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PREFACE

In view of the quantity of English translations of the Inferno already in
existence, many will ask what possible excuse there can be for yet
another. One answer, quite simply, is that, since no one who attempts to
render the complex simplicity of Dante’s Italian into English (or into any
other language) will succeed in capturing much more than the atmo-
sphere of the poem, though each translation will undoubtedly have its
unique virtues, the challenge to create a version that pleases the palate
and yet nourishes is ever present. Accepting the challenge, I have aimed at
creating a clear, readable English version of Dante’s epic that neverthe-
less retains some of the poetry of the original. Whether or not I have
achieved my purpose will be for the reader to judge, of course. Another
possible answer is more speculative: perhaps at the heart of the perma-
nent, restless imperative to render Dante into accessible, contemporary
speech is the impulse to recover for the present the fusion of the lyrical
with the epic within an unforced vernacular that once can be said to have
established Western literature’s claims to authority and underwritten
literature’s assertion of a psychologically convincing universalist ethos.
Every new translation, then, in effect registers the distance we have trav-
eled from that fusion and measures it differently.

I have chosen to render the Inferno into blank verse—iambic pen-
tameter unrhymed—the form that seems most congenial to poetry of a
high order in the English language: Milton chose iambics for Paradise Lost;
Wordsworth, for his Prelude; and Shakespeare, for nearly all his plays. Its
long and distinguished tradition in our language, its broad and noble
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PREFACE

sweep, its approximate equivalency to Dante’s hendecasyllabic line make
it the logical choice.

A wellknown Italian saw pithily pronounces: Traduttore, traditore
[“Translator, traitor”]. The present version of Inferno may not be as loyal
to the original as purists would prefer, but I hardly think it is traitorous,
for my intention has been to remain faithful to the spirit of Dante’s poem
while eschewing an insipid and fatal literalness. That intention has some-
times led me to alter, insert, or (rarely) omit a word or phrase in order to
clarify some obscure idea for modern readers or make some knotty point
resonate more vibrantly with them, without committing lése-majesté. My
hope is that [ will have done a small service to those readers who may find
Dante more accessible in this version, its many failings notwithstanding.

By contrast with many other writers, whose works often present the
reader with linguistic hurdles that must be cleared before comprehen-
sion can set in, Dante usually employs a language of striking limpidity
and immediate comprehensibility. His style in the Commedia frequently
approaches the conversational, as if he wishes to engage the reader in
intimate dialogue. True, his vocabulary is wide-ranging: often we are
greeted with some abstruse term from moral philosophy or theology;
nevertheless, the vast majority of his words are common ones. His simi-
les, for example, are usually grounded in easily understood language:

Like one who's rescued from the angry waves,
Then, breathless, stands ashore to stare in awe
And terror at the cruel sea, my soul,

Still fugitive, turned back to scan the wood
That none before had ever left alive.

(INFERNO [:22—26)

Like cranes who chant their cries across the sky

In never-ending lines, so did they seem

Who wailed in winds that bore them darkly on.
(INFERNO V:40—42)



PREFACE

Nor is he averse to using vulgar words with which everyone would be
familiar (and which would have been less shocking to Dante’s contempo-
raries than to later, more Puritanical, ears), e.g., merda [“shit”] or puttana
[“whore”]. What difficulties do arise, for the modern Italian reader,
involve changes that have occurred in the Italian language over the cen-
turies. For his contemporaries, however, the meanings of Dante’s words
were, for the most part, readily grasped. To be sure, not all of the Comme-
dia was intended for Everyman, but the bare narrative and the emotions
it conveys, though perhaps not its theological, anagogical, or allegorical
elements, were not difficult to follow. In an English version of Dante,
therefore, it would seem wise to shun an excessively academic vocabu-
lary—except here and there when doing so appears to be unavoidable—
and to employ more ordinary words as often as possible if the reader is to
have some sense of the impact of the Commedia on fourteenth-century
readers. In my translation, therefore, I have tried to avoid the overuse of
learned words, although there were more than a few instances, of course,
when only a more learned or more scholarly word seemed the appropri-
ate, if not the inevitable, choice.

