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    INTRODUCTION


    GO TO THE POETRY SECTION of any reasonably well-stocked bookstore, and you will find Dante’s Divine Comedy represented in a number of translations of widely varying vintages and styles. Over the last two centuries and especially in the last three or four decades, both the complete Comedy and the Inferno in particular have been rendered into English more frequently than any other work of literature. New studies and—despite the relative scarcity of reliable information—biographies of Dante continue to appear each year, and videos of lectures, readings, and other Dante-related presentations are everywhere online.


    The enduring popularity of the Divine Comedy is an extraordinary, perhaps even puzzling, phenomenon. It is, after all, an intricately rhymed poem of more than 14,000 lines, which, despite the directness of the writing, veers at times into syntactical snarls almost as tangled as the dark wood in which the protagonist finds himself in the opening lines. The Comedy is written in terza rima, or “third rhyme,” a form created by Dante for this work. Terza rima is composed of three-line units called tercets, in each of which the first and third lines rhyme with one another and the second line rhymes with the first and third lines of the following tercet, thus creating components that are simultaneously independent and interlocking. Metrically, it is written in hendecasyllabics, or eleven-syllable lines, in which every other syllable, beginning with the second, is stressed—a measure that corresponds to English iambic pentameter. The poem’s formal complexity could have been an impediment preventing most readers from ever approaching it, let alone enjoying it. And yet, from the time when its separate canticles began circulating in the last few years of Dante’s life, it has been, and continues to be, undeniably popular.


    What makes the popularity of the Comedy even more extraordinary is the amount of information outside the poem that is needed for even a moderate comprehension of it. It is filled with biblical, classical, and mythological allusions, many of which are given only the briefest of mentions, in some instances not much more than a name or two; Dante is clearly writing in the expectation that his intended audience of learned men will know these references and understand their relevance, a confidence that nowadays can be extended only to specialists in these various fields. While the classification of the categories of sins and their punishments in the Inferno is relatively straightforward, the Paradiso contains some extended and at times abstract discussions of classical and early Christian philosophy. A good many of the characters who appear in the Comedy, their actions and situations, and their relevance to the poem’s larger thematic concerns cannot be fully understood without detailed reference to political, military, and ecclesiastical events in thirteenth-century Europe. Our comprehension and appreciation of the Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid are enhanced by understanding the mythological allusions found on almost every page and the cultural contexts in which these epics are grounded, and most translations of them provide elucidations of such references. Nonetheless, focused as they are upon character and event, these great works can be largely understood and enjoyed without going beyond the texts themselves, and there have been estimable versions of all three, such as those by Robert Fitzgerald, published with no annotations. An unannotated Divine Comedy—even though there are several available—is almost unimaginable.*


    Yet, when the issue is considered in a larger context, the enduring popularity of Dante’s great work is not at all surprising. On the most immediate level, the poem tells a strikingly original and fascinating story. Carried forward by its constantly changing scenes and characters, we keep turning the pages in our eagerness to know what is going to happen next. Those scenes are endlessly inventive and those characters are complex and psychologically convincing human beings, with whom the poem’s narrator has a number of vivid and memorable exchanges. These encounters stir in him a broad range of emotional responses, from tender pity to bitter anger to savage satisfaction. Much of the way, especially in the earlier parts, this clear, easy-to-follow story is told in a simple, direct style.† That style is an amazingly flexible, infinitely modulated instrument, capable of shifting almost instantly from straightforward narrative to intricate description, from inspiring sublimity to shocking vulgarity, from extravagant rhetorical devices to dialogue of intense and heartrending directness.


    If it gave us no more than this, the Divine Comedy would remain a perpetually compelling and enjoyable work. But it gives a great deal more. It provides us with a detailed view of the politics and the problems, the social context and the customs, of Dante’s time and place. It contains extended philosophical and theological discussions that engage—as do all truly great works of literature—the central issues of human existence: what we are, how we live, and how we should live. All of this material is integrated into a unified imaginative universe of astonishing richness and texture. Although Dante’s epic is a work of much greater artistry and profundity, it is in some ways an ancestor of The Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, Star Wars, and other such worlds in which so many young people immerse themselves today. It is no wonder that the Internet abounds in reviews from readers who started the Divine Comedy expecting to be bored or confused but who instead have found themselves riveted.
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    GIVEN ITS PRESENCE in our culture, we come to Dante’s masterwork with a number of assumptions, several of which call for some examination. Like the titles Les Misérables or Great Expectations, Divine Comedy is one whose familiarity has led us to take it for granted, without stopping to consider its implications or its relevance to the work in question, but each of its words is worth a moment of consideration. Dante called his masterwork simply the Commedia, or the Comedy; it was later editors, in the sixteenth century, who added the adjective Divina—a word that has since become all but inseparable from it—to acknowledge both its theologically significant subject and its divinely inspired artistic achievement. And Comedy here does not connote mirth and laughter (there are instances of humor in Dante’s verses, but humor is, of course, far from the dominant mode or mood of the poem). In classical terms, comedy signifies first a work written in the low, or common, style—in Dante’s case, his local Tuscan dialect, rather than Latin. It also denotes a work which finds the protagonist in difficult circumstances at the outset but which tends toward a happy ending—in this case, the availability of eternal salvation to the protagonist, and to all who truly desire it. Thus, the Comedy ultimately reinforces the comic view of life, the idea that we have at our disposal and in our natures the means to bring about a favorable outcome, as opposed to the tragic view that the combined forces of fate, fortune, and our own frailty will destroy us in the end.


    The historical Italy of most of our imaginings is essentially that of the Renaissance, whose name denotes a “rebirth” of learning and connotes an emphasis on humanism. Opinions differ as to when the Renaissance may be said to properly begin, but even the earliest estimation postdates Dante’s life and death by decades. Dante’s world was that of the Middle Ages—and here we must be careful to avoid the misconception that the term “Middle Ages” is synonymous with “Dark Ages,” with cartoonish implications of filth, brutish ignorance, and constant, reflexive violence. All of these things existed, of course, as they do in any time and place, including our own. But Dante’s world was also one of great learning and sophistication, of subtlety and refinement, of familiarity with and reverence for the cultural heritage of the past. While there were many world-changing discoveries still to be made, there was more geographical awareness and even scientific understanding than we might assume. Nonetheless, even though it can hardly be claimed that most people’s lives were lived under imminent threat of violence, the thirteenth century was a remarkably bloody time in Dante’s corner of Europe. Violence was disturbingly frequent on a personal level, as shown by the high proportion of monarchs and other rulers appearing in the Comedy who were sent into the afterlife through murder and assassination. Warfare was constant, between, and within, neighboring city-states as well as between distant realms. Italy was not forged into a unified, modern nation until the Risorgimento of the 1860s. Beginning in the twelfth century, central and northern Italy was organized into a patchwork of independent entities composed of a central city and its surrounding smaller communities. Some were ruled by princes and other authoritarian figures; others, including Dante’s Florence, were republics. Each of these was small enough for its most prominent citizens to be personally acquainted with one another and for there to be a strong element of social cohesiveness.


    Of course there are many others ways in which Dante’s was a time very much unlike our own. Needless to say, all of the technological breakthroughs that are the basis of the comforts and conveniences of our daily lives, from indoor plumbing to electricity and everything that depends upon it, lay centuries in the future. At several places in the Inferno, Dante remarks upon the stench emanating from this or that location; one wonders how strong these smells must have had to be, since the hygiene of his time, both public and personal, was rudimentary and foul odors would have been a constant of daily life. By our standards, medical care was almost nonexistent, and many conditions that nowadays are routinely cured or prevented would have been inevitably fatal; not all of the souls in the Comedy who died in their thirties and forties had met violent deaths. The social mobility of our society, on which we pride ourselves with varying degrees of justification, was extremely rare; the patterns of most people’s entire lives could have been confidently predicted from the moment of birth, and Dante found rising from one’s origins a phenomenon noteworthy enough to be commented on: “a Bernardin / di Fosco in Faenza sprouting high / from low seed” (Purgatorio, Canto XIV). The view is expressed, at the end of Canto VIII of the Paradiso, that society functions most harmoniously when all recognize and accept their proper, divinely ordained roles. In a world in which everyone has a predetermined part to play, there is much less tendency to blame others for failing to improve their lot or to arrogantly judge them as failed versions of oneself: Dante’s numerous allusions to laborers and peasants are totally free of condescension.


    Given the fact that the great majority of people endured lives that were brief, harsh, and exhausting, it is little wonder that those who were not irredeemably terrified of eternal damnation would seek comfort in a belief system which promised that suffering was redemptive and that all would be made right in eternity. Indeed, the single most important component of the poem’s European context is the universality of Christian belief and the authority of its church. In the millennium since the Edict of Milan (313) had established tolerance for Christianity in the Roman Empire, the previously persecuted sect had grown and taken hold to the point where the Roman Catholic Church dominated virtually every aspect of life in western Europe (there were heretics and schisms, but the Protestant Reformation was still two hundred years in the future). Life on earth was seen as a prelude to the eternal life that followed after death, and the manner in which one lived while upon the earth determined where, and under what conditions, that eternal existence would be spent. The domination of this religious emphasis extended to learning and the arts as well. Since the majority of people were uneducated and illiterate, the visual and plastic arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture were especially significant as embodiments of the spiritual dimension. Literacy and learning were essentially the province of spiritual and secular authority, and, to Dante’s anguish and near despair, the line between the authority of the church and the authority of temporal government was becoming increasingly blurred.
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    THE FICTIONAL CHARACTER who undertakes this obviously fictional journey through the afterlife of his imagining shares his name and a great deal of his history with his creator. Still, readers who come to the text for the first time may be surprised to discover the extent of its autobiographical dimension. Like John Milton, the author of the other great Christian epic, Paradise Lost, Dante weaves a considerable amount of personal information into ostensibly objective and universal works. But while Milton tends to confine himself to occasional asides or, as in Samson Agonistes, to situations that parallel his own circumstances, Dante, in making himself the central character of his own poem, assigns equally significant roles to his time and place. Many of the souls that Dante encounters among the dead are historical and mythological figures, but many others are public figures of his own time and even personal acquaintances of his. Much of this material would have been familiar to his original readers (and some of it would not: extensive commentaries on the Comedy began to be written within decades of its completion), but very little of it is common knowledge nowadays. To comprehend the scope of Dante’s intentions, we need an understanding of his life and times and of the political and religious situation out of which the poem grew.


    Dante Alighieri was born in Florence in 1265, sometime between mid-May and mid-June: he tells us in Canto XXII of the Paradiso that he was born under the sign of Gemini. Thus, in April 1300, when the Comedy is set, Dante was nearing his thirty-fifth birthday, which would place him exactly “midway through” the journey of the “threescore years and ten” that the Ninetieth Psalm describes as the span of a human life. While of modest financial circumstances, his family was of notable lineage; his great-great-grandfather Cacciaguida degli Elisei (whom he encounters among the blessed in the Paradiso) had been a cavalier and a crusader. While Dante was still young, both of his parents died—his mother, Gabriella, known as Bella, when he was still under ten years of age; his father, Alighiero di Bellincione degli Alighieri, a moneylender and a renter of property both in the city and beyond, when Dante was about eighteen. Dante’s father remarried after Bella’s death; sources differ as to how many children he had with each of his wives. In 1277, at the age of twelve, Dante was betrothed to Gemma di Manetto Donati. Their marriage, which took place around 1285, produced three sons, as well as a daughter who later became a nun under the name of Beatrice. Dante never mentions Gemma in his writings, and it has been traditionally, but not necessarily reliably, assumed that their relationship was not a close one.


    According to Dante’s own testimony in the Vita nuova (New Life), a gathering of thirty-one poems set within the framework of a narrative and a commentary upon them, the most important relationship of his life began when, at the age of nearly nine, he first beheld an eight-year-old girl named Beatrice. Beginning with one of the first biographies of Dante, written a quarter-century after his death by Giovanni Boccaccio, author of the Decameron, she has been identified with Beatrice Portinari, who married a wealthy banker named Simone de’ Bardi, had several children, and died in 1290 at the age of twenty-four. But even if we had much more factual information, it would of course be impossible to determine the precise relation between autobiography and mythmaking in the Vita nuova, or, for that matter, in the Comedy itself. In the earlier work, which dates in all likelihood from his late twenties, Dante describes an intense love sustained on the slightest and most occasional of contacts, which gradually deepened and transformed itself as the lover came to terms with defects in his own nature, and which led to a resolve, after the death of his beloved, not to write of her again until he could do so in a way that would be worthy of her.


    In his twenties and thirties, Dante took an increasingly active part in the public affairs of his city. In June 1289, he was a cavalryman at the Battle of Campaldino, in which the Florentine forces routed those of the province of Arezzo. At that time, it was necessary to be enrolled in one of the city’s professional guilds to take part in Florentine politics, so in 1295 Dante became a member of the Apothecaries’ Guild, which was open to poets and men of learning. Over the next several years he spoke frequently in official meetings and was appointed to several municipal positions, including his selection in June 1300 as a prior, one of the city’s six-member governing council. Dante had an active interest and involvement in politics throughout his adult life, which would culminate in the infliction of traumatic damage upon his public career and the entire course of his life through the machinations of his political enemies. It is not at all surprising, then, that he has seen fit to place a number of those enemies, including some who were not even dead yet, at various levels of Hell, or that a century’s worth of political and military strife is thoroughly ingrained in the text and texture of the Comedy.


