exile stood.
Dante’s legacy is unusually capacious. His language became a touchstone for later writers and a model for national literary standards. Artists, composers, and filmmakers have reimagined scenes from his poem for centuries, while translators continue to carry his work into new idioms. Early commentators, including his sons and Boccaccio, inaugurated a scholarly tradition that still thrives in philology, theology, and political thought. In schools and universities worldwide, the Commedia remains a central text. As the poet of exile, conscience, and imaginative order, Dante offers a durable vocabulary for thinking about justice, love, and the responsibilities of civic life.
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Midway upon the journey of our life

  I found myself within a forest dark,

  For the straightforward pathway had been lost.

Ah me! how hard a thing it is to say

  What was this forest savage, rough, and stern,

  Which in the very thought renews the fear.

So bitter is it, death is little more;

  But of the good to treat, which there I found,

  Speak will I of the other things I saw there.

I cannot well repeat how there I entered,

  So full was I of slumber at the moment

  In which I had abandoned the true way.

But after I had reached a mountain's foot,

  At that point where the valley terminated,

  Which had with consternation pierced my heart,

Upward I looked, and I beheld its shoulders,

  Vested already with that planet's rays

  Which leadeth others right by every road.

Then was the fear a little quieted

  That in my heart's lake had endured throughout

  The night, which I had passed so piteously.

And even as he, who, with distressful breath,

  Forth issued from the sea upon the shore,

  Turns to the water perilous and gazes;

So did my soul, that still was fleeing onward,

  Turn itself back to re-behold the pass

  Which never yet a living person left.

After my weary body I had rested,

  The way resumed I on the desert slope,

  So that the firm foot ever was the lower.

And lo! almost where the ascent began,

  A panther light and swift exceedingly,

  Which with a spotted skin was covered o'er!

And never moved she from before my face,

  Nay, rather did impede so much my way,

  That many times I to return had turned.

The time was the beginning of the morning,

  And up the sun was mounting with those stars

  That with him were, what time the Love Divine

At first in motion set those beauteous things;

  So were to me occasion of good hope,

  The variegated skin of that wild beast,

The hour of time, and the delicious season;

  But not so much, that did not give me fear

  A lion's aspect which appeared to me.

He seemed as if against me he were coming

  With head uplifted, and with ravenous hunger,

  So that it seemed the air was afraid of him;

And a she-wolf, that with all hungerings

  Seemed to be laden in her meagreness,

  And many folk has caused to live forlorn!

She brought upon me so much heaviness,

  With the affright that from her aspect came,

  That I the hope relinquished of the height.

And as he is who willingly acquires,

  And the time comes that causes him to lose,

  Who weeps in all his thoughts and is despondent,

E'en such made me that beast withouten peace,

  Which, coming on against me by degrees

  Thrust me back thither where the sun is silent.

While I was rushing downward to the lowland,

  Before mine eyes did one present himself,

  Who seemed from long-continued silence hoarse.

When I beheld him in the desert vast,

  "Have pity on me," unto him I cried,

  "Whiche'er thou art, or shade or real man!"

He answered me: "Not man; man once I was,

  And both my parents were of Lombardy,

  And Mantuans by country both of them.

'Sub Julio[1]' was I born, though it was late,

  And lived at Rome under the good Augustus,

  During the time of false and lying gods.

A poet was I, and I sang that just

  Son of Anchises, who came forth from Troy,

  After that Ilion the superb was burned.

But thou, why goest thou back to such annoyance?

  Why climb'st thou not the Mount Delectable,

  Which is the source and cause of every joy?"

"Now, art thou that Virgilius and that fountain

  Which spreads abroad so wide a river of speech?"

  I made response to him with bashful forehead.

"O, of the other poets honour and light,

  Avail me the long study and great love

  That have impelled me to explore thy volume!

Thou art my master, and my author thou,

  Thou art alone the one from whom I took

  The beautiful style that has done honour to me.

Behold the beast, for which I have turned back;

  Do thou protect me from her, famous Sage,

  For she doth make my veins and pulses tremble."

