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How to Use This Book

This CliffsNotes study guide on Dante’s Divine Comedy: Inferno supplements the
original literary work, giving you background information about the author, an intro-
duction to the work, a graphical character map, critical commentaries, expanded glos-
saries, and a comprehensive index, all for you to use as an educational tool that will
allow you to better understand Inferno. This study guide was written with the assump-
tion that you have read /nferno. Reading a literary work doesn’t mean that you imme-
diately grasp the major themes and devices used by the author; this study guide will
help supplement your reading to be sure you get all you can from Dante’s Inferno.
CliffsNotes Review tests your comprehension of the original text and reinforces learn-
ing with questions and answers, practice projects, and more. For further information
on Dante and /nférno, check out the CliffsNotes Resource Center.

CliffsNotes provides the following icons to highlight essential elements of par-
ticular interest:

Reveals the underlying themes in the work.

Helps you to more easily relate to or discover the depth of a character.

Character
Insight

Uncovers elements such as setting, atmosphere, mystery, passion, vio-
lence, irony, symbolism, tragedy, foreshadowing, and satire.

Enables you to appreciate the nuances of words and phrases.

Don’t Miss Our Web Site

Discover classic literature as well as modern-day treasures by visiting the Cliffs-
Notes Web site at www.c1iffsnotes.com. You can obtain a quick download of
a CliffsNotes title, purchase a title in print form, browse our catalog, or view online
samples.



Table of Contents

Life and Background of the Poet ......c.ccenuscennncnccnnnanannas 1
Life and Background of the Poet ........... ..., 2
Background of thePoem ......... ... 3

Introductiontothe Poem ......ccccceccesnnncncannsnnnananannans 5
Titroduction t0/the POBIE =« usismmcoe s o m s mwimmis o5 & 55 6 BaUesioe o & § 84 oi0sie 8 57 44 6
A Brief SYnopsis e s ¢ s o swiavion o o v 605wt 55 0 55 @ ERRED § 0% 0w 0 s s 8
Listof Characters . .......c.ouuuiiiiiiiiiii i 11

Critical Commentaries ......ccccsscesasasnsncasnsanssnnsnannns 17

CantOd gy uo i w8 R o 8 S R e R SRS & § § § T e 18
SUMMALY vttt 18
COMIENTALY oiuiarois s 56 5 s wiviaiaos 66 5 655 Bioaiele v o s & 5 6 SIoieee s £ 3 8 4 5 #6005 £ £ 4 £ 19
GLOSSATY & i & scvsssiwsn s 0k & & wionensmns o ¥ 5 o Fowasussns @ § & % 5 & BUGAEI v 5§ 5 S @ S o a0 20

Canto Il ... 21
SUTNIAEY ~ o ciosmmern o6 16 85 SO0 8% 6 55 SNERST L L5 § 56 REmMET 683 o FMauEes 6§ sa 21
COMMEITANY scvrias o v« 5w momaremnesin « & 4 @SS & 0 3 &5 DSTPATRRIHE ™ 4 0 iimiinsnin < 8 = = 0 21
GIOSSATT . . ooociie o e s e oimmien s s e e mdomisla bs 60 b e BibIaLE 6§ o0 B s e s d e 22

CantoTIL & cswmmmanvos s s mmmme a5 58mes s st Swueae s ses s SRmaysssies 23
SUMMATY oottt i ittt it eas 23
COMMENTARY s.sivs s 5 ainiviarsi s o838 b aibiarme d £ 6586 Swieieing nv i s meisimsisyshn 24
GOSSATY & 5 smmimcirs ¢ 5 5 i SUrvian § 6 § § FRIAIIE ¥ & 59 6 5 SASRIND o B 5 ¥ % BEEOSH L E 8 80 S 25

Canto IV e 26
SUIMELY: & sisrim o553 55 wiwisins o 5 5 86 naiicio s § 646 8 4 WOATE 0 E £ 7 08 Mo B+ 5 5 5 wia 26
COMEDENIALY o 0 ¢ 5 5 4 woposnas & 5 5 o Sesarsn &6 & & 5 % 4 SUEREL & 5 b § 4 4 RN € & o A e 27
GloSSary .. .vvii e 28