    Many of the dead souls encountered by Dante had taken part in the seemingly endless power struggles between two opposing factions: the Guelphs, who were supporters of the increasing temporal power of the papacy, and the Ghibellines, supporters of the Holy Roman Empire as the legitimate secular authority. The controversy between them had begun in 1075, when Pope Gregory VII asserted that the papacy had authority over secular matters and authorities as well as spiritual ones. The Italian names of the opposing parties derived from the German factions of Welf and Waiblinger, whose struggle originated when the archbishops of Mainz and Cologne prevented the accession of Frederick of Swabia, the hereditary successor to the throne of the empire, in 1125. A century later, the divisions which that struggle exposed began to inflame the city of Florence and there to take on a life of their own.


    These tensions flared into open strife in 1215, when a Florentine nobleman was murdered to avenge the insult of his having broken his engagement to the daughter of another powerful family—an incident alluded to several times in the Comedy, and one whose implications reverberate throughout the text. For the next half century, the two factions took turns expelling one another from the city and establishing control over its affairs. In 1266, the year after Dante’s birth, Charles of Anjou, acting on behalf of the pope, opposed Manfred, illegitimate son of Emperor Frederick II, at the Battle of Benevento. Frederick had been deposed by Pope Innocent IV in 1245 and died in 1250, leaving the imperial throne vacant until 1308. With Manfred’s defeat and death, the Ghibellines were effectively destroyed as a political force in Florence, and the city thereafter enjoyed a quarter century of relative stability. But in the 1290s factionalism revived and the Guelphs were split into opposing groups: the Blacks, led by the wealthy and powerful Donati family, to whom Dante was related by marriage, and the Whites, who evolved into Ghibellinism as Pope Boniface VIII sided with the Blacks to consolidate his power. Dante allied himself with the Whites, since he regarded the empire as the divine instrument of temporal authority and fiercely decried (including several times in all three canticles of the Comedy) the corruption wrought within the church by its pursuit and exercise of secular power.


    On June 9, 1301, Florence’s city council took up a request by Pope Boniface VIII for two hundred cavalrymen to assist him in securing territories in southern Tuscany. While others expressed less than wholehearted enthusiasm, Dante was the only member of the council to speak out unequivocally against the proposal. In September, he angered the pope again when he refused to support Boniface’s invitation of French forces into Italy. A month later, Dante was part of a three-man delegation sent to Rome to attempt to conciliate the pope. After their meeting, Dante was detained by Boniface and effectively prevented from returning home with his two companions. In his absence, on November 1, Charles of Valois, with the pope’s backing, led his army into Florence, and Dante’s political enemies took complete control of the city. On January 27, 1302, Dante was tried and convicted in absentia on trumped-up charges of financial corruption and defiance of the pope, stripped of all his property, and banished from Florence. He refused to stoop to answering the charges against him, and, despite his sporadic hopes of negotiating an end to his exile, the banishment was later intensified to include a sentence of death should he be found inside the city. He never saw Florence again.‡ Boniface, who died in 1303, comes in for particular obloquy in the Comedy, with Dante missing no opportunity to abuse him for his corruption. Although Boniface was still alive in April 1300, when the poem takes place, in Canto XIX of the Inferno Dante shows us the precise spot in Hell that is waiting for him.


    During his years of exile, Dante wandered restlessly through northern Italy, spending time in Lucca, Padua, and Bologna, taking up an extended residence (1312−1318) in Verona, and settling finally in Ravenna, where he died, probably of malarial fever, on September 13, 1321. He began the Inferno around 1308, and completed it by 1314, when he had handwritten copies of the text made and circulated, the method of publication in the pre-Gutenberg era. Copies of the Purgatorio had begun to appear by 1318, and Dante completed the Paradiso only months before his death.
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    THE COMEDY WAS recognized from the beginning as a great achievement and a major work of literature, and commentaries on the text began to appear in the 1320s, not long after Dante’s death (during the Renaissance, however, with the emphasis on more humanistic values in place of explicitly didactic ones, its cultural influence waned somewhat). The number of such texts and the learning displayed in many of them bore testimony to the high regard in which Dante’s work was held by his contemporaries and immediate successors. The majority of these commentaries annotated the Comedy line by line, providing interpretations of individual passages and supplying background information on persons and events, and on biblical, mythological, and other references, an approach to Dante studies that has continued to the present day. Some of these earliest commentators, starting with Graziolo de’ Bambaglioli in 1324, went further still, taking the poem’s claim to divine inspiration at face value.§ This emphasis on the part of Graziolo and others did much to spread the Comedy’s popularity and to endow it with an almost canonical status. Perhaps its most direct and succinct summation occurred in the words of Filippo Villani at the end of the fourteenth century: “I believe that no poet could have imagined such sublime and profound matters, or touched upon things which are so difficult for the human mind, or written so much poetry in the purest language, except by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.”


    Each of the three canticles that form the Comedy is more than 4,700 lines long. They are customarily considered to be separate works and are often published in separate volumes. Yet when they are gathered together, we tend to regard them not as a trilogy composed of three individual poems but as a single poem in three parts. The reasons for this are obvious. The form, hendecasyllabics in triple rhyme, is continuous throughout the three parts, as are the narrative voice and point of view, as well as the narrative itself: each part leads immediately into the next, which then takes up right where its predecessor left off. But there are also excellent reasons for discussing each one on its own terms. Each has its own particularized setting and a narrative with its own clearly defined beginning and end, as well as its own appropriate mood, tone, and thematic development.


    The Inferno is, of course, the best known, the most popular, and by far the most frequently translated component of the Comedy, and millions who have never read it have a general awareness of what happens in it. Dante strays into a dark wood, which symbolizes his having unconsciously abandoned the path of righteousness in his pursuit of the false goods of this transitory earthly existence, for which he will be severely rebuked in Canto XXX of the Purgatorio (in Canto XIII of that canticle, he also admits to his struggles with the sin of pride). He is rescued from his plight by the shade of the Roman poet Virgil, who takes him on a guided tour of Hell, which is located inside the earth. Dante and his contemporaries admired Virgil’s Aeneid for its elevated style and sublimity of purpose, and the Roman poet was also esteemed in the Middle Ages because of the widespread but mistaken belief that in the fourth of his Eclogues he had prophesied the birth of Christ. A more immediate point of contact between the two poets is Book VI of Virgil’s epic, in which the protagonist Aeneas is given a tour of the underworld, where he sees the shades of the wicked in the region called Tartarus.


    Dante’s conception of Hell divides it into distinct levels, or circles. There are nine circles in all, each of which punishes a particular class of sinners, ranked according to the increasing severity of their offenses. First-time readers of the Inferno are certain to be surprised, if not astonished, by Dante’s ordering of the relative grievousness of certain sins. Tyrants and murderers are in the seventh circle, but placed lower, and punished more severely, in the various ditches of the eighth circle are soothsayers, hypocrites, and even flatterers. How, we might well ask, can killing people be a less terrible sin than telling what we would call a little white lie? The answer is given in Canto XI, in which Virgil explains the system and structure of Hell to Dante: sins of appetite and emotion, qualities that we share with animals, are less offensive than those that require intellect, because the latter involve perversion of the faculty of reason, which God has given to humans alone.


    Dante’s afterlife of the damned is quite different from the customary depiction of Hell as a place where all the dead wail incessantly as they are consumed by fierce eternal flames. In English, the word inferno denotes a conflagration, no doubt because of the association of Hell with fire, but the Italian word that Dante chose for the title of his poem comes from a Latin term meaning lower (as in inferior) and simply indicates Hell, without any necessary connotation of flames. Fire is indeed one of the many different kinds of punishments in the Inferno, employed in Cantos XXVI and XXVII, where its most notable victims are Ulysses (the Odysseus of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey) and Guido da Montefeltro, a leader of the Ghibellines. But the very bottom of Hell, at the center of the Earth’s core, where the worst sinners of all are punished and Satan himself is entrapped, is a region of bitterly cold wind and universal ice.


    While the poem’s themes are universal in scope—it is “our life’s journey,” not just his own, that the poem’s narrator is embarked upon—the detour on that journey that is recounted in the Comedy is uniquely Dante’s own. We have touched upon several instances of direct autobiographical details in the Inferno, but there are other times when the personal elements are indirect and subtle. In Canto XIII, for example, in the wood of the suicides Dante encounters Pier delle Vigne, who, by his own testimony, had been falsely accused of betraying his master, Emperor Frederick II; he despaired of clearing his name and killed himself in his cell. Pier tells his story in the highly rhetorical style of his actual official documents and his poems, and then suddenly shifts to a direct, passionate plea to Dante to restore his good name. Surely this heartfelt passage is infused with Dante’s own resentment and frustration at finding himself in similar circumstances. And then there is the extended episode of uproarious and occasionally scatological farce that takes up most of Cantos XXI and XXII, in which Dante and Virgil find themselves fallen among the crude and energetic demons called the Malebranche, or Evilclaws. In the broad comedy of this interlude, uncharacteristic of the Comedy overall, we may very well see Dante using humor to distance himself from the pain of personal experience, since the kind of sin punished here—barratry, financial corruption, the selling of political offices and influence—is the very crime of which he was treacherously convicted.


    The protagonist is frequently torn between his feelings and his beliefs. Much of the time, he takes the thematically appropriate attitude of hostility to the damned, most strikingly in the cases of Vanni Fucci, the thief and blasphemer who remains as furious and offensive in death as he was in life (Cantos XXIV−XXV), and Bocca degli Abati (Canto XXXII), a Ghibelline sympathizer who betrayed the Guelphs at the Battle of Montaperti in 1260. At other points, Dante’s human sympathies overcome his Christian duty, as when he faints with emotion after hearing Francesca’s sad account of her sinful relationship with her brother-in law Paolo and their deaths at the hands of her husband (Canto V), or when he movingly expresses his continuing devotion to his mentor Ser Brunetto Latini, who has been condemned for sodomy (Canto XV), or when he begins to weep at the sight of the deformed bodies of the soothsayers (Canto XX). For this last lapse, he is sternly rebuked by Virgil, for to pity those whom God has condemned is implicitly to wish their fate were different, and thus to dissent from God’s judgments.


    Yet there are a number of instances, such as the encounter with Francesca, in which Virgil allows Dante to indulge his sympathies, as well as several cases—the virtuous pagans in Canto IV, the heretic Farinata in Canto X, the sodomites in Canto XVI—in which Virgil goes so far as to instruct Dante to show deference and respect. Virgil is unmistakably portrayed as fully worthy of the reverence that Dante shows him, but there are several places at which he misunderstands a situation or shows poor judgment, and he is a study in barely suppressed fury when, at the end of Canto XXIII, he is openly mocked by one of the damned for having trusted the directions given him by the leader of the crew of demons. Even in the afterlife it is impossible to avoid the infinite and often maddening complexities of the human spirit. Far from being a defect, this is one of the glories of Dante’s poem.


    Turning to the Purgatorio, like an audience coming out of a movie theater in the middle of the afternoon, we find our senses immediately flooded with light and air. As Dante conceives it, Purgatory is a huge mountain, situated at the opposite point of the globe from Jerusalem, the only land in the southern hemisphere. It is, in fact, the mountain that Ulysses and his crewmen were in sight of, as he describes it in the Inferno, when their ship was overwhelmed and they all drowned. In the Inferno, Dante’s progress was constantly downward, to the ultimate depths, but from now on, here and in the Paradiso, he will be on a constantly ascending trajectory. The Purgatorio stands out among the canticles in several ways. It is, as has been pointed out, the only one of the three that takes place on the surface of the Earth. It is also the only one in which the souls of the dead are in movement, as opposed to the fixed locations of the damned and the blessed.


    The concept of Purgatory—the belief that there were some souls who had accepted grace and salvation before death but had still not sufficiently atoned for their sins—has always been a part of the Catholic (though not the Protestant) tradition, based on some biblical references to the value of praying for the souls of the dead. The church made its first official statement to this effect in 1274, but did not address the notion of Purgatory as an actual place. Tractatus de Purgatorio Sancti Patricii, a work in Latin prose by an anonymous English monk, purporting to describe a trip to a physical Purgatory undertaken by a repentant Irish knight, had been composed around 1180. But it took Dante’s imaginative genius—and use of the common language—to fashion the vivid, realistic, and minutely detailed vision of Purgatory that is unfolded in the middle part of the Comedy.


    The lower slopes of the mountain constitute an Ante-Purgatory. Here, those who were excommunicated and those who died repentant but without having received the sacrament of extreme unction, or last rites, must wait before they are allowed to enter Purgatory proper, which consists of seven terraces, on each of which sinners atone for and purge themselves of one of the Seven Deadly Sins. They must endure punishments, severe in some cases, as do the damned, but they bear their pains with much greater equanimity than the souls in Hell, because their suffering is redemptive; they are secure in the knowledge that their hope of salvation will ultimately be realized. As in the Inferno, Dante interacts with the souls he encounters, and some of these exchanges are among the poem’s high points. Those spirits include the previously mentioned Manfred (Canto III), one of the first shades in the Comedy who is seen to smile; the enigmatic Pia (Canto V), a victim of her cruel husband, who makes an indelible impression in only seven lines; Oderisi (Canto XI), a painter and illuminator of manuscripts, who delivers a sobering discourse on the fleeting nature of earthly fame; Sapìa Salvani of Siena (Canto XIII), so consumed with spite and envy that she rejoiced when the Sienese were defeated in battle; and Forese Donati (Cantos XXIII−XXIV), who addresses a theme that is invoked with increasing frequency as the Comedy proceeds, the morass of corruption that Italy in general and Florence in particular have fallen into, largely because of the church’s interference in the affairs of state.