"Thee it behoves to take another road,"

  Responded he, when he beheld me weeping,

  "If from this savage place thou wouldst escape;

Because this beast, at which thou criest out,

  Suffers not any one to pass her way,

  But so doth harass him, that she destroys him;

And has a nature so malign and ruthless,

  That never doth she glut her greedy will,

  And after food is hungrier than before.

Many the animals with whom she weds,

  And more they shall be still, until the Greyhound

  Comes, who shall make her perish in her pain.

He shall not feed on either earth or pelf,

  But upon wisdom, and on love and virtue;

  'Twixt Feltro and Feltro shall his nation be;

Of that low Italy shall he be the saviour,

  On whose account the maid Camilla died,

  Euryalus, Turnus, Nisus, of their wounds;

Through every city shall he hunt her down,

  Until he shall have driven her back to Hell,

  There from whence envy first did let her loose.

Therefore I think and judge it for thy best

  Thou follow me, and I will be thy guide,

  And lead thee hence through the eternal place,

Where thou shalt hear the desperate lamentations,

  Shalt see the ancient spirits disconsolate,

  Who cry out each one for the second death;

And thou shalt see those who contented are

  Within the fire, because they hope to come,

  Whene'er it may be, to the blessed people;

To whom, then, if thou wishest to ascend,

  A soul shall be for that than I more worthy;

  With her at my departure I will leave thee;

Because that Emperor, who reigns above,

  In that I was rebellious to his law,

  Wills that through me none come into his city.

He governs everywhere, and there he reigns;

  There is his city and his lofty throne;

  O happy he whom thereto he elects!"

And I to him: "Poet, I thee entreat,

  By that same God whom thou didst never know,

  So that I may escape this woe and worse,

Thou wouldst conduct me there where thou hast said,

  That I may see the portal of Saint Peter,

  And those thou makest so disconsolate."

Then he moved on, and I behind him followed.
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Day was departing, and the embrowned air

  Released the animals that are on earth

  From their fatigues; and I the only one

Made myself ready to sustain the war,

  Both of the way and likewise of the woe,

  Which memory that errs not shall retrace.

O Muses, O high genius, now assist me!

  O memory, that didst write down what I saw,

  Here thy nobility shall be manifest!

And I began: "Poet, who guidest me,

  Regard my manhood, if it be sufficient,

  Ere to the arduous pass thou dost confide me.

Thou sayest, that of Silvius the parent[2],

  While yet corruptible, unto the world

  Immortal went, and was there bodily.

But if the adversary of all evil

  Was courteous, thinking of the high effect

  That issue would from him, and who, and what,

To men of intellect unmeet it seems not;

  For he was of great Rome, and of her empire

  In the empyreal heaven as father chosen;

The which and what, wishing to speak the truth,

  Were stablished as the holy place, wherein

  Sits the successor of the greatest Peter.

Upon this journey, whence thou givest him vaunt,

  Things did he hear, which the occasion were

  Both of his victory and the papal mantle.

Thither went afterwards the Chosen Vessel,

  To bring back comfort thence unto that Faith,

  Which of salvation's way is the beginning.

But I, why thither come, or who concedes it?

  I not Aeneas am, I am not Paul,

  Nor I, nor others, think me worthy of it.

Therefore, if I resign myself to come,

  I fear the coming may be ill-advised;

  Thou'rt wise, and knowest better than I speak."

And as he is, who unwills what he willed,

  And by new thoughts doth his intention change,

  So that from his design he quite withdraws,

Such I became, upon that dark hillside,

  Because, in thinking, I consumed the emprise,

  Which was so very prompt in the beginning.

"If I have well thy language understood,"

  Replied that shade of the Magnanimous,

  "Thy soul attainted is with cowardice,

Which many times a man encumbers so,

  It turns him back from honoured enterprise,

  As false sight doth a beast, when he is shy.

That thou mayst free thee from this apprehension,

  I'll tell thee why I came, and what I heard

  At the first moment when I grieved for thee.

Among those was I who are in suspense,

  And a fair, saintly Lady called to me

  In such wise, I besought her to command me.