The paintings by the contemporary artist Gregory Gillespie included
in this translation powerfully complement Dante’s words. They possess
an analogous, unblinking, even shocking, intensity of attention to the
observed world; at the same time, they record a profound, recognizably
related, modern-day allegorical engagement with the visionary.

This translation has clearly benefited from the fine work of previous
translators, each of whom undoubtedly journeyed through his or her
own Purgatory in the struggle to squeeze the magnificent tercets of
Dante into a pair of English shoes. Of particular help to me as I wrestled
to pin down the right word were the poetic versions of John Ciardi and
Dorothy L. Sayers; the very accurate prose translations by John Sinclair
and Charles D. Singleton; the precise nineteenth-century jambic render-
ing by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow; and the indispensable century-old
literal translation by William Warren Vernon. The fine notes in those edi-
tions were also very useful to my own attempt to annotate each canto.
The very greatest assistance, both for the translation and the notes, was
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provided by the densely annotated editions of the Commedia prepared by
Italian scholars: Enrico Bianchi, Ernesto Bignami, Natalino Sapegno,
G. A. Scartazzini, Pietro Vetro, and others: anyone who seriously studies
Dante cannot ignore the work of the Italians. Useful, too, though dated
in so many ways, were the classic editions of Dante by Carlyle-Okey-
Wicksteed and Charles H. Grandgent. The Enciclopedia Dantesca and
Paget Toynbee’s Dictionary of Proper Names and Notable Matters in the
Works of Dante were indispensable. Other books were of significant assis-
tance to me; at the end of this volume, I have listed a Select Bibliography
of works that may be helpful to anyone wishing to delve more deeply
into the life, the era, and the works of the great Florentine. '

ELIO ZAPPULLA

Stony Brook, New York
March 1997
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INTRODUCTION

“Reader, garner fruit / From what you read. . . .”
INFERNO XX:20-2I

I he Inferno is great poetry and great drama. Once we have read this

tale of a journey through Hell,@e can never forget the dark wood
of sin and death; the horrible inscription over the gate of Hell; the mur-
dered lovers, Paolo and Francesca; the wrath of Filippo Argenti; the gen-
tle Brunetto Latini; the towering figure of Farinata, that striking emblem
of scorn and arrogance; the ever-inquisitive, self-deceiving Ulysses; the
pathetic Ugolino gnawing the head of an archbishop; the sinners bobbing
up and down in rivers of excrement or rivers of blood, metamorphosed
into trees, supine in a lake of ice, entwined by snakes, dazed and disem-
boweled: all naked, all in agony, all existing forever without a shred of
hope; and the figure of Satan himself, half buried in ice, mindlessly beat-
ing his six enormous bat’s wings and chewing in his horrible triple mouth
the three men whom Dante believed to be the chief sinners of the human
race. g

It is an unforgettable work, a difficult work. Above all, it is a poem of
the highest and deepest ethical value—yes, even for the sophisticated
reader of our times. For the poem’s highest purpose is to make us ask
ourselves the age-old question: How shall I lead my life? TO_P_&_!_II_\T.C/ t}_xf:
_answer is clear: love God, shun evil, let every action originate not in self-
interest but in the knowledgc of what God has told us is right. It is an
answer that we all know but that we often ignore. In his supreme achieve-
ment, Dante replies to the question vividly and memorably.