    As the Comedy’s thematic emphasis begins to shift, however, the reliance on personal testimony gives way to more philosophically oriented discussions of such topics as the development of the soul, the question of free will, the origin of evil, and the nature of the good and the means by which we perceive it. It gives way also to a much more frequent employment of symbol and allegory, as shown in such instances as the steps at the entrance to the gate of Purgatory proper (Canto IX); the first of the seven terraces, that of Pride (Canto XII), whose floor contains a series of depictions of both humility and pride, drawn from biblical, classical, and mythological sources (and there are many other such references throughout the Purgatorio); and an elaborate procession, and its aftermath, that Dante witnesses in Cantos XXIX and XXXII. Virgil is still Dante’s guide, but although he displayed considerable knowledge of the levels and the population of Hell, he will show himself to be as unfamiliar with the mountain of Purgatory as Dante is, and near its summit his own participation in Dante’s journey will come to an end. In Canto XXX, he silently disappears from Dante’s side. As one who lived and died before the birth of Christ, he is, as he explained at the end of Canto I of the Inferno, denied the gift of saving grace, and thus he can lead Dante only as far as it is possible to go when guided by human reason alone. It is only through grace, as personified by Dante’s beloved Beatrice, that he can be led to and through Heaven itself. In the last six cantos of the Purgatorio, in a remarkable feat of imagination, we find that the top of the mountain is the earthly paradise, the Garden of Eden itself. Here Dante is reunited with Beatrice, who will guide and instruct him on the remainder of his journey. As he emerged from the pit of Hell shaken and chastened, he leaves the earthly summit washed and shriven, made pure in spirit and fit to behold the beatific vision.


    When we come to the Paradiso, along with Dante we discover that Heaven is composed of a series of heavens. There are nine spheres, each associated with a different planet or other component of the skies: first the moon, then Mercury, Venus, the sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the fixed stars, and the Primum Mobile (Latin for “first mover,” the outermost moving sphere, which enclosed the others). All of these—Uranus and Neptune were not discovered until 1781 and 1846, respectively—were believed, in the pre-Copernican heliocentric theory of the universe, to revolve around the Earth every twenty-four hours. Continuing to display the methods of categorizing and connecting that we have by now come to expect from him, Dante associates each of these realms with certain virtues that are appropriate to them, and in each of them he is shown, and in some instances converses with, blessed souls who belong to those spheres: on the sun, for instance, which illuminates the world, he encounters great thinkers, teachers, and others known for wisdom, such as Solomon and Thomas Aquinas; on Mars, named for the Roman god of war, he sees those who fought for the true faith, including Joshua, Charlemagne, and his own great-great-grandfather, Cacciaguida degli Elisei, who took part in the Second Crusade. His meeting with this ancestor (Cantos XV−XVIII) is the most elaborate single episode of the Paradiso, with Cacciaguida providing Dante with details of his family history and a lengthy, passionate disquisition on the present degeneracy of Florence, in contrast to the harmony and happiness enjoyed by the city in his own day.


    As in the previous two canticles, there are in the Paradiso a number of narrative passages describing the lives of the souls that Dante meets on his journey. Several, such as Piccarda, the sister of Forese Donati (Canto III), and the contemplative Peter Damian (Canto XXI), tell of their own experiences. But, as one of the greatest virtues of the blessed is humility, several of these spirits seek to inspire Dante by narrating the lives of other saints whom they themselves revere, most notably Thomas Aquinas, on Saint Francis of Assisi (Canto XI) and Bonaventure, on Saint Dominic (Canto XII). As in the Purgatorio, there are discussions of scientific, philosophical, and theological issues, which illustrate how thoroughly Dante had assimilated the tradition of Scholasticism that dominated teaching and learning in his time, especially in the universities. More a method of inquiry than a body of beliefs, Scholasticism sought to arrive at truth by raising all possible objections to the proposition under scrutiny and then proceeding, logically and systematically, to demonstrate their falsity before finally demonstrating the logical underpinning of the necessarily true conclusion that remained.


    The intent was not to indulge the free, unrestrained play of the mind wherever it might lead, but to rigorously demolish heretical thinking and to establish beyond dispute the immutable truth of official church doctrine. Heretics—who are subjected to particularly vicious tortures in one of the lowest reaches of Hell in the Inferno—would have been regarded as much worse than adherents of other faiths; unlike those who had been given the grace to perceive the truth of salvation but had rejected it, those who had never known Christ were not wicked by definition; in a remarkable passage in Canto XIX of the Paradiso, Dante himself is quoted as asking “Where is the justice that condemns this man? / Where, in not believing, has he sinned?” As we have seen portrayed through the symbolism of Dante’s guides, it was assumed that our human reason could take us only so far and that thereafter it was necessary to trust in our faith in God, and so, in Cantos XXIV−XXVI, to demonstrate his worthiness to proceed farther, to the Empyrean, final heaven of pure light and the vision of God himself, Dante is catechized successively on his understanding and profession of the cardinal virtues of faith, hope, and love (or charity). In one of the most famous theological controversies of the twelfth century, Bernard of Clairvaux denounced Peter Abelard as a heretic, claiming that he “deem[ed] himself able by human reason to comprehend God altogether.” To gain some insight into how Dante would have regarded the merits of their dispute, we might note that Bernard, a canonized saint of the Roman Catholic Church, plays a pivotal role in the last few cantos of the Paradiso, while Abelard, remembered today largely because of his tragic love for Heloise, is mentioned nowhere in the Comedy.


    Because of its vivid settings, fascinating characters, and emotional resonance, the Inferno is, as pointed out above, by far the most frequently translated of the three canticles, and many who have read only the Inferno are under the mistaken impression that it is the only one of the three worth reading. I would hope that I have already shown the untenability of that view. But it is worth adding that the Purgatorio contains some of the most interesting poetry in the Comedy. In addition to the continued use of apt and often surprising similes, there is a marked tendency, which is continued in the Paradiso, to coin words, as well as such tours de force as the enlarged version of the Lord’s Prayer that begins Canto XI, the frequent rhyming of Italian words with Latin ones, elaborate acrostics in Cantos XII and XIX, and an eight-line speech written in the langue d’oc of the Provençal troubadours, spoken by one of the greatest of them, Arnaut Daniel. The Paradiso has the unfortunate and wholly unjustified reputation of being static and tedious. Admittedly, there are passages that contemporary readers are not likely to find compelling, such as the analysis in Canto II of the physical composition of the moon, or the discussion in Canto XXIX of the nature of angels. But it is also filled with many of the elements that we treasure in the Inferno and the Purgatorio—superb poetry; penetrating character studies; memorable, sometimes aphoristic summations of human nature and experience; passionate denunciations of official corruption; heartfelt affirmations of trust in the ultimate triumph of the good; and the occasional appearance of a quality rarely in evidence in the two earlier canticles, genuine charm.


    [image: ]


    THE DIVINE COMEDY is a work of stunning imagination and astounding complexity and variety. Yet one of its most astonishing features is its basic unity, with extended discussions of theology and history interwoven with the presentation of a gallery of unforgettable characters who display the entire range of human nature, everywhere enriched by a remarkable depth of insight and breadth of understanding. And then there are the frequent and famous similes, ranging from a line or two to nearly a page, that appear throughout the text. Comparisons drawn from topography, history, myth, and even domestic life give the work an amplitude it might not otherwise possess, as well as providing us with some remarkably detailed descriptions of what daily life was like in Dante’s Italy. All of these, and more, he seeks to integrate into a comprehensive whole, so comprehensive that mythological figures are invested with a reality equal to that of historical ones.


    Dante’s detractors—and there are some—frequently voice the canard that he has populated Hell almost exclusively with thirteenth-century Florentines, a claim that in their view renders the Divine Comedy more provincial than universal, more petty than ennobling. Undeniably, these Florentines are the majority of the souls he interacts with; yet, as he points out in several places, although there are innumerable thousands of others to be seen everywhere, these are the only ones he can converse with in his own language. It is undeniable that Dante is taking revenge, with the limited means available to him, on those who have destroyed his life, and that he is seeking relief from the pains, both physical and psychological, of his situation. And clearly he is consoling himself that there is a higher order in the universe, one in which justice will be done at last, in which all losses are restored and sorrows end. These are all, arguably, elements of self-interest. But, on a much deeper level, he is lamenting the disorder that engulfs his life, his country, and his church, and by extension, all of humanity. He is holding out for adherence to the highest possible standards, no matter what the cost, in a world in which hypocrisy, expediency, and self-serving seem to be the surest roads to success. He is, we may say, trying to keep his head while all about him are losing theirs. For all these reasons, and so many others, the Divine Comedy ultimately radiates a depth and a dignity that nothing can diminish.


    


    * In his version of the Divine Comedy, the late Clive James dealt with this issue by incorporating the background information directly into the text; however ingenious, this solution gives those unfamiliar with Dante’s work a very misleading idea of what he actually wrote.


    † At a time when Latin was still the preferred language for texts of moral import and intellectual seriousness, Dante chose to write the Comedy in the vernacular, the common spoken language of his time and place. As a result of his achievement, his local Tuscan dialect became the standard written language we now know as Italian, and that language has remained remarkably stable in the seven hundred years since Dante wrote his poem. A contemporary Italian speaker can read it with immensely less difficulty than a modern-day English speaker might read a fourteenth-century text such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.


    ‡ The city finally rescinded his death sentence—in 2008.


    § Dante’s son Pietro, writing some fifteen years later, considered the Comedy a work of fiction.

  

  
    A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION


    AS HAS BEEN FREQUENTLY OBSERVED, poetry, with its rich and complex use of language and its tight interweaving of form and content, presents formidable—some would say insuperable—challenges to translators. One can easily read five or even ten translations of a single Rilke sonnet, all good in their own way, all reasonable approximations of at least some aspects of the original, and all substantially different from one another. With the Divine Comedy, we are dealing not with a mere fourteen lines but with more than fourteen thousand, in a poem that not only tells a vivid, intricate story but also engages religion, morality, history, politics, myth, philosophy, psychology, and the author-protagonist’s personal experiences. Matters of tone and diction, form and structure, are frequently of critical importance. A work of such stunning artistry and complexity creates space enough not only for the translations already in the field, but for undreamt-of others as well.


    The often striking differences among Dante translations can be explained by the different aspects of the original that they emphasize and the different audiences for which they are intended. Scholarly translations are principally concerned to render the paraphrasable content of the text as accurately and precisely as possible, often with little if any concern for the poetic dimension and no attempt to reproduce the rhythmic and tonal effects of the original. Poetic translations are focused more intently on the work’s prosody, its qualities of rhythm and sound. As a poet myself, I have sought to re-create the poetry of Dante’s Commedia, as I see it on the page and hear it in my head when I read the original. To me, a large and necessary part of what this means is an attempt to re-create the terza rima structure. But that does not mean that I am less interested in the narrative or in any of the other aspects of the poem mentioned above, since, as I have said, the best poetry—and Dante’s poetry fits that description as well as anyone’s—is an interplay of form and content in which, ideally, neither element is made to suffer at the expense of the other. Modern American translators of the poem, even those who are poets writing for an audience of poetry lovers, have, like most modern translators in general, chosen not to strictly reproduce the rhyme scheme of the original. Some abandon rhyme (and some, even meter) altogether, while others try at least to suggest the nature of Dante’s practice by a more sparing use of rhyme or with off-rhymes. There seems to be an underlying assumption in some contemporary approaches to translation that a poem’s paraphrasable content is the poem. While contemporary translators of Dante may not take this idea to its extreme, most of them do share the view that the form of the original cannot be fully replicated without doing unacceptable damage to other, more important aspects of the work.*


    A perfect translation, which is of course impossible, would precisely follow Dante’s syntax and poetic form, without adding or omitting anything. In attempting to approach that ideal as closely as possible, I have always translated poetry just as I have always written it, striving to achieve a harmonious blend of form and content. To abandon or severely compromise the poem’s form in the hope of honoring its content, is, to my way of thinking, to destroy the balance necessary to achieve that blend. Thus, rather than begin with a hierarchy of values which dictates that some of the components of the original must be downplayed, or even eliminated, at the expense of others, I hope to salvage as high a percentage as I can of all the elements of the poem.


    In practical terms, this approach means that every problem of translation must be solved not by the unflinching imposition of some abstract theory or principle, but by the immediate needs, in context, of that particular moment of the poem. Sometimes that requires as literal an approximation of Dante’s statement as can be managed; sometimes it demands the reproduction of a rhetorical figure or structure; and so on. Compromises are inevitable: the occasional resort to inexact rhymes; the compression or expansion of content to fit the pattern; the willingness to run over at either end of tercets that are self-contained in the original; and—again—so on. But I always kept in mind the harmony, integration, and clarity of the original in order to create as harmonious, integrated, and clear an approximation as I could.


    Readers familiar with my translation of the Inferno will notice that it has been extensively revised for this edition, in the direction of greater metrical regularity. When I began to translate Dante nearly thirty years ago, I proceeded on two assumptions (which to some degree conflicted with one another), that clarity and directness should be prioritized in almost all instances, and that contractions were inconsistent with the tone that I needed to maintain. The result of yielding, both consciously and unconsciously, to these and related pressures was a reliance on what I described as a “flexible pentameter,” inspired by the practice of such masters as Shakespeare (“Sir, I love you more than words can wield the matter”: Goneril in the opening scene of King Lear) and Frost (“Mary sat musing on the lamp-flame at the table”: the first line of “The Death of the Hired Man”). In the years after the Inferno translation was published, as I reread passages from it now and then, it began to require increasingly heroic efforts of elision and syncope to make certain lines seem to scan properly, and I began to see ways in which many of these lines could be recast with no discernible loss of either clarity or tone. After spending four years translating the Purgatorio and Paradiso into much stricter pentameters, I reread my Inferno translation straight through, and I decided to rework it along similar lines, both to improve it for its own sake and to make it more consistent with the other two canticles.


    The beauty of the Commedia lies in its tiniest details and in its grand design, and in seeking to attend to both the details and the design, I hope that I have managed to convey something of that beauty to the readers of this translation.