Her eyes where shining brighter than the Star;

  And she began to say, gentle and low,

  With voice angelical, in her own language:

'O spirit courteous of Mantua,

  Of whom the fame still in the world endures,

  And shall endure, long-lasting as the world;

A friend of mine, and not the friend of fortune,

  Upon the desert slope is so impeded

  Upon his way, that he has turned through terror,

And may, I fear, already be so lost,

  That I too late have risen to his succour,

  From that which I have heard of him in Heaven.

Bestir thee now, and with thy speech ornate,

  And with what needful is for his release,

  Assist him so, that I may be consoled.

Beatrice am I, who do bid thee go;

  I come from there, where I would fain return;

  Love moved me, which compelleth me to speak.

When I shall be in presence of my Lord,

  Full often will I praise thee unto him.'

  Then paused she, and thereafter I began:

'O Lady of virtue, thou alone through whom

  The human race exceedeth all contained

  Within the heaven that has the lesser circles,

So grateful unto me is thy commandment,

  To obey, if 'twere already done, were late;

  No farther need'st thou ope to me thy wish.

But the cause tell me why thou dost not shun

  The here descending down into this centre,

  From the vast place thou burnest to return to.'

'Since thou wouldst fain so inwardly discern,

  Briefly will I relate,' she answered me,

  'Why I am not afraid to enter here.

Of those things only should one be afraid

  Which have the power of doing others harm;

  Of the rest, no; because they are not fearful.

God in his mercy such created me

  That misery of yours attains me not,

  Nor any flame assails me of this burning.

A gentle Lady is in Heaven, who grieves

  At this impediment, to which I send thee,

  So that stern judgment there above is broken.

In her entreaty she besought Lucia,

  And said, "Thy faithful one now stands in need

  Of thee, and unto thee I recommend him."

Lucia, foe of all that cruel is,

  Hastened away, and came unto the place

  Where I was sitting with the ancient Rachel.

"Beatrice" said she, "the true praise of God,

  Why succourest thou not him, who loved thee so,

  For thee he issued from the vulgar herd?

Dost thou not hear the pity of his plaint?

  Dost thou not see the death that combats him

  Beside that flood, where ocean has no vaunt?"

Never were persons in the world so swift

  To work their weal and to escape their woe,

  As I, after such words as these were uttered,

Came hither downward from my blessed seat,

  Confiding in thy dignified discourse,

  Which honours thee, and those who've listened to it.'

After she thus had spoken unto me,

  Weeping, her shining eyes she turned away;

  Whereby she made me swifter in my coming;

And unto thee I came, as she desired;

  I have delivered thee from that wild beast,

  Which barred the beautiful mountain's short ascent.

What is it, then? Why, why dost thou delay?

  Why is such baseness bedded in thy heart?

  Daring and hardihood why hast thou not,

Seeing that three such Ladies benedight

  Are caring for thee in the court of Heaven,

  And so much good my speech doth promise thee?"

Even as the flowerets, by nocturnal chill,

  Bowed down and closed, when the sun whitens them,

  Uplift themselves all open on their stems;

Such I became with my exhausted strength,

  And such good courage to my heart there coursed,

  That I began, like an intrepid person:

"O she compassionate, who succoured me,

  And courteous thou, who hast obeyed so soon

  The words of truth which she addressed to thee!

Thou hast my heart so with desire disposed

  To the adventure, with these words of thine,

  That to my first intent I have returned.

Now go, for one sole will is in us both,

  Thou Leader, and thou Lord, and Master thou."

  Thus said I to him; and when he had moved,

I entered on the deep and savage way.
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  "Through me the way is to the city dolent;

  Through me the way is to eternal dole;

  Through me the way among the people lost.


  
Justice incited my sublime Creator;

  Created me divine Omnipotence,

  The highest Wisdom and the primal Love.


  
Before me there were no created things,

  Only eterne, and I eternal last.

  All hope abandon, ye who enter in!"


  
These words in sombre colour I beheld

  Written upon the summit of a gate;

  Whence I: "Their sense is, Master, hard to me!"


  
And he to me, as one experienced:

  "Here all suspicion needs must be abandoned,

  All cowardice must needs be here extinct.


  
We to the place have come, where I have told thee

  Thou shalt behold the people dolorous

  Who have foregone the good of intellect."