Canito'V s o cumsmimios g ve s e dmasins oo 538 SREEH HE 5583 SESONELE § 0§ 8BS 4858 E A 29
SUIMMIAEY < veiivms o5 o v s wmsrems s o 65 46 Swa000 6 8 o 6 88 KEwinE® 5 5 § 8 & Seieaio 6 s 6 » 5 o0 29
COMMENTALY .« vt in e et ettt ettt inans 30
GIOSSATY < ssisimisrsrs v s 555 5isis 58 55 4 HOIGIHE H 5T 6 5 AWESE #5565 MRIwnE a8 8 ol 31

CANEO VL & cvvssmavssanss v o 5 5 mssinns 6 45 5rv i o 038000080 5 5 5 5 » 6 SURROSSTHNS 0 5 5 6 0 BTV ¥ 7 4 %0 il 33
SUMMALY ...ttt ittt et 33
COMMENTALY: 5o 6 5 - 5 5 m3aieis &5 24 8 fAUSSI0e 53 54§ 8 SS0L% 55 8 65 6 6 NEDHS € § 156 4 ¥ 95 34
GlOSSAIY ..ottt 34

CARTO VL. .« ornirivinsn s s a8 miminimns 505 5 o mosimssion nm o o 5 0 oo memioums 55 6 53 3 37000008 6 5 § 4 4 il 35
SUMPTALY! 5rarwmiis 5 v + 5 SLa0irs £ 5.¥ ¥ 3 SEESE §5 § 5 55§ S000NE 0 5 § 5.3 6 SUIOEE § g v3 © wav 35
COMMENTALY .« o o e ettt et ettt ettt ettt e e ananeeee s 36
GUOSSHEY .« svvioe s oo s nmioinas s ss menas s s n s e abewa s oa s s aieiaim s s e &5 4 37

Canto! VITE s s wmvoems o v x5 veorss o5 5 8 maisisn v 5o 5 55 5 S u s § 8§ ST 5 & ¢ & v s 38
SUMMAIY .ottt i 38
COMMENTATY . oottt e ettt et e et et ennaananes 38
GlOSSATY: 5 wrmmpis vo 5 o 6 Siovmos 55 8 § o WREIEIE £ 55 5 56 FWERIE R RE 3 § ¥ W G0 g 2 ¢ 4 s 39

CANTOIX & 1 o wwssrsnn o 5 0 6 5 wosrenie o g @ wewEsOEWER & 8 % e CammbaEom X 8 % st % % 3 8 3 iSRS 40
SUMTATY wcocvne so s o s mmiot oo s s 60 momsonsiion 8 656 G8M0IRS o & 5 58 0 8 70000 515 8 3 85 L0 40
COMMENCALY s s vs s wamas s s e § s SREEEE S § 56 SEMET 98§y e 88 awenns o s oo 41

Glossary .........ccoviviiinnnn et € n e e b v 0 o waAlhrene 8 % 0 41



" CliffsNotes Dante’s Divine Comedy: Inferno

Canto 3 « o musemabo s o0 SHREETH TS 08 § BENIEE T F (T E 6 BB T 8 REAEE P Y E 8 §EE 43
SUMMALY .ttt e e et e e e 43
COMPGTLATY 55 555 8 5 mbTo5 6,908 5.5 5 5 6 oo 05 55 FAIGNINE A6 5 45 6 BEWHEE £ 50 35 44 44
Glossary .. ...t 45

CANEOXT 50 ninsin 858558 08 blaioion 6 v s 65 0 6 sunrmns oo o 6 80w miaimsor s s s 5 imonsanm nn 8 8 o 00 46
SUIMMELY: covovesi i s o 55 6 ionsmnn o 5 858 § SBREE £ 5 55§ REFHE 05 56 8 o 6 GUGEE 5 87555 46
COMUMENTATY . oottt ettt ettt s e et e e m et e e e e 46
GLOSSALY: 5 wiovvisrs s 5 55 womm s b n & % o § SU5eTS 65 5§ 5 § WVESH B 5 A K 416 6 BUEIN ¥ 5 5584 47