    


    * To those seriously interested in the subject of English translation of Dante, I would recommend the following works: Gilbert F. Cunningham, The Divine Comedy in English: A Critical Bibliography (two volumes, 1965 and 1966): a thorough, detailed, shrewd, and at times hilarious evaluation of every English translation of at least one of the three parts of the Comedy; Eric Griffiths and Matthew Reynolds, eds., Dante in English (2005): an anthology of excerpts, from Chaucer to now, from great poets to obscure scribblers, illustrating how Dante has been translated, adapted, imitated, and used as an inspiration for original poems; and Tim Smith and Marco Sonzogni, eds., To Hell and Back: An Anthology of Dante’s Inferno in English Translation (1782–2017) (2017): a compilation of two complete versions of the Inferno and two bonus cantos, made up of one entire canto from each of seventy different translators, showcasing the full range of approaches taken and providing a number of interesting and otherwise inaccessible texts.

  

  
    INFERNO

  

  
    CANTO I


    Midway through our life’s journey, I once found


    myself in a dark wood, for I had strayed


    from the straight pathway to this tangled ground.


    How hard it is to tell of, overlaid


    
      5

    


    with harsh and savage growth, so wild and raw


    the thought of it still makes me feel afraid.


    Death scarce could be more bitter. But to draw


    the lessons of the good that came my way,


    I will describe the other things I saw.


    
      10

    


    Just how I entered there I cannot say,


    so full of sleep when I began to veer,


    I didn’t see that I had gone astray


    from the true path. But once I had drawn near


    the bottom of a hill at the far remove


    
      15

    


    of the valley that had pierced my heart with fear,


    I saw its shoulders mantled from above


    by the rays of the planet that gives light


    to guide our steps, wherever we may rove.


    At last I felt some calming of the fright


    
      20

    


    that kept my heart’s lake roiling in unrest


    while I endured the long and piteous night.


    And as a drowning man with heaving chest


    escapes the current and, once safe on shore,


    turns back to see the dangers he has passed,


    
      25

    


    so too my mind, still lost in flight, once more


    turned back to see the passage that had never


    let anyone escape alive before.


    I paused to let my weary limbs recover,


    and then began to climb the lone hillside,


    
      30

    


    my fixed foot always lower than the other.


    But I had hardly started when I spied


    a leopard in my pathway, lithe and fleet,


    all covered with a sleek and spotted hide.


    And as I faced it, it would not retreat,


    
      35

    


    but paced before me and so blocked my way


    that more than once I had to turn my feet


    to retrace my steps. It was the break of day,


    the sun was mounting in the morning sky


    with the same stars as when that whole array


    
      40

    


    of lovely things was set in motion by


    divine Love. The sweet season of the year


    and the hour made me think that I might try


    to evade that bright-skinned beast as it came near,


    but then I felt my good hopes quickly fade


    
      45

    


    and in an instant I was numbed with fear


    to see a lion in my path that made


    straight for me, head held high and ravenous,


    and seemed to make the very air afraid.


    A she-wolf came, so lean it seemed it was


    
      50

    


    laden with every craving. Those who seek


    fulfillment there find only wretchedness.


    The sight of this one made me feel so weak,


    so overcome with dread, that instantly


    I lost all hope of climbing to the peak.


    
      55

    


    A man is eager in prosperity,


    but when time brings him losses, he’ll be found


    wallowing in tears and misery.


    So I felt as the she-wolf pressed me round


    relentlessly, and bit by bit I stepped


    
      60

    


    back where the sun is mute on the low ground.


    And as I drove myself into the depth,


    a shape came into sight before me, wan


    as if from a long silence it had kept.


    Seeing him in that great desert, I began


    
      65

    


    to call out. “Miserere—on me,” I cried,


    “whatever you are, shade or solid man!”


    “Not man, although I once was,” he replied.


    “My parents were both Mantuans. I descend


    from those of Lombardy on either side,


    
      70

    


    born sub Julio, at the latter end.


    Under the good Augustus I lived in Rome


    in days when false and lying gods still reigned.


    I was a poet, and I sang of him,


    Anchises’ righteous son, who sailed from Troy


    
      75

    


    after the burning of proud Ilium.


    But why do you turn back toward trouble? Why


    not climb up the delectable mount instead,


    the origin and cause of every joy?”


    “Are you that Virgil then, that fountainhead


    
      80

    


    that spills so great a stream of eloquence?”


    I said this with a shame-filled brow, and said:


    “Glory and light of poets, may my intense


    love and long study of your poetry


    avail me now for my deliverance.


    
      85

    


    You are my master, my authority.


    It is from you alone I learned to write


    in the noble style that has honored me.


    You see what made me turn back from the height.


    Illustrious sage, please help me to confound


    
      90

    


    this beast that makes my pulses shake with fright.”


    “You had best go another way around,”


    he answered, seeing tears start from my eyes,


    “if you hope to escape this savage ground,


    because this creature that provokes your cries


    
      95

    


    allows no man to get the best of her,


    but blocks each one, attacking till he dies.


    Of such a vile and vicious character


    and greedy appetite, she’s never sated.


    When she has fed, she’s even hungrier.


    
      100

    


    Many the animals with whom she’s mated.


    Her couplings, till her painful deathblow’s dealt


    by the greyhound, will go on unabated.


    This greyhound will feed not on land or wealth,


    but virtue, love, and wisdom. He will be


    
      105

    


    born in the region between felt and felt.


    He will restore low-lying Italy,


    for which Euryalus, Turnus, the maid Camilla,


    and Nisus gave their life’s blood. Tirelessly


    he’ll track the beast through every town until


    
      110

    


    he comes at last to drive her back into


    that Hell from which she sprang at Envy’s will.


    Therefore, I think it would be best for you


    to follow me. I’ll be your guide, and I


    will lead you out of here and take you through


    
      115

    


    an eternal place where you will be met by


    the shriekings of despair and you will see


    ancient tormented spirits as they cry


    aloud at the second death. Then you will be


    with those who are content within the fire,


    
      120

    


    for they hope to join the blest eventually.


    You’ll see those blest, if that is your desire,


    with a worthier soul than I. Into her hands


    I will place you when I can go no higher.


    That Emperor who presides above commands,


    
      125

    


    since I did not heed His law, that none may gain


    entrance through me to where His city stands.


    His rule is everywhere. There is His reign,


    His city, and His throne! Happy are they


    He chooses to inhabit that domain!”


    
      130

    


    “Poet,” I said to him, “so that I may


    escape this harm and worse that may await,


    in the name of the God you never knew, I pray


    you lead me out to see Saint Peter’s gate


    and all those souls that you have told me of,


    
      135

    


    who must endure their miserable state.”


    I followed him as he began to move.

  

  
    CANTO II


    Day was departing, and the darkening sky


    called all Earth’s creatures, after the long day’s


    labors, to their rest, while only I


    made ready for the battle I would face,


    
      5

    


    the journey and the pity awaiting me,


    which now unerring memory will retrace.


    Muses, high genius, aid me! Memory,


    recording what I saw among the dead,


    here you will show your true integrity.


    
      10

    


    “O poet, you who are my guide,” I said,


    “weigh whether I have strength for this. Please wait


    before you entrust me to the path ahead.


    Of Silvius’s father you narrate


    how he saw the immortal world with his mortal sense


    
      15

    


    while still immured in our corrupted state.


    That evil’s foe showed him such preference,


    aware of the result that it would bring,


    of who and what would come as consequence—


    a thoughtful mind finds this a proper thing.


    
      20

    


    Empyrean Heaven in its high decrees


    chose him to be the father of fostering


    Rome and her empire. Truly, both of these


    were founded as the holy ground whereon


    the successor to great Peter keeps the keys.


    
      25

    


    You praise this journey on which he was shown


    and told of things that served as the foundation


    of his victory and of the papal throne.


    The Chosen Vessel then brought confirmation,


    by going there, of the true faith that must be


    
      30

    


    the first step on the path to our salvation.


    But why must I? On whose authority?


    I’m not Aeneas, not Paul. Why, then, seek


    what neither I nor anyone thinks me


    worthy to do? Why start upon a bleak


    
      35

    


    and, I fear, foolish journey? You are filled


    with wisdom, and hear more clearly than I speak.”


    Like someone who unwills what he has willed,


    and with new thoughts sees his resolve go by,


    letting what was begun go unfulfilled,


    
      40

    


    so, standing on that shadowy slope, was I.


    Rethinking what with such impulsiveness


    I had begun, I let my impulse die.


    “If I have rightly comprehended this,”


    the shade of that magnanimous soul replied,


    
      45

    


    “your spirit has been seized by cowardice.


    It’s often harried men and nullified


    many a worthy enterprise, as when


    a beast will see a shadow and turn aside.


    To free you from this fear, let me explain


    
      50

    


    why I have come, and speak of the request


    that first made me take pity on your pain.


    I was among the suspended ones. A blest


    lady called me. So blest, so fair was she,


    I begged that I might serve at her behest.


    
      55

    


    Brighter than stars, her eyes shone brilliantly,


    and in a soft, sweet tone, and with a pure


    angel’s voice, I heard her say to me:


    ‘Courteous Mantuan soul, with fame secure


    up in the world, whose name will still resound


    
      60

    


    long as the world continues to endure,


    my friend, who is not fortune’s friend, has found


    himself so hindered as he makes his way


    upon the desert slope, he has turned round


    in fear. I fear, from what I hear them say


    
      65

    


    in Heaven, that I have made too late a start,


    that he by now has gone too far astray.


    Go now and, with the words of your high art


    and all things needed to end his distress,


    assist him and bring solace to my heart.


    
      70

    


    I who now send you forth am Beatrice,


    come from a place I long to see again.


    Love prompted me. Love makes me ask you this.


    How often I will speak to praise you when


    I am before my Lord upon His throne.’


    
      75

    


    She said no more, and I responded then:


    ‘O lady of virtue, through whose power alone


    humanity is able to rise higher


    than all in the least-circling heaven’s zone,


    I am so pleased to do what you desire


    
      80

    


    that were it already done, it would be late.


    All you need do is say what you require.


    But how is it you did not hesitate


    to leave that longed-for spacious place on high


    to come down to this center where we wait?’


    
      85

    


    ‘Since you have such a deep wish to know why


    I do not feel afraid to venture here,’


    she told me, ‘I will briefly clarify.


    The only things that should inspire fear


    are those that can inflict an injury.


    
      90

    


    The rest need not oppress us, it is clear.


    God’s grace has made me so I cannot be


    moved in my heart by all your suffering


    or touched by all the flames surrounding me.


    In Heaven a noble lady, pitying


    
      95

    


    the great distress I send you to repair,


    has made a breach in the strict reckoning


    that rules above. She summoned Lucia there,


    and said: “Your follower, who is still loyal,


    needs you, and I commend him to your care.”


    
      100

    


    Lucia, who is the enemy of all


    cruelty, came immediately to the place


    where I was sitting with the venerable


    Rachel, and said: “Beatrice, God’s true praise,


    why do you not help him who loved you so


    
      105

    


    that he forsook the crowd and its crass ways?


    Do you not hear him crying out below,


    not see the death that fights him on the flood


    the mighty ocean cannot overthrow?”


    Never on Earth did any seize his good


    
      110

    


    or flee his harm as quickly as I flew,


    once I had heard her speak and understood,


    leaving my heavenly seat to come to you,


    trusting your words of such nobility


    they honor you and all who hear them too.’


    
      115

    


    She turned when she had spoken. I could see


    tears shining in her eyes, making me still


    more eager to fulfill her charge to me.


    So I have come to you, as was her will,


    and saved you from the beast that blocked your way


    
      120

    


    along the short path up the lovely hill.


    What is this, then? Why, why do you delay,


    why does your heart make room for cowardice,


    why not be bold and resolute, when they,


    those three great ladies of high blessedness


    
      125

    


    in Heaven’s court, are keeping you in sight,


    when I promise you great good to come of this?”


    As flowers droop and close in the chill of night,


    then stand and open out upon the stem


    when sun returns and touches them with light,


    
      130

    


    so my exhausted strength revived like them


    and, feeling courage rush into my heart,


    like one who’s been set free I said to him:


    “How compassionate she was, who took my part!


    How courteous you were, who quickly went


    
      135

    


    in response to her true plea. Now let us start.


    The forcefulness of what you say has sent


    my heart new eagerness to go with you,


    reviving my original intent.


    Lead on. There is one will between us two.


    
      140

    


    You are my guide, my lord and master.” Thus


    I spoke. And when he moved, I entered too


    the pathway through the savage wilderness.

  

  
    CANTO III


    THROUGH ME THE WAY TO THE CITY OF DESOLATION,


    THROUGH ME THE WAY TO EVERLASTING PAIN,


    THROUGH ME THE WAY TO SOULS IN ABOMINATION.


    JUSTICE MOVED MY GREAT MAKER IN MY DESIGN.


    
      5

    


    I WAS MADE BY WISDOM SOVEREIGN,


    BY PRIMAL LOVE AND POTENCY DIVINE.


    BEFORE ME HAD ONLY THE ETERNAL BEEN


    CREATED, AND I ENDURE ETERNALLY.


    ABANDON EVERY HOPE, YOU WHO COME IN.


    
      10

    


    In darkly colored letters I could see


    these words etched on a portal overhead.


    “Master,” I said, “this saying is hard for me.”


    Like one who knows and understands, he said:


    “Here all your doubt must now be left behind,


    
      15

    


    here all your cowardice must now fall dead.


    Now we are in the place where you will find


    the ones I told you of, the wretched race


    of those who’ve lost the good use of the mind.”


    Then, with his hand on mine and on his face


    
      20

    


    a cheerful look that helped to calm my fears,


    he led me down into that secret place.


    Sighs and laments and loud wails filled my ears.


    Those cries resounding through the starless air


    pierced me at first, and I burst into tears.