  
And after he had laid his hand on mine

  With joyful mien, whence I was comforted,

  He led me in among the secret things.


  
There sighs, complaints, and ululations loud

  Resounded through the air without a star,

  Whence I, at the beginning, wept thereat.


  
Languages diverse, horrible dialects,

  Accents of anger, words of agony,

  And voices high and hoarse, with sound of hands,


  
Made up a tumult that goes whirling on

  For ever in that air for ever black,

  Even as the sand doth, when the whirlwind breathes.


  
And I, who had my head with horror bound,

  Said: "Master, what is this which now I hear?

  What folk is this, which seems by pain so vanquished?"


  
And he to me: "This miserable mode

  Maintain the melancholy souls of those

  Who lived withouten infamy or praise.


  
Commingled are they with that caitiff choir

  Of Angels, who have not rebellious been,

  Nor faithful were to God, but were for self.


  
The heavens expelled them, not to be less fair;

  Nor them the nethermore abyss receives,

  For glory none the damned would have from them."


  
And I: "O Master, what so grievous is

  To these, that maketh them lament so sore?"

  He answered: "I will tell thee very briefly.


  
These have no longer any hope of death;

  And this blind life of theirs is so debased,

  They envious are of every other fate.


  
No fame of them the world permits to be;

  Misericord and Justice both disdain them.

  Let us not speak of them, but look, and pass."


  
And I, who looked again, beheld a banner,

  Which, whirling round, ran on so rapidly,

  That of all pause it seemed to me indignant;


  
And after it there came so long a train

  Of people, that I ne'er would have believed

  That ever Death so many had undone.


  
When some among them I had recognised,

  I looked, and I beheld the shade of him

  Who made through cowardice the great refusal.


  
Forthwith I comprehended, and was certain,

  That this the sect was of the caitiff wretches

  Hateful to God and to his enemies.


  
These miscreants, who never were alive,

  Were naked, and were stung exceedingly

  By gadflies and by hornets that were there.


  
These did their faces irrigate with blood,

  Which, with their tears commingled, at their feet

  By the disgusting worms was gathered up.


  
And when to gazing farther I betook me.

  People I saw on a great river's bank;

  Whence said I: "Master, now vouchsafe to me,


  
That I may know who these are, and what law

  Makes them appear so ready to pass over,

  As I discern athwart the dusky light."


  
And he to me: "These things shall all be known

  To thee, as soon as we our footsteps stay

  Upon the dismal shore of Acheron."


  
Then with mine eyes ashamed and downward cast,

  Fearing my words might irksome be to him,

  From speech refrained I till we reached the river.


  
And lo! towards us coming in a boat

  An old man, hoary with the hair of eld,

  Crying: "Woe unto you, ye souls depraved!


  
Hope nevermore to look upon the heavens;

  I come to lead you to the other shore,

  To the eternal shades in heat and frost.


  
And thou, that yonder standest, living soul,

  Withdraw thee from these people, who are dead!"

  But when he saw that I did not withdraw,


  
He said: "By other ways, by other ports

  Thou to the shore shalt come, not here, for passage;

  A lighter vessel needs must carry thee."


  
And unto him the Guide: "Vex thee not, Charon;

  It is so willed there where is power to do

  That which is willed; and farther question not."


  
Thereat were quieted the fleecy cheeks

  Of him the ferryman of the livid fen,

  Who round about his eyes had wheels of flame.


  
But all those souls who weary were and naked

  Their colour changed and gnashed their teeth together,

  As soon as they had heard those cruel words.


  
God they blasphemed and their progenitors,

  The human race, the place, the time, the seed

  Of their engendering and of their birth!


  
Thereafter all together they drew back,

  Bitterly weeping, to the accursed shore,

  Which waiteth every man who fears not God.


  
Charon the demon, with the eyes of glede,

  Beckoning to them, collects them all together,

  Beats with his oar whoever lags behind.


  
As in the autumn-time the leaves fall off,

  First one and then another, till the branch

  Unto the earth surrenders all its spoils;


  
In similar wise the evil seed of Adam

  Throw themselves from that margin one by one,

  At signals, as a bird unto its lure.


  
So they depart across the dusky wave,

  And ere upon the other side they land,

  Again on this side a new troop assembles.