Canto XTI Lo 48
SUIMMIETY 5 arirars v5 6 5 55 wisimm o 55 9 5 5 5 S0 5 5 864 BERAE S5 15856 S0 050 a4 § 48
COMMENTATY ..ottt et ettt et ettt e e et 48
GOSSIFY' 25w viww 65 6 Sammisio €5 855 5 8 mibim i Bb 2 555 wRies 68585 AHMAe 8T 84 49

CanOXTIL | 2ucoivesn b 60w v s wmciess s s w5 i s & 5 ¥ 4 5 s Bassors, & 5 © ¥ 5 8 3 RAVETE §E 6 S8 51
SUINTIALY 5 575 553 505 3 GOUGEEEY Y 55 6 o mmesmrm e £ 25 o 5 momentim o Sn o § 2 sconion n o 82 0 51
COMMENTALY: ivv v s s s 55 v wmvmorsm s 56 o 5% 8 wamnsi v o o6 6% 95 56w 4 555 W0RIT 065 5 & 0 52
GloSSArY . .o e 53

CattoXIV - o vvw s s s & o v 65 56 b BB 5 w65 558 BRI 5 53 4 8§ BIERE S €Y T i 54
SUMMArY ... 54
COMIMENTANY 5ivis 5 5se 55 5 5ua0aiss 58 6 68 3@03 755835 SIS0 s 75865 neasssas 55
GloSSary . ..o 56

Canto XV oo emmmas s irs s mEEe i e S F SR P SRR S g E R R R R SR E g 57
SUMMALY .ottt ettt e ettt e e 57
COMMEIEATY wrauisis 655 55 6 % Sivieis §6 59 55 6 @500 4 & b 8§ 6 bW aa 5 65 85 Bamil #5205 57
GlOSSATY vttt e e 58

CattoRXVT s v o aiaiunsi 5oy 555 8 R@NEL 0T oo nmmamneneseemmmem e s s s nmamnn ot s 59
SUMIMALE: | & s sovoismn o s v &5  Grommemes & 5 6 o 3 5 4 W05 & 655 5§ GORAE 58 55 3 § § PETHD £ 53 8 59
COMMENTAIY ...ttt ittt ettt et et e e e e 59
GlOSSATY: & 305 ¢ s wescsva s 0w v 35 0 mrenism o 56 5 5 <5 BOPEIET B R T R EEIA R S 5 Y B S SR E 88 Y 60

Canto XVIL Lo e 61
SUMMATY & 4« cgrmergs s s s o6 S0 s o5 6§55 SWE 4 5 5 p 85 FH00 Hd 5 55555 ATE 8B E 61
COMMENTATY . ..ottt ittt ittt ettt e e e ae e 61
KGlOSSANY" oo s 5 momsvmn vy 58 5 5 Batsnars s 5 5 5.8 § 50005 58 8 ¥ % 5 5 S50 6% 6 4 56 METEH 6.0 8 8 62

Canto XVIIL ..o e 63
SUMMIALY 5 5 56 woasio 565 5 8§ 6 ST0080E 54 5 8 8 alaind a3 7 5 5 B Alea £ E e 588 mbiia iy i 63
COMMENTArY . ...ttt it e 63
GOSSANY" o v 50 snmimiom s 6 5% 55 5 BHERE RO 658 dmanm n e ss s mmmin s s s s mmnin e s s 65

Canto XIX ..o e 66
SUMMArY ..o e 66
COMMENTALY s v s s v o s wmimis s v v 55 8 RIS S & 6 o 8 6 GRS 54§ 5 3 5 5 FATEE 5 o 5 66
Glossary . ... . 67

Canto KX wovvswa sy e s is 550 0Ese s s s s s o Rman s ns 945 Soms £ 786§ 5 6 HHaENE 68
SUMMALY .ottt ettt e e 68
COMMENEALY 4 & wseisss v 3 85 5 Hms 585 88 56 wioles & 5855 4 hdhol &m0 s s b Wibidls & o o 68
Glossary ... 69