    
      25

    


    A babble of tongues, harsh outcries of despair,


    noises of rage and grief, beating of hands,


    and shrill and raucous voices everywhere


    all made a mad uproar that never ends,


    revolving in that timeless darkened breeze


    
      30

    


    the way a whirlwind whips the desert sands.


    “Master, what do I hear? And who are these,”


    I cried, as the horror swirled around my head,


    “who seem so shattered by their agonies?”


    “This is the miserable estate,” he said,
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    “of sorry souls of those who lived and died


    with neither praise nor blame for the lives they’d led.


    They’re mixed with the base angels who stood aside,


    who neither hastened to their Lord’s defense


    nor rose against Him in rebellious pride.
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    Heaven repels them lest its magnificence


    be tarnished, and they’re turned away by Hell


    lest sinners exalt themselves at their expense.”


    “Master,” I said, “why do they thrash and yell?


    What is the fate that makes them carry on?”
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    He answered: “I will very briefly tell.


    They have no hope of death’s oblivion.


    Because theirs is a life so blind and low,


    they’re envious of every other one.


    Mercy and justice scorn them. The world lets no
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    report of them remain, not even a trace.


    Let us not speak of them, but look and go.”


    Looking again, I saw a banner race,


    whirling about so madly that it seemed


    unfit to make a stand in one fixed place.
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    Following it a line of people streamed,


    an endless line as far as I could see.


    That death had undone so many, I had not dreamed.


    Some among those souls were known to me.


    I saw the shade of him whose cowardice
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    made him make the great refusal. Instantly


    I understood beyond a doubt that this


    was the craven company that all despise,


    that both God and His foes find odious.


    Those souls who’d never lived, whose lives were lies,
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    were naked, and were harried through their paces


    by swarms of stinging wasps and biting flies.


    Blood mingling with their tears ran down their faces


    and splashed the earth around them, where it fed


    disgusting worms that wriggled in their traces.
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    I saw a crowd of people up ahead


    on a broad river’s bank. “What do I see,


    master, who are those people there,” I said,


    “what order makes them wait so eagerly


    for the chance to cross the river and be gone,
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    as in this dim light it appears to me?”


    And he replied: “These things will be made known


    when we must stay our steps a while before


    we go across the somber Acheron.”


    Afraid I might offend, I said no more,
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    but walked with eyes downcast, and shame-filled too,


    until we found ourselves upon the shore.


    An old man white with age in a boat that drew


    toward where we all were gathered gave a cry:


    “Woe unto you, you miserable crew
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    of sinners! Put all hope of Heaven by!


    I take you to the other shore, the land


    of heat and cold, where darkness cannot die.


    And you there, you who are still living, stand


    aside from all those others who are dead.”
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    But when I didn’t follow his command,


    “By another way, by other ports,” he said,


    “not here, you will be brought across to shore.


    A lighter craft will carry you instead.”


    My guide said: “Charon, there’s no need to roar.
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    Thus it is willed where there is power to do


    what has been willed, so question it no more.”


    This stopped the grizzled chops of the boatman who


    ferried the dead across the marshy river.


    Around his eyes two flaming circles flew.
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    But those lost, naked souls began to shiver,


    teeth gnashing, color gone from every face,


    at the cruel words that they’d heard him deliver.


    They blasphemed God, they cursed the human race,


    their parents, the father’s seed, the mother’s womb,
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    their birth, and even its very time and place.


    Then they all drew together in the gloom,


    and, weeping loudly, they began to go


    to the cursed shore that waits for all to whom


    the fear of God means nothing. Eyes aglow
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    like live coals, demon Charon herds them now


    and with his oar beats those who are too slow.


    As one by one the leaves drop from the bough


    when autumn comes, and branches watch them fall


    till the ground has all their riches, that is how
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    it was with Adam’s evil seed. They all,


    one at a time, when signaled, left the shore,


    just as a bird will answer to its call.


    They cross the murky water, and before


    they’ve even landed on the other side
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    a new crowd gathers on this bank once more.


    “Son,” said my courteous master, “those who’ve died


    in the wrath of God all come together here


    from every country, eager now to ride


    across the river as their time draws near.
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    As God’s own justice works upon them, they


    begin to feel desire in place of fear.


    No worthy spirit ever comes this way.


    If Charon complains about you, it should be


    clear to you now just what his words convey.”
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    And then the dark plain shook so violently,


    I start to bathe in sweat all over again


    reliving the terror in my memory.


    Up from the tear-soaked ground a great wind ran,


    flashing a bright red light out of its swell
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    that blasted all my senses. Like a man


    that sleep has overtaken, down I fell.

  

  
    CANTO IV


    A crashing thunderclap made me awaken,


    putting the thick sleep in my head to rout.


    I started up like someone roughly shaken


    out of a slumber. Standing, I looked about.
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    Gazing, I turning my rested eyes around


    in every direction, trying to make out


    just where I was. The truth is, I soon found


    I stood upon the edge of the abyss


    of pain, where roars of endless woe resound.
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    It was so clouded, dark and cavernous,


    I could see nothing in the depths, although


    I stared intently from the precipice.


    “Let us go down to the blind world below,”


    the poet said, appearing pale and drawn.
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    “I will be first, you second, as we go.”


    Seeing his face, I said: “I lean upon


    your strength when I falter, when I am afraid.


    If you are frightened, how shall I go on?”


    “The anguish of the people here,” he said,
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    “colors my face in ways you read amiss,


    thinking the pity that I feel is dread.


    But let us go. The long road beckons us.”


    And so he went, and had me follow, where


    I saw the first circle girding the abyss.
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    I heard no wails of lamentation there,


    no loud complaints, only the sound of sighs


    agitating the eternal air.


    From a sadness without torments rose the cries


    of children and of women and of men.
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    Many and vast were the crowds before my eyes.


    “Why don’t you ask,” said my good master then,


    “what spirits these may be that fill this place?


    I’ll have you know, before we walk again,


    they didn’t sin. But their merit won no grace
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    because they lacked baptism, which must be


    the gateway to the faith that you embrace.


    If they preceded Christianity,


    they didn’t worship by God’s proper law,


    and I myself am of this company.


    
      40

    


    For this defect, and for no other flaw,


    we are lost, with this one punishment laid on,


    that without hope we feel desire gnaw.”


    Great sadness gripped my heart when he had done,


    for held suspended in that limbo were
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    many a worthy, honorable one.


    “Tell me, master,” I said, “tell me, sir,”


    feeling a need to be assured anew


    of the faith that conquers all ideas that err,


    “did any ever leave here for Heaven, through
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    their own or another’s merit?” And he said,


    seeing what my covert words led to:


    “When I was newly placed among these dead,


    a mighty One came among us, and I saw


    He wore the sign of victory on His head.
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    He took the shade of our first progenitor


    and Abel his son, Noah, God-honoring


    Moses who was the giver of the law,


    patriarch Abraham, David the king,


    Israel with his father and his sons
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    and Rachel, for whom he did much laboring.


    He blessed all these and other paragons.


    And I would have you know that till that day


    no souls were saved. They were the earliest ones.”


    We didn’t stop, but went along our way
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    while he was speaking, passing now through some


    thick woods—not woods made out of trees, I say,


    but crowding spirits. We were not far from


    the place where I had slept so deeply, when


    I saw a dark hemisphere, one overcome
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    by a fire. Still a little distant then,


    we’d drawn so near that I could see in part


    the ground was held by honorable men.


    I said: “O you who honor science and art,


    who are those men who even in this place
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    possess an honor that sets them apart?”


    And he: “Their fame, which time does not erase,


    resounding in your world this very day,


    allows them to advance through Heaven’s grace.”


    Meanwhile I heard a voice before me say:
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    “Hail to the highest poet! His honorable


    shade has returned to us, which had gone away.”


    Then, when the voice had finished and was still,


    I saw four noble shades all moving forward,


    their faces neither glad nor sorrowful.
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    My master said: “The one who bears the sword,


    the one who walks before the other three


    acknowledged as their leader and their lord,


    Homer, the sovereign of all bards, is he.


    Horace the satirist is the second one.
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    Ovid comes third, and Lucan finally.


    Because, along with me, they all have won


    the name by which I was just now addressed,


    they do me honor, and it is well done.”


    Assembled there before me were the best
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    of bards, the fair school of that lord of style


    who like an eagle soars above the rest.


    When they had talked together for a while,


    they turned to me with a nod of salutation,


    at which I saw my master broadly smile.
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    And then they made far greater demonstration


    of honor, bringing me up to their height,


    making me sixth in their wisdom’s congregation.


    So we walked onward, moving toward the light.


    The things that were said among us it is good
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    not to say here, as to say them there was right.


    We came to where a noble castle stood


    circled by seven high walls. All around


    that citadel a lovely streamlet flowed.


    We crossed the stream as though on solid ground.
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    Through seven gates those sages passed with me.


    We reached a fresh green meadow, where we found


    people with looks of great authority,


    whose eyes moved slowly and were serious,


    who spoke in quiet tones, infrequently.
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    Then we moved off to one side, where there was


    a luminous broad hillside that would yield


    a view of the whole gathering to us.


    Before me on that green enameled field


    such glorious spirits were that I still prize
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    within my soul the sights that were revealed.


    I saw Electra, and could recognize


    Aeneas and Hector among those with her,


    and armored Caesar with his hawklike eyes.


    I saw Camilla and Penthesilea here,
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    and I saw King Latinus sitting in


    another place, with his daughter Lavinia near.


    I saw that Brutus who drove out Tarquin.


    Lucretia, Cornelia, Julia, and with these three


    was Marcia. Alone, apart, was Saladin.
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    And lifting my eyes higher, I could see,


    seated, the master of all those who know,


    amid his philosophic family.


    All of them gaze at him, all of them show


    all honor to him. Plato and Socrates
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    stand closest to him. I saw row on row,


    Anaxagoras, Thales, Diogenes,


    Heraclitus, Zeno, Democritus


    who imputes the world to chance, Empedocles,


    Dioscorides who collected things’ essences,
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    Hippocrates, Galen, the moral philosopher


    Seneca, Cicero, Linus, and Orpheus,


    Ptolemy, Euclid the geometer,


    Avicenna, and Averroës, he


    who made the great commentary. And there were
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    too many to account for. Frequently,


    as my long theme sets me a rapid pace,


    the tale falls short of the reality.


    We six become two. Out of the still space,


    through another route into the trembling air,
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    now my wise guide has led me to a place


    where there is nothing shining anywhere.

  

  
    CANTO V


    Descending from where the first circle lies,


    I found the second, which surrounds less space


    but much more pain, provoking wails and cries.


    Minos, with his horrid snarling face,
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    examines sinners at the entranceway.


    Entwining, he assigns each one its place.


    Each misbegotten soul, that is to say,


    confesses all its sins before him, so


    that connoisseur of sinfulness can weigh
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    how far each spirit will be sent below.


    Each time his tail coils round him indicates


    another level that the soul must go.


    Always a swarming multitude awaits.


    They tell, they hear, they’re hurled into the air,
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    flung one by one to their eternal fates.


    Minos addressed me when he saw me there,


    halting the meting out of punishments:


    “O you who come to this house of pain, beware


    how you enter and where you place your confidence.
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    Do not be deceived by the wide door!”


    My guide said: “Why do you too take offense?


    Do not obstruct the path he’s fated for.


    Thus it is willed where there is power to do


    what has been willed, so question it no more.”
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    Now all the mournful sounds are starting to


    surround and overwhelm me. I arrive


    where roars of lamentation run me through.


    Here light is mute and the atmosphere alive


    with the noise of constant howling, like the sea
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    under assault by violent gusts that strive


    with one another. The hellish wind blows free,


    sweeping the spirits headlong through the air.


    It whirls and pounds and mauls them endlessly.


    It carries them before the ruin, where
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    they shriek and moan and utter their laments


    and curse the divine Power that sent them there.


    The souls condemned to bear these punishments,


    I learned, are carnal sinners, of lust so strong


    they let it master reason and good sense.
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    As large, dense flocks of starlings are borne along


    by their wings in the cold part of the year,


    that blast of wind propels the sinful throng,


    drives them now up, now down, now there, now here.


    No hope consoles them, whether for repose
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    or for their pain to be made less severe.


    As it may happen that we see long rows


    of cranes above us as they chant their lay,


    so I saw spirits crying out their woes


    as the wild windstorm carried them our way,
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    and I said: “Master, all these souls I see


    lashed onward by the black air, who are they?”


    “The first one of those souls,” he answered me,


    “of whom you wish to hear was an empress


    over many languages, and she
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    was so enslaved by lust, so lecherous,


    that to keep blame for her misdeeds at bay


    her laws gave license to licentiousness.


    She is Semíramis, who, histories say,


    followed her husband Ninus as ruler of
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    the region where the sultan reigns today.


    Next is the one who killed herself for love


    and betrayed Sichaeus’s ashes. Here the bold


    Cleopatra comes, whom wanton passions drove.


    See Helen, for whom such dreadful years unrolled.
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    See great Achilles. In the end he came


    to battle love. Behold Paris, and behold


    Tristan,” and more than a thousand, all the same—


    love took them from our life. And one and all


    he showed to me and told me each one’s name.
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    And as I listened to my teacher call


    the list of each high lady and grand knight,


    I was overwhelmed. I felt my senses fall


    to pity, and said: “Poet, if I might,


    I willingly would speak now to those two
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    who are paired. Upon the wind they seem so light.”


    “The wind will bring them into closer view,”


    he said. “You must entreat them, when it does,


    by the love leading them. They’ll come to you.”


    When the wind turned them near to where I was,
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    “O weary spirits,” I began to cry,


    “if Another will allow, come speak with us!”


    As doves with wings held steady and raised high,


    called by desire back to the sweet nest,


    are carried by their will across the sky,
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    they came from the flock of Dido and the rest


    through the malignant air to where we stood,


    drawn by my compassionate request.