  
"My son," the courteous Master said to me,

  "All those who perish in the wrath of God

  Here meet together out of every land;


  
And ready are they to pass o'er the river,

  Because celestial Justice spurs them on,

  So that their fear is turned into desire.


  
This way there never passes a good soul;

  And hence if Charon doth complain of thee,

  Well mayst thou know now what his speech imports."


  
This being finished, all the dusk champaign

  Trembled so violently, that of that terror

  The recollection bathes me still with sweat.


  
The land of tears gave forth a blast of wind,

  And fulminated a vermilion light,

  Which overmastered in me every sense,


  
And as a man whom sleep hath seized I fell.
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Broke the deep lethargy within my head

  A heavy thunder, so that I upstarted,

  Like to a person who by force is wakened;

And round about I moved my rested eyes,

  Uprisen erect, and steadfastly I gazed,

  To recognise the place wherein I was.

True is it, that upon the verge I found me

  Of the abysmal valley dolorous,

  That gathers thunder of infinite ululations.

Obscure, profound it was, and nebulous,

  So that by fixing on its depths my sight

  Nothing whatever I discerned therein.

"Let us descend now into the blind world,"

  Began the Poet, pallid utterly;

  "I will be first, and thou shalt second be."

And I, who of his colour was aware,

  Said: "How shall I come, if thou art afraid,

  Who'rt wont to be a comfort to my fears?"

And he to me: "The anguish of the people

  Who are below here in my face depicts

  That pity which for terror thou hast taken.

Let us go on, for the long way impels us."

  Thus he went in, and thus he made me enter

  The foremost circle that surrounds the abyss.

There, as it seemed to me from listening,

  Were lamentations none, but only sighs,

  That tremble made the everlasting air.

And this arose from sorrow without torment,

  Which the crowds had, that many were and great,

  Of infants and of women and of men.

To me the Master good: "Thou dost not ask

  What spirits these, which thou beholdest, are?

  Now will I have thee know, ere thou go farther,

That they sinned not; and if they merit had,

  'Tis not enough, because they had not baptism

  Which is the portal of the Faith thou holdest;

And if they were before Christianity,

  In the right manner they adored not God;

  And among such as these am I myself.

For such defects, and not for other guilt,

  Lost are we and are only so far punished,

  That without hope we live on in desire."

Great grief seized on my heart when this I heard,

  Because some people of much worthiness

  I knew, who in that Limbo were suspended.

"Tell me, my Master, tell me, thou my Lord,"

  Began I, with desire of being certain

  Of that Faith which o'ercometh every error,

"Came any one by his own merit hence,

  Or by another's, who was blessed thereafter?"

  And he, who understood my covert speech,

Replied: "I was a novice in this state,

  When I saw hither come a Mighty One,

  With sign of victory incoronate.

Hence he drew forth the shade of the First Parent,

  And that of his son Abel, and of Noah,

  Of Moses the lawgiver, and the obedient

Abraham, patriarch, and David, king,

  Israel with his father and his children,

  And Rachel, for whose sake he did so much,

And others many, and he made them blessed;

  And thou must know, that earlier than these

  Never were any human spirits saved."

We ceased not to advance because he spake,

  But still were passing onward through the forest,

  The forest, say I, of thick-crowded ghosts.

Not very far as yet our way had gone

  This side the summit, when I saw a fire

  That overcame a hemisphere of darkness.

We were a little distant from it still,

  But not so far that I in part discerned not

  That honourable people held that place.

"O thou who honourest every art and science,

  Who may these be, which such great honour have,

  That from the fashion of the rest it parts them?"

And he to me: "The honourable name,

  That sounds of them above there in thy life,

  Wins grace in Heaven, that so advances them."

In the mean time a voice was heard by me:

  "All honour be to the pre-eminent Poet;

  His shade returns again, that was departed."

After the voice had ceased and quiet was,

  Four mighty shades I saw approaching us;

  Semblance had they nor sorrowful nor glad.

To say to me began my gracious Master:

  "Him with that falchion in his hand behold,

  Who comes before the three, even as their lord.