Cantos XXIand XXIT ..ottt i i e e 70

SUMMATY ..o e 70



Table of Contents ’&

COMPIENTATY 55 v w5 ieis 605 5 508 S00i5 s 555 3§ S WWEK £ 2 8 § £ 655 BARITREY § 4 5§ Wies & 71
GlOSSATY ..o v et e 72
Canites XXM vvvusuinmmmnves s s pamwme sy 9w 7 SRR 35§34 SHMESTH RS 45 B 5 73
SUMMMATY o5 55 55 momuvs s 66 6 6 o wmware s o s s 2 o 4 womiaie 0 5 6 8 % % a6 wmerare ol s & 0% 2 weaim s 73
COMMEITALY s a eoimin s oo 86 aisloia s 56658 8 saioliia d v 65605 sioioasaiessmsons 74
GOSSALY 5 5 w55 55 e s v 508 6 50 ot s b bs 5% VN 1 3 6§ 4 6 & 3 WSS § ¥ S S @A 75
Cantos XXIVand XXV ..o o 76
SUMMMIALY 5 s 5 55650 sas 5 o Soas® 5o 6 s 8 808 40wos s 8 6 6 5 6 5 BI5705 o o 8 8 % % wransv o 5 76
COMMENTALY .« .ttt ettt e et ennaans 77
GlOSSATY s o5 s ss ammmnsnss du s viitn o s s e s B BREHE 688 5§ 5 VRPwS 2 6w C awms s 78
Cantos XXVIand XXVII ... ... i e 79
SUTHIALY 527455 60000 v 5950 Sm0Ia RE S+ 335 SRR E8, 055 FUAMETLE 155 FENEFY 79
COMMENTATY . o oe ittt ettt ettt et 80
CRlOSSATY v ssumspnmmstsoss oy amas o F 35 SaEHE B5F 550 OGN E 2 135 TRERAE S 81
Canto XXVIIL ottt ettt i e 83
SUITTTATY, &+ 2 0o v ot 6056 55 850l 59 5 8 4 8 5 G900,5 v 808 5 0 4 5 Aa/alels 8 3 4 4 % » BITES 28 8 83
COMMENTALY & 4 ¢ wosiwae v s 5 6% miens € 455 5 08 Boamss s v o6 5 s 3 Ioraisiecs s & o 5 2w wissw o s » 84
GOSSATY v o v o mimmn s ns s mcniorn wnn s e 8 M a8 5 5 8 4% d AL 0 85 5 b s o 84
Cantos XHIX atid BEX 1yg 0 ¢ o mosmes o 5 5 6 505 % Smmrsio s b & o5 6 2 Sowsss s o 8§ s o o recatois o & o 86
SUMMALY e s 86
COMIMOINUALY s nowste s b s 555 S@mn e v yE 5 4 A GHme 800 % % & 5w 50w & 0 & 3 6 R ¢ &5 o 87
GlOSSATY . .o v et e 89
Canto XXKT s v conmmenoss e ssmess s aess s A susiag s Fwuss i s amees sy 90
SUMMAIY ittt e 90
CCOTIRTETITATY & sssrs v o s 4% 8 G050 8 57 & 5 b SIaA 5 ¥ o 53 8 6 SW[EEE 8 £ F 568 BBNR 03 & 90
GloSSary ... e 91
Cantos XXXITand XXXIIT .. .0ttt iainnnns 92
SUMIMATY © 55 siviv o555 0 5 5 meme s 6 & 6 5 Breammiste o v % % 5 @ aeiaais o £ o s o 0 e s o 0 o 92
CORMENTALY o sioiovn o s 5 2 »osimsonnin oo o nie § Slasiobid B B2 8555 Ao 63 5 5§ 4 wIoln £ 1 8 94
GLOSSATY 5 s wismmmsrs a5 5 3 6 5 w0iive s 5 o5 5% WoarTonm ¥ & b & % % B ALINA B TS 6 TS 0 S 96
Canto XXXIV i e 98
SUTHINALY ¢ 2555 w/mers s b s 5% 8 FaUsths o ¢ 5 5 5 6 FUEeisie § €7 ¥ 6 4 4w s s £ 5 5 3 emwme o« s ¢ 98
COMMENTATY . eoov e et e ettt e et ettt e 98
GIOSSAEY s s spamuumanssss emmisva a6 6 SEanyhssas PR SS 8§ FFPEing g st 99
Character Analyses .........cnassescsassnsncaasssnsnsnsnenassl00
DDABEE . o v ee mommmns v v rim e vmomm wn n s m ms mimnm o b 8 8 8 RS F ¥ B 3 6 AR ¥ Y 101
WVARBIL wuvs s mmmenosssossuamm sy s s g s ammen o ey s s s Srmscs o 5 8% 4 A SweEe e v e 102
Critical ESSaYS ...cc:cuescsucscsnsasnasasananannsnnnssnnnsnas103
The Beginning and the Ending;: Francesca and Ugolino ..................... 104
Dante the Poet and Dante the Pilgrim ........... ... ..o 106