    “O living creature, gracious and so good


    that through this black air you have dared to go
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    to visit us who stained the world with blood,


    if the King of the universe were not our foe,


    then we would surely pray to Him to fill


    your heart with peace for pitying our woe.


    We’ll say and hear all that it is your will


    
      95

    


    to say and hear, while the wind will permit,


    as it is doing now, by keeping still.


    The place where I was born is the city set


    along the shore where the Po descends to be


    at peace at last with those that follow it.
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    Love, which in gentle hearts flares rapidly,


    seized this one for the fair form torn away


    from me. The manner of it still wounds me.


    Love, which, when it has been given, may


    not be refused, seized me with joy in him,
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    which, as you see, is with me to this day.


    Love led us to a single death. The grim


    Caïna waits to claim our murderer.”


    These words were borne across to us from them.


    When I had heard those wounded souls, there were
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    long minutes while I stood and bowed my head,


    until the poet’s question made me stir:


    “What are you thinking?” When I spoke, I said:


    “How strong desires and thoughts of sweet allure


    have brought them to this grievous pass instead!”
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    And then I turned to face those souls once more:


    “Stinging tears of pain and pity fill my eyes,


    Francesca, for the torments you endure.


    But tell me how you came to recognize


    those dubious desires. How did love show
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    its purpose in the hour of sweet sighs?”


    And she replied: “There is no greater woe


    than looking back on happiness in days


    of misery. Your guide can tell you so.


    But if you are so eager to retrace
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    our love’s first root, then I will make it known


    as one who speaks with tears upon her face.


    Reading how Lancelot was overthrown


    by love, we chanced to pass the time one day.


    We sat, suspecting nothing, all alone.
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    Some of the things we read made our eyes stray


    to one another’s and the color flee


    our faces, but one point swept us away.


    We read how the smile desired so ardently


    was kissed by such a lover, one so fine,
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    and this one, who will never part from me,


    trembling all over, pressed his mouth on mine.


    The book was a Gallehault, the author as well.


    That day we did not read another line.”


    And while she told the tale she had to tell,
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    the other wept. I fainted where I stood


    out of pity, as if dying, and I fell


    down on the ground the way a dead man would.

  

  
    CANTO VI


    With sense restored, which had deserted me


    at the pitiful condition of that pair


    of kinsfolk, stunned by their sad history,


    I start to see new torments everywhere
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    and new tormented souls, wherever I range


    or turn myself, wherever I may stare.


    I’ve come to the third circle, where the strange


    damned freezing rainfall endlessly pours down,


    whose quality and measure never change.
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    A mass of hail and snow and filthy brown


    water comes streaming through the murky air,


    and as it lands it putrefies the ground.


    The weird and savage Cerberus is there,


    his three throats barking doglike at the dead
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    who lie submerged and sodden everywhere.


    With a black greasy beard, eyes burning red,


    gross belly and huge clawlike hands, he flogs


    and flays and quarters and rips them to shreds.


    The constant rainfall makes them howl like dogs.
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    One side provides the other one’s defense


    as the wretches twist and turn inside their bogs.


    The great worm Cerberus saw us and at once


    bared his three mouths’ fangs, and never ceased


    moving his limbs, all quivering and tense.
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    My master stretched his open hands and seized


    great clumps of earth, and quickly flung the foul


    gobbets down the throats of the greedy beast.


    Just as a hungry hound begins to howl


    and then grows quiet when his food is thrown
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    to him and strains at it with a low growl,


    so too the demon Cerberus’s own


    smeared faces hushed, that otherwise would roar


    to make the dead wish they were deaf as stone.


    Where shades were flattened by the hard downpour,
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    we set our steps upon the emptiness


    that still seemed like the men they’d been before.


    All of the shapes were lying in the mess,


    except for one that lifted up its head


    and sat itself upright to watch us pass.
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    “O you who are being led through Hell,” he said,


    “come close to me and name me if you can,


    for you were made before I was unmade.”


    “It may be that your suffering,” I began,


    “drives you from my memory, because
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    you seem to me to be an unknown man.


    But tell me who you are, set in such loss


    and desolation that, although there might


    be greater punishments, none is more gross.”


    He said: “Your native city, stuffed so tight
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    with envy that the sack has overflowed,


    contained me too, back in the days of light.


    Ciacco’s the name you citizens bestowed


    on me. For my damned sin of gluttony


    I’m pounded by the rainfall’s filthy load.
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    I’m not alone here in my misery.


    The same price for the same sin’s paid by all


    these others.” And he said no more to me.


    “Ciacco,” I said, “your miseries appall,


    stirring my heart till I could weep for pity.


    
      60

    


    But tell me, if you know, what will befall


    the citizens of our divided city,


    and if there’s one just man, and why the knife


    of discord has so rent its soul already.”


    He answered: “Blood will follow after strife,
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    the rustic sect will drive the other one


    out of the city, with much loss of life.


    Before the third full circle of the sun


    the vanquished will turn vanquishers. Through dint


    of one who hugs the shore, this will be done.
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    Their standard will be long in the ascent.


    They’ll yoke the others, who will not be freed


    however much they bristle and lament.


    Two men are just, but no one pays them heed.


    Those people’s hearts are set aflame by three


    
      75

    


    sparks only—envy, arrogance, and greed.”


    Thus far he spoke his doleful prophecy.


    I told him: “I would hear more. Once again


    let the gift of your words enlighten me.


    Of Tegghiaio and Farinata, worthy men,
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    Arrigo, Mosca, Rusticucci, as well


    as many another benevolent citizen,


    I want to hear whatever you can tell.


    I really want to know whether they share


    the honey of Heaven or the venom of Hell.”
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    “Their separate sins,” he said, “have dragged them where


    some of the very blackest spirits stay.


    Keep going down and you will see them there.


    But when you’re back in the sweet world, I pray


    you bring me to men’s memory once more.
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    That’s all I’ll answer, and that’s all I’ll say.”


    His eyes, that had looked so steadily, now wore


    a squint. He stared at me, then bent his head


    and lay with the other blind ones as before.


    “He will not wake again,” my leader said,
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    “till the angel’s trumpet, when the enemy


    power will come, and each one of these dead


    will go back to his wretched tomb to be


    united with his substance and his form


    and hear the sounding of eternity.”
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    So we moved slowly through the sodden scum,


    the filthy mix of spirits and of rain,


    talking a little of the life to come.


    I asked him: “Master, will this burning pain


    be even greater come the judgment day,
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    or stay just as it is, or will it wane?”


    And he replied: “What does your science say?


    The more a thing approaches to perfection,


    more pleasure or more pain will come its way.


    Because these people suffer God’s rejection,


    
      110

    


    they never can be perfect, yet they’re meant


    in future to be moved in that direction.”


    Along the circle of the path we went,


    speaking of more than I repeat, till we


    arrived at where it started its descent.
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    There we met Plutus, the great enemy.

  

  
    CANTO VII


    “Pape Satàn, pape Satàn aleppe!”


    Plutus began to cry with a harsh cluck.


    That gentle and all-knowing sage then kept me


    from losing heart: “Do not let terror block
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    your goal. Whatever power he has, he will


    never prevent our climbing down this rock.”


    And then he said: “Accursèd wolf, be still!”


    as he turned to that bloated countenance.


    “Aim your rage inward and eat up your fill.
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    There’s reason for our journey downward, since


    it has been willed on high, in the lofty skies


    where Michael avenged the arrogant offense.”


    And just as sails that swell when the winds rise


    collapse into a heap when the mast is cracked,


    
      15

    


    the cruel beast collapsed before our eyes.


    Dropping to the fourth hollow now, we tracked


    further along that mournful shore where all


    the evil of the universe is sacked.


    Justice of God above! Who stuffs it full
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    with these new pains and punishments? How can


    our guilt waste us this way? As with the pull


    of waves that swirl above Charybdis, when


    they crash with counterwaves, forevermore


    these souls must dance their turn and turn again.
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    Now greater than what I had seen before


    were the numbers of the damned on either side.


    Chests strained to push weights, with a mighty roar.


    They all would come together and collide,


    then each wheeled round and rolled his weight along.
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    “Why pinch it?” and “Why throw it away?” they cried.


    Around the somber circle moved the throng


    until all their positions were reversed,


    rebuking each other with their scornful song.


    Each one, when he was where he’d been at first,


    
      35

    


    retraced his semicircle to joust again.


    Watching, I felt as if my heart would burst.


    “Master, who are these people?” I said then.


    “The tonsured ones amassed on our left side,


    can it be that they all were clergymen?”
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    “When they were in the first life,” he replied,


    “because they all had squinting intellects,


    in money matters moderation died.


    Their howling clearly shows you the effects,


    when they reach the two points of the circle where
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    opposite sins divide them into sects.


    Those with the heads that lack a hood of hair


    were priests and cardinals and popes. One sees


    how avarice works out its excess there.”


    “Master,” I said, “among such souls as these
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    must be a few that I would recognize,


    who were polluted by this same disease.”


    And he: “It would be an empty enterprise.


    The filthy, undiscerning life they led


    makes them indiscernible to our eyes.
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    Forever they’ll collide and crash. These dead


    will leave the grave with fists squeezed rigidly,


    and those will all rise with a close-cropped head.


    Wasting and hoarding, they lost eternity


    in the lovely world for this scuffle and this strife.


    
      60

    


    This picture needs no prettied words from me.


    Son, here you see the brief ridiculous life


    of goods in Fortune’s hold, for which the race


    of men compete and squabble and connive.


    Not all the gold that’s under the moon’s face,
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    or ever was, could bring rest to as much as


    one of the weary spirits in this place.”


    “This Fortune, upon whom your discourse touches,


    master, speak more of her,” was my response.


    “Who is she, with the world’s goods in her clutches?”
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    “O foolish creatures, what vast ignorance


    oppresses you,” he said. “Let me impart


    my judgment on this point to you at once.


    He of transcendent wisdom, at the start


    made the heavens and gave guides to lead them right,


    
      75

    


    so every part would shine to every part,


    thus equally distributing the light.


    For worldly splendors too, He put in place


    a general guide and minister who might


    transfer those empty goods through time and space,
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    beyond all human wit to intervene,


    from blood to blood, from one to another race.


    One state grows fat with power, one grows lean,


    according to her judgments as she deigns,


    which, like a snake in grass, cannot be seen.
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    Your knowledge cannot counter her. She reigns,


    foreseeing, judging, making calculations,


    as do the other gods in their domains.


    No truce may interrupt her permutations.


    Necessity demands that she not pause.


    
      90

    


    Man’s lot is one of constant variations.


    And this is she whom men put on the cross.


    Even the ones who ought to hold her dear


    revile her name and blame her without cause.


    But she is blessèd and she does not hear.
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    Glad with the other primal creatures, she


    rejoices in her bliss and turns her sphere.


    Now we go down to greater misery.


    The stars that rose when I set out for you


    have now begun to sink, and by decree
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    we cannot stay.” We crossed the circle to


    the other shore, above a boiling spring


    that spilled into a ditch it had cut through.


    Darker than perse was the water. Following


    the track down which the murky current went,
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    we found a strange road for our journeying.


    When this sad stream completes its long descent


    at the base of the malign gray slopes, its path


    ends in the Stygian marsh. I stared, intent,


    at what was there. Within that filthy bath
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    was a crowd of muddy people, filling it,


    all naked, all with faces full of wrath.


    They hit each other with their fists and hit


    each other with both feet and chest and head


    and chewed each other to pieces bit by bit.
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    “My son, you see now,” my good master said,


    “the souls that anger overwhelmed, and I


    would have you know for certain that more dead


    are down there, underwater, where they sigh


    and make the surface bubble with their breath,
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    as you can tell wherever you turn your eye.


    Set in the slime, they say: ‘We were sullen, with


    no pleasure in the sweet, sun-gladdened air,


    carrying in our souls the fumes of sloth.


    Now we are sullen in this black ooze’—where


    
      125

    


    they hymn this in their throats with a gurgling sound


    because they cannot form the words down there.”


    Between the marsh and dry shore, we walked round


    the scummy pool, our eyes turned toward the place


    where they were gulping mud, and crossed the ground
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    till we arrived at a tall tower’s base.

  

  
    CANTO VIII


    Continuing, I say, before our stop


    at that tall tower’s base, our eyes were turned


    to something gleaming at its very top.


    There at the summit two small fires burned.
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    Another signaled back from far away,


    so distant it could barely be discerned.


    I turned to the sea of all wisdom to say:


    “What does that flame mean? And the answering light?


    And those who made the fires, who are they?”
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    He said: “What they await is heading right


    over the foul waves now, as you can see


    unless the marsh’s fumes hide it from sight.”


    Never did arrow move as rapidly,


    shot whistling through the air from a bowstring,
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    as did a skiff whose swift trajectory


    was straight toward where we waited, hastening


    with only a lone rower at the oar,


    who called: “I’ve got you now, accursèd thing!”


    “Phlegyas, Phlegyas, this time you roar
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    in vain,” my lord said. “You have us as long


    as it will take to reach the other shore.”


    Like one who hears that some deceitful wrong


    was done to him, and smolders helplessly,


    so Phlegyas glared at us, with all his strong
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    anger held back. My guide instructed me


    to join him in the boat, and I complied.


    Only when I had did it seem to be


    carrying weight. When we were both inside,


    the ancient prow moved forward, cutting through
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    the water more deeply than when others ride.


    We slipped through that dead channel. “Who are you,”


    a muddy shape cried, lifting up its head,


    “who come down here before your time is due?”


    “If I come, I don’t stay. Tell me instead
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    who you are, so befouled with all this mess.”


    “You see that I am one who weeps,” he said.