That one is Homer, Poet sovereign;

  He who comes next is Horace, the satirist;

  The third is Ovid, and the last is Lucan.

Because to each of these with me applies

  The name that solitary voice proclaimed,

  They do me honour, and in that do well."

Thus I beheld assemble the fair school

  Of that lord of the song pre-eminent,

  Who o'er the others like an eagle soars.

When they together had discoursed somewhat,

  They turned to me with signs of salutation,

  And on beholding this, my Master smiled;

And more of honour still, much more, they did me,

  In that they made me one of their own band;

  So that the sixth was I, 'mid so much wit.

Thus we went on as far as to the light,

  Things saying 'tis becoming to keep silent,

  As was the saying of them where I was.

We came unto a noble castle's foot,

  Seven times encompassed with lofty walls,

  Defended round by a fair rivulet;

This we passed over even as firm ground;

  Through portals seven I entered with these Sages;

  We came into a meadow of fresh verdure.

People were there with solemn eyes and slow,

  Of great authority in their countenance;

  They spake but seldom, and with gentle voices.

Thus we withdrew ourselves upon one side

  Into an opening luminous and lofty,

  So that they all of them were visible.

There opposite, upon the green enamel,

  Were pointed out to me the mighty spirits,

  Whom to have seen I feel myself exalted.

I saw Electra with companions many,

  'Mongst whom I knew both Hector and Aeneas,

  Caesar in armour with gerfalcon eyes;

I saw Camilla and Penthesilea

  On the other side, and saw the King Latinus,

  Who with Lavinia his daughter sat;

I saw that Brutus who drove Tarquin forth,

  Lucretia, Julia, Marcia, and Cornelia,

  And saw alone, apart, the Saladin[3].

When I had lifted up my brows a little,

  The Master I beheld of those who know,

  Sit with his philosophic family.

All gaze upon him, and all do him honour.

  There I beheld both Socrates and Plato,

  Who nearer him before the others stand;

Democritus, who puts the world on chance,

  Diogenes, Anaxagoras, and Thales,

  Zeno, Empedocles, and Heraclitus;

Of qualities I saw the good collector,

  Hight Dioscorides; and Orpheus saw I,

  Tully and Livy, and moral Seneca,

Euclid, geometrician, and Ptolemy,

  Galen, Hippocrates, and Avicenna,

  Averroes, who the great Comment made.

I cannot all of them pourtray in full,

  Because so drives me onward the long theme,

  That many times the word comes short of fact.

The sixfold company in two divides;

  Another way my sapient Guide conducts me

  Forth from the quiet to the air that trembles;

And to a place I come where nothing shines.
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Thus I descended out of the first circle

  Down to the second, that less space begirds,

  And so much greater dole, that goads to wailing.

There standeth Minos[4] horribly, and snarls;

  Examines the transgressions at the entrance;

  Judges, and sends according as he girds him.

I say, that when the spirit evil-born

  Cometh before him, wholly it confesses;

  And this discriminator of transgressions

Seeth what place in Hell is meet for it;

  Girds himself with his tail as many times

  As grades he wishes it should be thrust down.

Always before him many of them stand;

  They go by turns each one unto the judgment;

  They speak, and hear, and then are downward hurled.

"O thou, that to this dolorous hostelry

  Comest," said Minos to me, when he saw me,

  Leaving the practice of so great an office,

"Look how thou enterest, and in whom thou trustest;

  Let not the portal's amplitude deceive thee."

  And unto him my Guide: "Why criest thou too?

Do not impede his journey fate-ordained;

  It is so willed there where is power to do

  That which is willed; and ask no further question."

And now begin the dolesome notes to grow

  Audible unto me; now am I come

  There where much lamentation strikes upon me.

I came into a place mute of all light,

  Which bellows as the sea does in a tempest,

  If by opposing winds 't is combated.

The infernal hurricane that never rests

  Hurtles the spirits onward in its rapine;

  Whirling them round, and smiting, it molests them.

When they arrive before the precipice,

  There are the shrieks, the plaints, and the laments,

  There they blaspheme the puissance divine.

I understood that unto such a torment

  The carnal malefactors were condemned,

  Who reason subjugate to appetite.