CliffsNotes Review ..........cccesccacascsnscscnannsannnsanaa109
CliffsNotes Resource Center .....c.c:ccccecescsssnanananananssl2






= CliffsNotes Dante’s Divine Comedy: Inferno

Life and Background of the Poet

Dante was born in Florence in May 1265. His family was of an old
lineage, of noble birth but no longer wealthy. His education was

undoubtedly typical of all the youth of that time and station in life.

When he was only 12 years old, his marriage to the daughter of the
famous Donati family was arranged, along with the amount of her
dowry. These betrothals and marriages were family affairs, and Dante
dutifully married her, some years later, at the proper time and had two
sons and one daughter.

Dante studied at the University of Bologna, one of the most famous
universities in the medieval world. There, he came under the influence
of one of the most famous scholars of the time, Ser Brunetto Latini,
who never taught Dante but advised and encouraged him. Latini
appears in Canto XV of the Inferno.

When Dante was still very young, 10 to 12 years old, he met a 9-
year-old girl at a prominent function. She wore a bright crimson dress,
and to Dante, she radiated the celestial beauty of an angel. The girl was
Beatrice, and there is no doubt that she was the great love of Dante’s
life, and the greatest single influence on his work. Dante loved her at a
distance, and she was, most probably, totally unaware of Dante’s devo-
tion to her. He recorded this devotion in an early work Vitz Nuova (A
New Life). Her name appears only once in the Inferno, but she plays an
important role in Purgatorio and Paradiso.

Dante’s public life began when he fought bravely in a battle at Cam-
paldino in 1289. By 1295, he was completely involved in political
causes, and was elected to the City Council that year. Florence, at that
time, had two political parties: the Guelphs, who supported the pope
as the ruler of the Catholic Church but believed that he should not be
involved in secular affairs (that is a belief in the American concept of
the separation of church and state); and the Ghibellines, who believed
the pope should rule both secular and religious factions. As a member
of the Guelph political party, Dante was sent often on missions to
arrange peace between the two warring parties. His opposition to the
pope’s interference to the unification of all the various city-states often
brought him to be at odds with the reigning pope.

While on a mission to Rome to arrange a truce between the two par-
ties, there trumped-up charges were made against Dante: He was
charged with graft, intrigue against the peace of the city, and hostility
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against the pope. He was fined heavily and ordered to report to the
Council to defend himself.

Rightly so, he was fearful for his life, and he did not appear to answer
the charges. A heavier penalty was imposed. All of his property was con-
fiscated, he was sentenced to be burned at the stake if caught, and his
two sons were banished with him. In 1302, he was exiled from his native
city, never to return.

At first he joined other political exiles, but he found them too stu-
pid and selfish. It is not known where he spent many of his years in exile,
but he was often well received. He began his great poem, the Divine
Comedy, and it attracted a large and sympathetic audience. Commen-
taries flowed soon and, he became very well known. One of his hosts
was the nephew to Francesca, who appears in Canto V of the Inférno.

