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shortlybeforehediedin 1321. It is perhapsdifficult to imaginehowevenaDantecouldhavemanagedto build
so magnificentanedificeout of so improbablea literaryidea. The resultwasa bookthat beganto betalked
about,knownfrom partsthat seemto havecirculatedbeforethe whole,evenbeforeit wasfinished(the first
citationsbeginto be notedaround1315). Within monthsof his deathcommentariesupon it beganto be
produced. It was,in short,aninstantclassic,thefirst of its kindsinceVirgilõsAeneid. Today,hisDivineComedyis
widelyconsideredthemostimportantpoemof theMiddleAgesandthegreatestworkin the Italianlanguage.

Bythe timeDanteAlighieri(1265-1321) hadfinishedthe fourth cantoof The
Infernoandsethisnamedownalongsidesix of theall-timegreatwriters, hehad
alreadydecidedhewaswritingaclassicñaworkthat wouldbeloved,overtime,
by millions of more-or-lessordinaryreadersand by thousandsof scholars.
Exiledfrom Florencein 1302 for his politicalaffiliationsandestrangedfrom
hiswife,Dantebeganworkon hisDivineComedy. Thepoemabsorbedalmostall
of his timeandenergy. Its motivatingideais a simpleone,outrageouslyso. In
the Easterperiod of 1300 a thirty-five-year-old Florentine,strugglingwith
failureandapparentlyspiritualdeath,is rescuedbytheshadeof theRomanpoet
Virgil. Exactlywhenhebeganseriouslywriting the grandthree-part poemhas
alwaysbeendifficult to determine(the year1306 is a frequentlysuggested
possibility),but he seemsto havefinishedTheInfernoby 1314, andParadiso

DANTE and VI RGIL



A MATCH MADE in HELL
TherearefewsurprisesawaitingthereaderoftheComedyas
unsettlingasto finda paganpoetservingasa guidein a
Christianpoem. Virgil (ca. 70-19 BC) is traditionally
rankedasoneofRomeõsgreatestpoets,andhisAeneidhas
beenconsideredthenationalepicofancientRomesincethetime
ofitscomposition. Wehaveperhapsgottensousedtotheidea
ofDanteõsVirgilthatweforgettobesurprisedbyit. Lesser
mindswouldhavemadealessprovocativechoice. Forreasons
difficulttofathom,DanteneededVirgilin ordertomakethis
poem; andhewantedhimtoserveasacentralcharacterin it.



STAR-CROSSED LOVERS
WhowasBeatrice?Aswithmuchofthescholarshipandcriticism
surroundingtheDivine Comedy, thereis considerabledebate
aboutthischaracter. RobertHollanderwrites,òWeknowabsolutely
nothingcertainabouther,whethershewasanactualwomanor
whethersheisafictitiousladyofthesortthatlove-poetsinventedin
ordertohavea subjecttowriteaboutó(xxiv). Danteclaimsto
havemetaòBeatriceóonlytwice,onoccasionsseparatedbynine
years,butwassoaffectedbythemeetingsthathecarriedhislovefor
herthroughouthislife. ThisisbelievedtobeBeatricePortinari,
whoultimatelymarriedsomeoneelseandwhodiedattheageof24.



ALLEGORY
An allegoryis a narrative,
whetherinproseorverse,inwhich
the agentsand actions,and
sometimesthesettingaswell,are
contrivedbytheauthorto make
coherentsenseontheòliteral,óor
primary,levelofsignification,and
at thesametimeto signifya
second,correlatedorder of
signification. Therearetwomain
types: historicaland political
allegory,in whichthecharacters
and actionsthat are signified
literallyin theirturnrepresent,or
òallegorize,óhistoricalpersonages
andevents,andtheallegoryof
ideas,in which the literal
charactersrepresentconceptsand
theplot allegorizesan abstract
idea(AbramsandHarpham8).



òThe allegory of the Comedyis not 
allegory as the commentators urge me to 
apply it. I may read this poem as history, 
and understand it better.ó 

ðRobert Hollander



CANTO I CANTO II
What is the significance of the 
season and time of day when 
Dante sets out on his journey? 

Why does Dante stop trying to 
leave the dark wood, ultimately 
falling deeper into despair?

When Virgil arrives, he tells 
Dante that he can be his guide 
through Hell and Purgatory but 
not Heaven. Why canõt Virgil 
show Dante Heaven?

Who sends Virgil from the nether 
regions to find Dante? Why does 
he or she ask Virgil to do this?

Give two examples from anywhere 
in Cantos I or II of Danteõs 
recurrent use of the number three. 
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Cantos I & II



WHAT IS A CLASSIC?
A classic is a text that has a permanent significance, or carries a permanent 
message, for all generations; its words remain always the same, but their 
meanings slowly change by adapting themselves to the needs and aspirations of the 
various ages, as we ride on the rhythm of time. In other words, a classic is a text 
that never belongs to the past but always to the present, and that is, therefore, 
always contemporary, a text in which human beings, precisely because they are 
human beings, keep rediscovering themselves. 



Cantos III & IV



Canto V



Cantos VI & VII



Cantos VIII & IX



Canto XI



DRAWING DANTE
Whatdoesit meanforSandowBirkto be
remappinghis droll and detailed
contemporarysocial observationsonto
GustaveDor®õsclassicprints? Turntopage
16ofyourpackettoanswerthisquestion.



Circle 8: THE TEN MALEBOLGE



CIRCLE IX
Reading Comprehension

Which character, or characters, guard the ninth Circle of  
Hell? How does the guard try to deter intruders?

While walking across Cocytus, Dante is alarmed by an 
uncanny breeze, asking Virgil, òôAre not all winds banished 
here below?õó (XXXIII.105). How does Virgil respond to 
Danteõs question, and what causes the wind to blow?

One of the motifs Dante uses throughout the Divine 
Comedyis the use of the number three. Give two examples 
from anywhere in Cantos XXXI-XXXIV of this recurrent 
thematic element.

Who òbears the greatest painó in all of Hell? What did this 
character do that Dante finds so repulsive?

How are Virgil and Dante able to escape from Hell? Describe 
the sequence of events which lead to them being able to set foot 
on earthõs surface again and gaze at the heavenly stars. 