And as the wings of starlings bear them on

  In the cold season in large band and full,

  So doth that blast the spirits maledict;

It hither, thither, downward, upward, drives them;

  No hope doth comfort them for evermore,

  Not of repose, but even of lesser pain.

And as the cranes go chanting forth their lays,

  Making in air a long line of themselves,

  So saw I coming, uttering lamentations,

Shadows borne onward by the aforesaid stress.

  Whereupon said I: "Master, who are those

  People, whom the black air so castigates?"

"The first of those, of whom intelligence

  Thou fain wouldst have," then said he unto me,

  "The empress was of many languages.

To sensual vices she was so abandoned,

  That lustful she made licit in her law,

  To remove the blame to which she had been led.




She is Semiramis, of whom we read

  That she succeeded Ninus, and was his spouse;

  She held the land which now the Sultan rules.

The next is she who killed herself for love,

  And broke faith with the ashes of Sichaeus;

  Then Cleopatra the voluptuous."

Helen I saw, for whom so many ruthless

  Seasons revolved; and saw the great Achilles,

  Who at the last hour combated with Love.

Paris I saw, Tristan; and more than a thousand

  Shades did he name and point out with his finger,

  Whom Love had separated from our life.

After that I had listened to my Teacher,

  Naming the dames of eld and cavaliers,

  Pity prevailed, and I was nigh bewildered.

And I began: "O Poet, willingly

  Speak would I to those two, who go together,

  And seem upon the wind to be so light."

And, he to me: "Thou'lt mark, when they shall be

  Nearer to us; and then do thou implore them

  By love which leadeth them, and they will come."

Soon as the wind in our direction sways them,

  My voice uplift I: "O ye weary souls!

  Come speak to us, if no one interdicts it."

As turtle-doves, called onward by desire,

  With open and steady wings to the sweet nest

  Fly through the air by their volition borne,

So came they from the band where Dido is,

  Approaching us athwart the air malign,

  So strong was the affectionate appeal.

"O living creature gracious and benignant,

  Who visiting goest through the purple air

  Us, who have stained the world incarnadine,

If were the King of the Universe our friend,

  We would pray unto him to give thee peace,

  Since thou hast pity on our woe perverse.

Of what it pleases thee to hear and speak,

  That will we hear, and we will speak to you,

  While silent is the wind, as it is now.

Sitteth the city, wherein I was born,

  Upon the sea-shore where the Po descends

  To rest in peace with all his retinue.

Love, that on gentle heart doth swiftly seize,

  Seized this man for the person beautiful

  That was ta'en from me, and still the mode offends me.

Love, that exempts no one beloved from loving,

  Seized me with pleasure of this man so strongly,

  That, as thou seest, it doth not yet desert me;

Love has conducted us unto one death;

  Caina waiteth him who quenched our life!"

  These words were borne along from them to us.

As soon as I had heard those souls tormented,

  I bowed my face, and so long held it down

  Until the Poet said to me: "What thinkest?"

When I made answer, I began: "Alas!

  How many pleasant thoughts, how much desire,

  Conducted these unto the dolorous pass!"

Then unto them I turned me, and I spake,

  And I began: "Thine agonies, Francesca,

  Sad and compassionate to weeping make me.

But tell me, at the time of those sweet sighs,

  By what and in what manner Love conceded,

  That you should know your dubious desires?"

And she to me: "There is no greater sorrow

  Than to be mindful of the happy time

  In misery, and that thy Teacher knows.

But, if to recognise the earliest root

  Of love in us thou hast so great desire,

  I will do even as he who weeps and speaks.

One day we reading were for our delight

  Of Launcelot, how Love did him enthral.

  Alone we were and without any fear.

Full many a time our eyes together drew

  That reading, and drove the colour from our faces;

  But one point only was it that o'ercame us.

When as we read of the much-longed-for smile

  Being by such a noble lover kissed,

  This one, who ne'er from me shall be divided,

Kissed me upon the mouth all palpitating.

  Galeotto was the book and he who wrote it.

  That day no farther did we read therein."

And all the while one spirit uttered this,

  The other one did weep so, that, for pity,

  I swooned away as if I had been dying,

And fell, even as a dead body falls.