He died in Ravenna on September 13, 1321, and he was buried with
honors due him. Several times during the intervening years, the city of
Florence has tried to get his remains returned to his native city, but not
even the intercession of several popes could bring this about. His opin-
ion of the citizens of his city was clearly stated in the full title of his
greatest work, The Comedy of Dante Alighieri, Florentine by Citizenship,
Not by Morals. Dante still lies in the monastery of the Franciscan friars
in Ravenna.

Background of the Poem

Throughout the Middle Ages, politics was dominated by the strug-
gle between the two greatest powers of that age: the papacy and the
Holy Roman Empire (HRE). Each claimed to be of divine origin and
to be indispensable to the welfare of mankind. The cause of this strug-
gle was the papal claim that it also had authority over temporal mat-
ters, that is, the ruling of the government and other secular matters. In
contrast, the HRE maintained that the papacy had claim only to reh-
gious matters, not to temporal matters.

In Dante’s time, there were two major political factions, the Guelphs
and the Ghibellines. Originally, the Ghibellines represented the
medieval aristocracy, which wished to retain the power of the Holy
Roman Emperor in Italy, as well as in other parts of Europe. The Ghi-
bellines fought hard in this struggle for the nobility to retain its feudal
powers over the land and the people.
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In contrast, the Guelphs, of which Dante was a member, were
mainly supported by the rising middle class, represented by rich mer-
chants, bankers, and new landowners. They supported the cause of the
papacy in opposition to the Holy Roman Emperor.

The rivalry between the two parties not only set one city against
another, but also divided individual cities and families into factions. In
time, the original alliances and allegiances became confused in strange
ways. Dante, as a Guelph, was a supporter of the imperial authority
because he passionately wanted Italy united into one central state. In
his time, the fighting between the two groups became fierce. Farinata,
the proud Ghibelline leader of Florence, was admired by Dante, the
Guelph, but Dante placed him in the circle of Hell reserved for Heretics.
Dante’s philosophical view was also a political view. The enemy was
politically, philosophically, and theologically wrong—and thus a
Heretic.

Virgil was considered the most moral of all the poets of ancient
Rome. Virgil’s Aeneid was one of the models for Dante’s Inferno. It is
said that Dante had memorized the entire Aeneid and that he had long
revered Virgil as the poet of the Roman Empire, especially since the
Aeneid tells the story of the founding of the Roman Empire. Further-
more, in Virgil's Fourth Eclogue, he writes symbolically about the com-
ing of a Wonder Child who will bring the Golden Age to the world,
and in the Middle Ages, this was interpreted as being prophetic of the
coming of Christ. Thus in the figure of Virgil, Dante found a symbol
who represented the two key institutions: the papacy and the empire,
destined by God to save mankind.
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Introduction to the Poem

Reading Dante for the first time, the reader faces monumental prob-
lems: another society, another religion (medieval Catholicism is not the
same as modern Catholicism), a different culture, and a different polit-
ical system, where politics controlled the papacy, and the papacy was
manipulating the politics of the times—and often the pope was a polit-
ical appointment.

The Structure

The physical aspect of Hell is a gigantic funnel that leads to the very
center of the Earth. (See the diagram later in this section.) According
to the legend used by Dante, this huge, gigantic hole in the Earth was
made when God threw Satan (Lucifer) and his band of rebels out of
Heaven with such force that they created a giant hole in the Earth. Satan
was cast all the way to the very center of the Earth, has remained there
since, and will remain there through all of eternity.

The sinners who are the least repugnant, or those whose sins were
the least offensive, are in the upper circles. In each circle, Dante chose
a well-known figure of the time or from history or legend to illustrate
the sin. As Dante descends from circle to circle, he encounters sinners
whose sins become increasingly hateful, spiteful, offensive, murderous,
and traitorous. He ends with Satan, eating the three greatest traitors in
the world, each in one of his three mouths, at the center of the Earth.

The Punishments

Dante’s scheme of punishment is one of the marvels of the imagi-
native mind; at times, however, it involves a rather complex and diffi-
cult idea for the modern reader.