    And I: “In weeping and in wretchedness


    may you remain, damned soul, for even when


    you’re bathed in filth, I know you nonetheless.”
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    He stretched his two hands toward the boat just then.


    My wary master gave him a sharp thrust


    and said: “Back down with the other dogs again!”


    He put his arms around my neck and kissed


    my face. “Indignant soul,” he said to me,
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    “the mother who bore you is truly blest!


    In the world he was arrogant. To his memory


    not a scrap of goodness clings, so his shade stays


    down in the mire seething furiously.


    How many who think themselves great kings these days
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    will lie like pigs in muck here, and they will


    leave behind names of horrible dispraise.”


    “Master,” I said to him, “while we are still


    on the lake, it would delight me if I might


    see him dipped down once more into the swill.”
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    And he: “Before the shore has come in sight,


    you will have satisfaction straightaway.


    To grant a wish like that is only right.”


    And soon the muddy mob began to flay


    the shade so wildly that for what I saw
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    I still give thanks and praise God to this day.


    “Let’s get Filippo Argenti!” came the raw


    cry of the crowd, and the raging Florentine


    turned his teeth on himself and began to gnaw.


    Enough of him. He was no longer seen.
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    But my ears were hit with a wave of lamentation.


    I strained my eyes to see what it might mean.


    My guide said: “Son, we are nearing the location


    of the city whose name is Dis, inhabited


    by a huge brigade and a somber population.”
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    “Now, master, I can clearly see,” I said,


    “there in the valley, all its mosques aglow


    as if taken from the furnace, fiery red.”


    And he: “They look that way because they show


    the flame that burns within them endlessly
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    here in the part of Hell that lies below.”


    We’d reached the deep moats on the periphery


    of that disconsolate city with immense


    walls made of iron, as it seemed to me.


    When we had sailed a broad circumference,
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    we reached a place where I heard the boatman shout:


    “Here’s the gate! Now go!” On the battlements


    more than a thousand of those who’d been cast out


    and rained from Heaven looked at us and cried:


    “Who is this man who dares to traipse about
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    through the kingdom of the dead without having died?”


    And my wise master made a sign to say


    it was his wish to speak with them aside.


    They damped their scorn a bit: “Well, come you may,


    but come alone. As for him who has the face
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    to breach this kingdom, let him go away.


    Alone—just let him try!—he can retrace


    his fool’s road. You’ll stay here, you who have been


    his guide on his dark pathway to this place.”


    Reader, you decide if I didn’t then
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    lose heart at what those demons shouted, for


    I thought I’d never come back here again.


    “O my dear leader, seven times and more,”


    I said, “you have restored my confidence


    and drawn me out of danger. I implore
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    that you not leave me here with no defense.


    And if our going forward is denied,


    then side by side let us go back at once.”


    The lord who’d brought me to that place replied:


    “Don’t be afraid. No one can interfere
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    with our passage, when its warrant is supplied


    by such a One. You will wait for me here.


    Let your weary soul be soothed and fed


    with good hope. I won’t leave you, never fear,


    in the nether world.” So the sweet father said,
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    and I remain in doubt while he walks away,


    with yes and no contending in my head.


    I couldn’t make out what he had to say,


    but not much time seemed to elapse before


    they scrambled to get back inside, where they,
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    our adversaries, quickly shut the door


    against my lord, slamming it in his face.


    Then with slow steps he walked toward me once more.


    He sighed, with eyes cast down, with every trace


    of self-assertion shriveled from his brow:
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    “Who dares to keep me from pain’s dwelling place?”


    He told me: “I am vexed, but don’t allow


    your soul to falter, for I shall win through,


    however they may plot to stop us now.


    This insolence of theirs is nothing new.
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    They showed it once at a less secret gate,


    unbolted despite all that they could do.


    You saw its deathly writing. Coming straight


    past it and through the circles with no guide


    is one who’s on his way to where we wait,
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    by whom the city will be opened wide.”

  

  
    CANTO IX


    Noting the color cowardice gave me


    when I saw that my leader had turned back,


    he mastered his new color instantly.


    He stood like someone listening, for lack
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    of light enough to let his vision cross


    the thick fog and the air that was near black.


    “Still, we were meant to be victorious,


    or else . . . ,” he said. “She promised us such aid!


    How long it seems till someone comes to us.”
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    I saw the way his last words overlaid


    the first part of his speech, how their intent


    reversed the first impression he had made.


    But the phrase he had left unfinished sent


    a new fear through me as my mind supplied
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    more dire conclusions than he might have meant.


    “Does anyone ever come down,” I inquired,


    “to this grim pit from the first circle, where


    the only punishment is hope denied?”


    “Indeed,” he said, “the instances are rare
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    that journeys like this one of mine have been


    taken by anyone who dwells up there.


    I’ve come here once before. It happened when,


    conjured by cruel Erichtho, who inclined


    to join souls to their bodies once again,
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    I, newly stripped of my flesh, was assigned


    at her command to breach this wall and bring


    a spirit from where Judas is confined,


    the lowest, darkest, and most distant ring


    from the all-girding heaven. I know this ground.
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    Fear not, I know the road we’re following.


    This strongly reeking marsh runs all around


    the dolorous city, where we now can’t go


    without provoking wrath.” I heard the sound


    of further words, and yet I do not know
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    what he said next, because my eyes were steered


    to the top of the high tower, with its glow,


    for on that spot had suddenly appeared


    three hellish Furies, who in shape and mien


    resembled women, but they were blood-smeared
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    and cinched with hydras of the deepest green.


    They had horned vipers and small snakes for hair,


    round their fierce temples. Handmaids of the queen


    of eternal lamentation, all three were


    well known to him who turned and said to me:
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    “Behold the ferocious Erinyes up there.


    That is Megaera on the left, and she


    is Alecto who is wailing on the right.


    The one in the center is Tisiphone.”


    Clawing at their breasts with all their might,
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    they beat themselves and shrieked. I tried to hold


    close as I could to the poet in my fright.


    “Now let Medusa come! He’ll be stone cold


    when she gets done!” they cried. “It was a poor


    revenge we took when Theseus was so bold!”
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    “Turn round and keep your eyes shut tight! Be sure


    that if the Gorgon shows herself to you


    and you look, you will see the world no more,”


    my master cried, and with his own hands too


    covered my eyes when he had turned me round,
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    as if not trusting what my hands could do.


    O you who have intelligence that is sound,


    look through the veil of these strange lines and see


    to where the hidden doctrine may be found.


    Over the murky waves there came to me
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    a terrifying crash that made the shore


    on either side start shaking violently,


    like one of those wild winds born with a roar


    when two conflicting heats clash in the air


    that tears through forests sweeping all before,
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    smashing the branches, stripping the trees bare,


    barreling arrogantly in a cloud of dust,


    scattering beasts and herdsmen everywhere.


    My master said, removing the hands pressed


    around my eyes: “Now point your sight beyond,
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    where fumes from this ancient scum are bitterest.”


    As frogs dart through the water to abscond


    from the snake who is their enemy, and lie


    all huddled at the bottom of the pond,


    so I saw many shattered souls slip by,
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    more than a thousand, fleeing one who strode


    across the Styx with feet that were still dry.


    He fanned his left hand often, to clear the load


    of fetid air with which the place was full.


    This was the only weariness he showed.
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    I knew that he had come at Heaven’s will.


    I faced my master then, who signified


    that I should bow before him and keep still.


    With high disdain, he opened the gate wide


    with a little wand he carried in his hand,
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    and there was no resistance from inside.


    “Outcasts of Heaven, miserable band,”


    he began calling from the horrible sill,


    “why do you make so insolent a stand?


    Why are you so recalcitrant toward the Will
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    that can’t be balked, that has increased the weight


    of your pain often? Haven’t you had your fill?


    What do you gain by butting against fate?


    The still-peeled throat and chin of your Cerberus


    should tell you what you can anticipate.”
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    He turned away without a word to us.


    Seeming like one who was preoccupied


    much more with other matters than he was


    with our affairs, he crossed the filthy tide.


    Safe in the holy words and unafraid,
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    we neared the city and we went inside.


    No one opposed the progress that we made.


    I was quite keen to see the way things fare


    behind such fortress walls, so my eyes strayed


    in all directions once I entered there.
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    There was an enormous plain, and I could see


    great pain and savage torments everywhere.


    As at Arles, where the Rhone flows sluggishly,


    as at Pola, with Quarnero near,


    hemming Italy, bathing her boundary,
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    where sepulchers make all the ground appear


    uneven, with some lower and some higher,


    so it was here, but so much harsher here.


    Surrounded as they were by scattered fire,


    the tombs glowed with a heat much more intense
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    than any human purpose could require.


    Their lids were raised, and from them came laments


    so wretched as to make me realize


    these souls paid horribly for their offense.


    “Master,” I said, “who are these who agonize
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    inside the arks with voices so abject


    and fill the air with many doleful sighs?”


    And he: “The heresiarchs of every sect


    lie here with their followers. Each sepulcher


    is packed more fully than you would suspect.
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    They’re buried like with like. The temperature


    from tomb to tomb displays great variance.”


    Then he turned to the right, and soon we were


    between the tortures and the battlements.

  

  
    CANTO X


    My master walked a secret path that led


    between the high wall and the agonies


    of tortured souls. I followed him, and said:


    “O highest virtue, turning me as you please
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    through the unholy circles, satisfy


    my wishes now and speak to me of these.


    Is it possible to see the ones who lie


    in the sepulchers? The lids are raised, I see.


    Nowhere is any watchman standing by.”
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    “When they come from Jehoshaphat,” said he,


    “with the bodies left above at their demise,


    the tombs will all be sealed eternally.


    Here in this section Epicurus lies,


    surrounded by his followers, all those
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    who make the soul die when the body dies.


    And therefore to the question that you pose


    you’ll soon have satisfaction, and have it too


    for the wish that you do not disclose.”


    And I said: “I don’t hide my heart from you,
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    dear guide, except to speak in briefer space,


    as you’ve inclined me previously to do.”


    “O living Tuscan, speaking with such grace


    and honesty as you go walking here


    in the city of fire, please stop in this place.
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    You are a native, as your speech makes clear,


    of that noble fatherland to which I’ve done


    much damage, and perhaps was too severe.”


    This sound arising suddenly from one


    of the nearby arks so scared me that I drew
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    close to the side of my leader, whereupon


    he said: “What are you doing? Turn and view


    Farinata who has risen now, upright.


    From head to waist he stands in front of you.”


    His gaze and mine already were locked tight.
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    He stood with chest thrown out and upturned head


    as if Hell were contemptible in his sight.


    By my guide’s bold and quick hands I was sped


    between the tombs toward him. “Now you must be


    appropriate in your speech,” my leader said.
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    I stood at the foot of his tomb. He looked at me


    for just a moment, then I heard him say,


    as if disdainful: “Who were your family?”


    And I, since I was eager to obey,


    held nothing back, but told him everything.
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    I saw his brows go up a little way.


    He said: “They were fierce foes, bedeviling


    my party, my house, and me. On the attack


    two separate times I sent them scattering.”


    “Though driven out, they managed to come back
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    both times from where they were dispersed,” I said,


    “an art that those of your kind seem to lack.”


    Beside him rose another of the dead


    just then. This one was on his knees, I thought,


    for all that he was showing was his head.
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    His eyes went all around, as if he sought


    someone who might be there, but when he knew


    that all his expectation was for naught,


    he wept, and said: “If high genius lets you through


    to roam this prison where the light has died,
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    where is my son? Why isn’t he with you?”


    “I come not on my own. He who stands aside


    leads me through here to one that, it may be,


    your Guido had disdain for,” I replied.


    His words and the nature of his penalty
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    had given his identity away


    and let me answer him so thoroughly.


    He suddenly stood up. “What’s that you say?


    He ‘had’? Is he no longer living then,


    his eyes not struck by the sweet light of day?”
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    Seeing how I hesitated when


    he thought I would reply to him, he dropped


    down in his tomb and did not rise again.


    That great soul at whose urging I had stopped,


    who’d neither changed his look nor moved his head
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    nor turned his side, once more picked up our cropped


    discussion where it had been cut, and said:


    “An art they seem to lack? If that’s the case,


    I find it more tormenting than this bed.


    But before our reigning lady has her face
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    relit another fifty times, you’ll know


    about that art and just how much it weighs.


    And tell me now, so may you once more go


    to the sweet world, why your laws displayed


    such fierceness, why you all despise us so.”


    
      85

    


    “The carnage and the savagery that made


    the Arbia’s current crimson,” I replied,


    “are reasons for the prayers that we have prayed


    in our temple.” Then he shook his head and sighed:


    “I was not alone in that, would not have thrown


    
      90

    


    in with the rest were it not justified.


    But, with an open face, once I alone


    dared defend Florence when the rest agreed


    to raze the city down to the last stone.”


    “And now,” I said, “so may peace find your seed,
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    I beg you to resolve this knot for me


    so that my understanding may be freed.


    You seem aware of what is yet to be


    revealed by time, if I am hearing right,


    but the present, that you cannot see.”
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    He said: “We are like those with squinting sight.


    When things are far away, we see them clear.


    The Lord supreme still grants us that much light.


    Our minds are dark when things are close, or here.


    As for the present, we know nothing but


    
      105

    


    what we are told about your human sphere.


    Now, therefore, you may comprehend just what


    our future holds. Our knowledge will go dead


    that moment when the door of time is shut.”


    It was compunction for my fault that led


    
      110

    


    to my next words: “That other shade who fell,


    tell him his son is still alive,” I said.


    “If I was slow to answer him, please tell


    of how my mind had been preoccupied


    by the point that you’ve resolved so well.”
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    And now my master called me to his side,


    so to the shade I hastily appealed


    to learn who were there with him. He replied:


    “More than a thousand in this part of the field,


    the second Frederick and the Cardinal . . .
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    The names of all the rest I leave concealed.”