Canto VI. The Third Circle: The Gluttonous. Cerberus. The Eternal Rain. Ciacco. Florence.
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  At the return of consciousness, that closed

  Before the pity of those two relations,

  Which utterly with sadness had confused me,


  
New torments I behold, and new tormented

  Around me, whichsoever way I move,

  And whichsoever way I turn, and gaze.


  
In the third circle am I of the rain

  Eternal, maledict, and cold, and heavy;

  Its law and quality are never new.


  
Huge hail, and water sombre-hued, and snow,

  Athwart the tenebrous air pour down amain;

  Noisome the earth is, that receiveth this.


  
Cerberus, monster cruel and uncouth,

  With his three gullets like a dog is barking

  Over the people that are there submerged.


  
Red eyes he has, and unctuous beard and black,

  And belly large, and armed with claws his hands;

  He rends the spirits, flays, and quarters them.


  
Howl the rain maketh them like unto dogs;

  One side they make a shelter for the other;

  Oft turn themselves the wretched reprobates.


  
When Cerberus perceived us, the great worm!

  His mouths he opened, and displayed his tusks;

  Not a limb had he that was motionless.


  
And my Conductor, with his spans extended,

  Took of the earth, and with his fists well filled,

  He threw it into those rapacious gullets.


  
Such as that dog is, who by barking craves,

  And quiet grows soon as his food he gnaws,

  For to devour it he but thinks and struggles,


  
The like became those muzzles filth-begrimed

  Of Cerberus the demon, who so thunders

  Over the souls that they would fain be deaf.


  
We passed across the shadows, which subdues

  The heavy rain-storm, and we placed our feet

  Upon their vanity that person seems.


  
They all were lying prone upon the earth,

  Excepting one, who sat upright as soon

  As he beheld us passing on before him.


  
"O thou that art conducted through this Hell,"

  He said to me, "recall me, if thou canst;

  Thyself wast made before I was unmade."


  
And I to him: "The anguish which thou hast

  Perhaps doth draw thee out of my remembrance,

  So that it seems not I have ever seen thee.


  
But tell me who thou art, that in so doleful

  A place art put, and in such punishment,

  If some are greater, none is so displeasing."


  
And he to me: "Thy city, which is full

  Of envy so that now the sack runs over,

  Held me within it in the life serene.


  
You citizens were wont to call me Ciacco;

  For the pernicious sin of gluttony

  I, as thou seest, am battered by this rain.


  
And I, sad soul, am not the only one,

  For all these suffer the like penalty

  For the like sin;" and word no more spake he.


  
I answered him: "Ciacco, thy wretchedness

  Weighs on me so that it to weep invites me;

  But tell me, if thou knowest, to what shall come


  
The citizens of the divided city;

  If any there be just; and the occasion

  Tell me why so much discord has assailed it."


  
And he to me: "They, after long contention,

  Will come to bloodshed; and the rustic party

  Will drive the other out with much offence.


  
Then afterwards behoves it this one fall

  Within three suns, and rise again the other

  By force of him who now is on the coast.


  
High will it hold its forehead a long while,

  Keeping the other under heavy burdens,

  Howe'er it weeps thereat and is indignant.


  
The just are two, and are not understood there;

  Envy and Arrogance and Avarice

  Are the three sparks that have all hearts enkindled."


  
Here ended he his tearful utterance;

  And I to him: "I wish thee still to teach me,

  And make a gift to me of further speech.


  
Farinata and Tegghiaio, once so worthy,

  Jacopo Rusticucci, Arrigo, and Mosca,

  And others who on good deeds set their thoughts,


  
Say where they are, and cause that I may know them;

  For great desire constraineth me to learn

  If Heaven doth sweeten them, or Hell envenom."


  
And he: "They are among the blacker souls;

  A different sin downweighs them to the bottom;

  If thou so far descendest, thou canst see them.


  
But when thou art again in the sweet world,

  I pray thee to the mind of others bring me;

  No more I tell thee and no more I answer."


  
Then his straightforward eyes he turned askance,

  Eyed me a little, and then bowed his head;

  He fell therewith prone like the other blind.


  
And the Guide said to me: "He wakes no more
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