The Divine Comedy, of which the voyage through the Inferno is the
first part, is a strange and unique epic, whose relatively simple language
masks a deeply complex structure. It describes a journey through Hell,
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Purgatory, and Heaven that the poet, Dante Alighieri, the protagonist
of his own poem, tells us he took in the year 1300 A.D. The poem has
achieved an international fame matched only by Homer’s epics and the
plays of Shakespeare, and its reputation continues to grow as the cen-
turies roll on. Consider, as one barometer of the interest it still generates,
the vast number of critical books and articles that have been written
about it, especially in the twentieth century. And the flow of English
translations alone shows no sign of diminishing; the Bible and Homer’s
poems may be the only other books that continue to be translated with
such frequency into our language. These facts tell us something about the
enduring power of this highly original poem that continues to haunt, to
fascinate, to charm, even to instruct, for it is surely, after the Bible, one of
the most significant moral works of literature in the Western canon.

It was during his years of exile, from 1302 until the end of his life, that
Dante composed his masterwork. Called, in Italian, La Divina Commedia,
and originally entitled simply La Commedia (the adjective Divina having
been supplied by others more than two centuries after Dante’s death), it is
divided into three parts, called canticles (in Italian, cantiche): Inferno, Pur-
gatorio, and Paradiso; these parts are sometimes published as separate
books. Each canticle is divided into cantos, which vary in length, averag-
ing about 145 lines each. Inferno has thirty-four cantos; Purgatorio and Par-
adiso, thirty-three each, for a total of one hundred.

The poem’s meter is the immensely variable hendecasyllable, meaning
“eleven syllables,” each marked by anywhere from two to five stresses.
The Commedia’s 14,000 lines have an intricate rhyme scheme called, in Ital-
ian, terza rima: aba bcb cdc ded, etc. Even to attempt to replicate such a
scheme in English (it has been done) is an undertaking that commands
admiration. Dorothy Sayers uses this thyme scheme in her version,
although with varying success (for English is a thyme-poor language).
Perhaps John Ciardi was wiser to have used a modified form of terza rima
that gives at least the flavor of the original rhyme. Most translators
(including me) have opted for blank verse, or unrhymed iambic pentame-
ter, as being the form most suitable to the English language. It is, of
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course, the form that has been used for poetry of the highest order in
English.

The word Commedia (stress on the e)—originally spelled Comedia,
with the stress on the 1), may be puzzling: after all, a reading of it (espe-
cially of Inferno) does not make one want to laugh. Clearly, by “comedy”
is meant something other than a work designed to provoke amusement
in the reader. What the word signified, according to Dante, was a work
written in a less grand, more down-to-earth style than that which charac-
terized poetry of a higher, more “tragic” order, though few now would
view the Commedia as anything less than just that. (Furthermore, in order
to reach the ears of all his countrymen, Dante wrote his poem in Italian:
Latin was regarded as the language to be used for poetry of a high order,
such as Virgil’s Aeneid). Also, a comedy could be a work in which the hero,
after suffering through adversity, achieves his goal and, perhaps, happi-
ness. In Dante’s poem, the hero, having witnessed the terrors of Hell and
having undergone the painful, though far less terrifying, process of pur-
gation of sins on the mountain of Purgatory, reaches Heaven and stands
before the ineffable God, Creator of the universe. Such an ending is cer-
tainly happy: could any ending, in fact, be happier?

At the outset of the Commedia, Dante finds himself in a dark wood.
He is subsequently escorted through the bowels of Hell and up the
mountain of Purgatory by the spirit of the poet Virgil (whose works
Dante deeply admired), and through part of Purgatory and all of Heaven
by the soul of his beloved Beatrice, who had already been dead for many
years when the poem was completed, until he looks into the face of God
Himself in the last canto of Paradiso. Along the way, Dante sees thou-
sands of souls and converses with, or listens to, many dozens of them:
great sinners, ordinary people, great saints; the famous and the infamous;
the mythical and the real. Many of the souls he encounters are Italians,
especially Florentines, some of whom had recently died, some of whom
he had known personally, and as they speak with Dante, the reader learns
not only about their individual lives—especially their sinful or their virtu-
ous deeds—but also about contemporary Italian politics and history.