Each sinner is subjected to a punishment that is synonymous with
his or her sin—or else the antithesis of that sin. For example, the Misers
and the Spendthrifts are in Circle IV. Their sins were that they wor-
shipped money so much that they hoarded it, or the opposite, had so
little regard for money that they spent it wildly. Nothing is so antago-
nistic to a miser as a spendthrift. Thus, their punishment is to bombard
continually each other with huge stones expressing the antagonism
between excessive hoarding and excessive squandering,
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Another example is the Adulterous Lovers. In this world, they were
buffeted about by their passions; in Hell, they are buffeted about by the
winds of passion, as they eternally clasp each other. Those who delib-
erately committed adultery are in a much lower circle.

The punishment of the Thieves is simple in that their hands, which
they used to steal, are cut off, and their bodies are entwined with snakes
or serpents, as were encountered in Eden.

Allegory and Symbols

We follow the guide and Dante through adventures so amazing that
only the wildest imagination can conceive of the predicament. Is this
allegory or symbols? Most readers are anxious to have a one-to-one cor-
relation between a thing and its symbolic equivalent: That is, a red rose
equals love, and a white rose equals chastity. Thus, what do the beasts
symbolize? There are so many different interpretations of their symbolic
significance that each reader can assign a specific meaning, but basically
suffice it to say that together they represent obstacles to Dante’s dis-
covering the true light on the mountain.

As an allegory, it is both simpler and more complicated than the
symbolic meanings. This is a man’s spirit on a journey through life and
all of the lives that could prevent him from attaining ultimate salvation
and a union with the Godhead, the source of all light. Those who failed
during life are seen, in the Inferno, suffering from their sins in life, and
Dante is thusly warned to avoid each and every sin to achieve salvation.

A Comedy?

Dante called his poem a comedy. In classic terminology, a comedy is
a work that begins in misery or deep confusion and ends in elation or
happiness. In Shakespearean comedy, the play often begins in confu-
sion—couples breaking up or separating, but ends with everyone find-
ing the right partner. In other words, a comedy is not something one
would laugh about, but a movement from a low state of confusion to
one where all people are combined for the greatest happiness.

The Structure of the Poem

Dante, like most people of his time, believed that some numbers
had mystical meanings and associations. He designed the structure of
his poem using a series of mystical numbers:
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THREE: The number of the Holy Trinity: God the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost. The number of parts of the Divine Comedy:
Inférno, Purgatorio, Paradiso. The number of lines in each verse of each
canto. The number of divisions of Hell. The number of days required
for Dante’s journey through Hell.

NINE: A multiple of three; the number of circles in Hell.

TEN: The perfect number is the nine circles of Hell plus the
vestibule.

THIRTY-THREE: A multiple of three; the number of cantos in each
part.

NINETY-NINE: The total number of cantos plus Canto I, The

Introduction.

ONE HUNDRED: A multiple of ten; considered by Dante to be
the perfect number.

A Brief Synopsis

At the age of thirty-five, on the night of Good Friday in the year
1300, Dante finds himself lost in a dark wood and full of fear. He sees
a sun-drenched mountain in the distance, and he tries to climb it, but
three beasts, a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf, stand in his way. Dante
is forced to return to the forest where he meets the spirit of Virgil, who
promises to lead him on a journey through Hell so that he may be able
to enter Paradise. Dante agrees to the journey and follows Virgil though
the gates of Hell.

The two poets enter the vestibule of Hell where the souls of the
uncommitted are tormented by biting insects and damned to chase a
blank banner around for eternity. The poets reach the banks of the river
Acheron where souls await passage into Hell proper. The ferryman,
Charon, reluctantly agrees to take the poets across the river to Limbo,
the first circle of Hell, where Virgil permanently resides. In Limbo, the
poets stop to speak with other great poets, Homer, Ovid, Horace, and
Lucan, and then enter a great citadel where philosophers reside.

Dante and Virgil enter Hell proper, the second circle, where the sin-
ners of Incontinence begin. Here, the monster, Minos, sits in judgment
of all of the damned, and sends them to the proper circle according to
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their sin. Here, Dante meets Paolo and Francesca, the two unfaithful
lovers buffeted about in a windy storm.

The poets move on to the third circle, the Gluttons, who are guarded
by the monster Cerberus. These sinners spend eternity wallowing in
mud and mire, and here Dante recognizes a Florentine, Ciacco, who
gives Dante the first of many negative prophesies about him and
Florence.

Upon entering the fourth circle, Dante and Virgil encounter the
Hoarders and the Wasters, who spend eternity rolling giant boulders at
one another.

They move to the fifth circle, the marsh comprising the river Styx,
where Dante is accosted by a Florentine, Filippo Argenti, one amongst
the Wrathful that fight and battle one another for eternity in the mire
of the Styx. Dante wishes Argenti torn to bits and gets his wish.

The city of Dis begins Circle V1, the realm of the violent. The poets
enter and find themselves in Circle VI, realm of the Heretics, who reside
among the thousands in burning tombs. Dante stops to speak with two
sinners, Farinata degli Uberti, Dante’s Ghibelline enemy, and Caval-
cante dei Cavalcanti, father of Dante’s poet friend, Guido.

The poets then begin descending through a deep valley. Here, they
meet the Minotaur and see a river of boiling blood, the Phlegethon,
where those violent against their neighbors, tyrants, and war-makers
reside, each in a depth according to their sin.

Virgil arranges for the Centaur, Nessus, to take them across the river
into the second round of circle seven, the Suicides. Here Dante speaks
with the soul of Pier delle Vigne and learns his sad tale.

In the third round of Circle VII, a desert wasteland awash in a rain
of burning snowflakes, Dante recognizes and speaks with Capaneus, a
famous blasphemer. He also speaks to his beloved advisor and scholar,
Brunetto Latini. This is the round held for the Blasphemers, Sodomites,
and the Usurers.

The poets then enter Circle VIII, which contains ten chasms, or
ditches. The first chasm houses the Panderers and the Seducers who
spend eternity lashed by whips. The second chasm houses the Flatterers,
who reside in a channel of excrement. The third chasm houses the
Simonists, who are plunged upside-down in baptismal fonts with the
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soles of their feet on fire. Dante speaks with Pope Nicholas, who mis-
takes him for Pope Boniface. In the fourth chasm, Dante sees the For-
tune Tellers and Diviners, who spend eternity with their heads on
backwards and their eyes clouded by tears.

At the fifth chasm, the poets see the sinners of Graft plunged deeply
into a river of boiling pitch and slashed at by demons.

At the sixth chasm, the poets encounter the Hypocrites, mainly reli-
gious men damned to walk endlessly in a circle wearing glittering leaden
robes. The chief sinner here, Caiaphas, is crucified on the ground, and
all of the other sinners must step on him to pass.

Two Jovial friars tell the poets the way to the seventh chasm, where
the Thieves have their hands cut off and spend eternity among vipers
that transform them into serpents by biting them. They, in turn, must
bite another sinner to take back a human form.

At the eighth chasm Dante sees many flames that conceal the souls
of the Evil Counselors. Dante speaks to Ulysses, who gives him an
account of his death.

At the ninth chasm, the poets see a mass of horribly mutilated bod-
ies. They were the sowers of discord, such as Mahomet. They are walk-
ing in a circle. By the time they come around the circle, their wounds
knit, only to be opened again and again. They arrive at the tenth chasm
the Falsifiers. Here they see the sinners afflicted with terrible plagues,
some unable to move, some picking scabs off of one another.

They arrive at the Circle IX. It is comprised of a giant frozen lake,
Cocytus, in which the sinners are stuck. As they approach the well of
circle nine, Dante believes that he sees towers in the distance, which
turn out to be the Giants. One of the Giants, Antaeus, takes the poets
on his palm and gently places them at the bottom of the well.

Circle IX is composed of four rounds, each housing sinners, accord-
ing to the severity of their sin. In the first round, Caina, the sinners are
frozen up to their necks in ice.

In the second round, Antenora, the sinners are frozen closer to their
heads. Here, Dante accidentally kicks a traitor in the head, and when
the traitor will not tell him his name, Dante treats him savagely. Dante
hears the terrible story of Count Ugolino, who is gnawing the head and
neck of Archbishop Ruggieri, due to Ruggieri’s treacherous treatment
of him in the upper world.