    And then he hid himself. To the venerable


    poet I turned now, thinking anxiously


    about those words that seemed to mean me ill.


    As we were walking on, he said to me:
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    “Why is it that you’re so upset?” And then


    I satisfied his curiosity.


    “Let what you’ve heard against you be stored in


    your memory, but take heed,” he commanded,


    then raised a finger and continued: “When
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    you stand in her sweet radiance whose splendid


    eyes can see all, you will learn from her


    the journey of your life until it’s ended.”


    We turned left, from the walled perimeter


    on a path toward the center where we’d go
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    into a valley. Though up high, we were


    revolted by the vile stench from below.

  

  
    CANTO XI


    At the edge of a high bank formed by a ring


    of broken boulders, we came to a halt


    and looked down on a crueler gathering.


    Choked by the overpowering assault
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    of noxious stink spewed from the deep abyss,


    we drew back to the lid of a large vault


    on which was an inscription that said this:


    “Herein I hold Pope Anastasius, drawn


    by Photinus from the path of righteousness.”
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    “We must wait here before we can go on,”


    my master said, “till the sense is resigned


    to the foul breath and the stench seems gone.”


    “So that the time’s not wasted, can we find


    some compensation?” I inquired of him,
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    and he said: “That is what I have in mind.”


    So he began: “My son, inside the rim


    of rocks, three smaller, narrowing circles lie,


    like those through which we have already come.


    All are filled up with damned souls. So that I
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    need only show them to you in due course,


    now listen to how they are held and why.


    The aim of every malice Heaven abhors


    is an injustice. The result of it


    is harm to someone else, by fraud or force.
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    Since only human beings can commit


    a fraud, this is the sin God most resents.


    These souls endure more pain, in the lower pit.


    The first circle holds the violent. Violence


    may have three objects, so it’s split in three
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    and has one ring for each kind of offense.


    To God or self or neighbor one may be


    violent, against his person or possession,


    as I will now unfold it logically.


    Wounds and death come of violent aggression
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    on a neighbor. On his property one may bring


    ruin, arson, or extortionate oppression.


    You’ll see in separate groups in the first ring


    despoilers, plunderers, murderers, everyone


    who used malicious force on man or thing.
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    To one’s own person violence may be done,


    or one’s own goods. To the second ring are sent


    all those who now must uselessly atone


    for robbing themselves of your world, all who went


    through their property with dice or dissipation,
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    all those who wept who should have been content.


    They are violent against God who feel negation


    and blasphemy at heart, who in bitterness


    hate nature and the bounty of creation.


    And thus the smallest ring with its impress
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    seals Sodom and Cahors, and those who say


    evil of God within the heart’s recess.


    Fraud gnaws at every conscience. A man may


    defraud someone who trusts him or who invests


    no special confidence. In the latter way
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    he breaks the natural bond of love that rests


    in every human heart, so he is sent


    into the second circle, to the nests


    of hypocrites, flatterers, thieves, those who were bent


    on sorcery, simoniacs and cheats,
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    swindlers and pimps and all such excrement.


    But in the former way he violates


    not just this natural love, but what is worse,


    a special bond and the trust that it creates.


    Thus at the center of the universe


    
      65

    


    is the seat of Dis, the smallest circle, where


    all traitors are ravaged by the eternal curse.”


    “Master, your lucid words make me aware,”


    I said, “of how the abyss has been laid out


    and just what sorts of souls are kept down there.
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    But those in the thick marsh, those whirled about


    by wind, those in the rainfall and its mess,


    and those who crash together and harshly shout,


    why does the red-hot city not oppress


    those souls with pain, if they have earned God’s hate?
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    If not, why are they set in such distress?”


    “Why does your understanding deviate


    so far afield?” he said. “Is your mind driven


    by stray thoughts into some distracted state?


    Do you forget the explanation given,
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    in the pages of your Ethics, of the three


    dispositions that are opposed by Heaven,


    incontinence, malice, and mad bestiality?


    And how it says incontinence will incur


    less blame, offending God less grievously?
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    If you think on that judgment and you stir


    your wits to recollect the souls you saw


    punished above, outside, and who they were,


    you’ll see why justice has seen fit to draw


    a line between them and the ones below,
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    why they’re less fiercely battered by God’s law.”


    “O sun that clears the mists, your answers so


    content me that I am as gratified


    to be perplexed by doubt as I am to know.


    But please go back a little,” I replied,
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    “to where you said that usury offends


    God’s bounty. I would like that knot untied.”


    “Philosophy, to one who comprehends,


    makes clear,” he said, “not only in one part,


    that the course of nature totally depends
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    upon divine Intelligence and its art.


    Read your Physics carefully, and you


    will find, not many pages from the start,


    art follows nature, as well as it can do,


    like a pupil with his master. It may be said
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    your art is God’s grandchild. It is by these two,


    as you will recollect from having read


    early in Genesis, that humans were


    enjoined to make their way and earn their bread.


    Taking another road, the usurer
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    puts his hope elsewhere, and in doing so


    he scorns both nature and her follower.


    But now come follow me. I wish to go.


    The Wain lies over Caurus the north wind,


    on the horizon the Fish start to glow,
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    and nearby is the way we must descend.”

  

  
    CANTO XII


    The place was of an alpine nature where


    we were to go down, one to be abhorred


    by every eye because of what was there.


    As with the devastation that was poured


    
      5

    


    on the Adige’s bank this side of Trent


    by quake or by the land’s being badly shored,


    where down the mountainside the turbulent


    rockslide has formed a pathway to allow


    the traveler to make a rough descent,


    
      10

    


    such was the slope that we had come to now.


    And stretched out near the shattered chasm’s edge


    lay what had been conceived in the false cow,


    the infamy of Crete. Like one whose rage


    is tearing at his insides, he began
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    to bite himself when he saw us. My sage


    called out to him: “Perhaps you take this man


    to be the Duke of Athens, who struck you dead


    up in the world. Move, beast! It hasn’t been


    guidance by your sister that has led
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    to his arrival. He’s come here to see


    the punishments inflicted on your head.”


    And as a bull that suddenly breaks free


    when dealt its deathblow leaps from side to side


    and cannot run, but lunges crazily,
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    so did the Minotaur, and my shrewd guide


    called out to me: “Run for the opening there


    while his mad fury has him occupied!”


    We picked our way down through the rockpile, where


    the stones beneath my feet were moved about
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    by the unaccustomed load I made them bear.


    I walked on, lost in thought, till he spoke out:


    “Is your mind on this ruin guarded by


    that beastly wrath I just now put to rout?


    You should know that the other time when I
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    delved down into the deep Hell’s lowest ring,


    this crag had not yet fallen from on high.


    Not long before He came, by my reckoning,


    who carried off from Dis the great spoils of


    the highest circle through His harrowing,
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    the deep, foul pit shook with such force—above,


    below, on every side—that I began


    to think the universe was moved by love,


    through which, some say, the world has often been


    in chaos. And this ancient rock, both here
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    and elsewhere, all came crashing down just then.


    But look below now. All who interfere


    with others by a violent injury


    are boiled in the blood river coming near.”


    O senseless rage and blind cupidity,
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    that in the short life stimulate us so


    and in the eternal steep us wretchedly!


    I saw a broad ditch bending like a bow,


    just as my guide had said. Its wide embrace


    surrounded the whole plain that lay below.
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    I saw a single file of centaurs race,


    armed with arrows, between ditch and hill,


    as in the world they’d galloped to the chase.


    They saw us coming down and all stood still.


    Selecting arrows, three began to go
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    off from the others, nearing us, until


    one called to us: “You there! We want to know


    what punishment you’re going to,” he said.


    “Tell us from there, or else I draw the bow.”


    My master answered: “We’ll reply instead
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    to Chiron next to you, when we come there.


    You’ve always harmed yourself with your hot head.”


    He nudged me. “That is Nessus. For the fair


    Deïanira he died, and contrived to stage


    his own revenge upon his very slayer.
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    In the center, gazing at his chest, is sage


    Chiron, who taught Achilles. The third one


    is Pholus, who was always full of rage.


    Thousands of them patrol the ditch, bows drawn


    to hit all spirits rising from the blood
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    higher than guilt allows.” Then we walked on,


    approaching where those nimble creatures stood.


    Chiron took up an arrow. With its notch


    he brushed his beard aside until his broad


    mouth was bared, and told the others: “Watch
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    the one who walks behind. Look, do you see it,


    the way his feet are moving what they touch?


    I’ve never seen that done by dead men’s feet.”


    And my good leader, standing at his breast,


    that part of him where his two natures meet,
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    said: “He’s alive. Alone, I have been pressed


    to show the dark vale, not for his or my


    pleasure, but at necessity’s behest.


    One who was singing hallelujah on high


    came where I was, to give this new command.


    
      90

    


    He is no robber, and no thief am I.


    But by the power that through so wild a land


    moves all my steps, I ask you now to spare


    someone to guide us, someone from your band


    to walk beside us and to show us where
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    the crossing is, and carry him astride,


    for he’s no spirit who can fly through air.”


    Chiron told Nessus: “Go then, be their guide,”


    as he turned on his right flank. “If you see


    another troop, then make them move aside.”
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    Our escort led us round the boundary


    of the crimson boil as we heard the cries


    of boiled souls shrieking in their agony.


    With some, the river rose above their eyes,


    and the great centaur said: “They took to fierce
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    plunder and carnage, living to tyrannize.


    Here they lament their merciless careers.


    See Alexander, cruel Dionysius who


    gave Sicily so many painful years.


    This one upon whose head such black hair grew
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    is Azzolino, and that fair-haired one


    is Opizzo d’Esti, who—and this is true—


    was extinguished in the world by his stepson.”


    I turned to the poet, who said: “In this sphere


    he leads, I follow. So let it be done.”
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    We neared a group whose heads and throats were clear


    of the red boiling stream. Alone, away


    from all the rest, one stood. As we drew near


    the centaur stopped to point to him and say:


    “That one split the heart, in God’s own breast,
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    that drips blood on the Thames right to this day.”


    Then I saw others who stood head and chest


    above the current. In this crowd I spied


    many I recognized among the rest.


    And more and more I saw the bloody tide
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    recede, till it cooked the feet alone, so low


    that we crossed here and reached the other side.


    “Just as you see the boiling river grow


    more and more shallow,” the centaur told me,


    “on this side of the plain, I’d have you know
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    that on the other side it constantly


    deepens till it completes its circle where


    tyrants are groaning in their misery.


    Heavenly justice stings Attila there,


    who was a scourge upon the Earth for years,
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    and Pyrrhus and Sextus. And it stings that pair—


    the one from Corneto, and Pazzo—the two Riniers


    who turned the public roads to fields of war.


    The boiling unlocks and justice milks their tears.”


    Then he turned round and crossed the ford once more.

  

  
    CANTO XIII


    Not yet had Nessus finished crossing there


    when we began to walk into a grim


    forest without a pathway anywhere.


    Not bright green leaves, but foliage dark and dim,
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    not sturdy branches, but each a twisted bough,


    not fruits, but poisoned thorns on every limb.


    Not even the beasts that hate the lands men plow


    between Corneto and Cécina can roam


    through such rough, tangled brush as I saw now.
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    This wood is the foul, nesting Harpies’ home,


    who drove the Trojans from the Strophades


    with dread predictions of approaching doom.


    With claws, broad wings, gross feathered paunches, these


    human-faced things sit uttering their lay


    
      15

    


    of lamentation in the twisted trees.


    “Before going any farther on the way,”


    said my good master, “I would have you know


    you are in the second ring, where you will stay


    till the horrid sand. Look closely as we go.
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    Here there are things you’d call impossible


    if you had heard me tell you they were so.”


    I could hear wailing, deep and pitiful,


    but there was no one to be seen. Surprise


    took such great hold of me that I stood still.
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    I think he thought that I thought that those cries


    among the branches came from people who


    were present but were hidden from our eyes.


    And so my master said to me: “If you


    break off a little branch, you will soon see
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    that what you’re thinking will be broken too.”


    Then I reached out, and from a great thorn tree


    I tugged a branch until it snapped apart.


    The stem cried out: “Why are you tearing me?”


    Where it was broken, I saw dark blood start.
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    “Why are you mangling me?” it cried again.


    “Have you no spirit of pity in your heart?


    Now we are turned to stumps, but we were men


    when we were on the Earth. Truly, your hand


    should show more mercy, even if we had been
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    the souls of serpents.” Just as a green brand


    will burn at one end and the escaping air


    will hiss as sap drips from the other end,


    so from the stump words mixed with blood flowed where


    I’d broken it. I dropped it suddenly,
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    and like someone who’s frightened I stood there.


    “O wounded soul,” my sage replied, “if he


    could have believed what previously he’d met


    just in the pages of my poetry,


    he wouldn’t have raised his hand to you, and yet
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    the thing was so incredible that I came


    to urge him on, which I myself regret.


    So he may make amends, let him know your name,


    that when he, as he’ll be allowed to do,


    returns to Earth, he may refresh your fame.”
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    The stem said: “Swayed by such sweet words from you,


    I cannot be still. May it not displease


    if I am enticed to speak a word or two.


    I was the man who carried both the keys


    to Frederick’s heart. I turned them expertly,


    
      60

    


    locking, unlocking with such tender ease


    that scarcely any shared his intimacy.


    True to the glorious office in my care,


    I gave up sleep and my vitality.


    That whore who never turns aside her stare,
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    keeping her sluttish eyes on Caesar’s hall,


    the vice and death of royal courts everywhere,


    inflamed all minds against me, and they all,


    once so inflamed, then so inflamed Augustus


    that my glad honors turned to mortal gall.
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    My mind, so filled with scorn and with disgust, was


    thinking through death to escape their scorn for me,


    and to my just self I did great injustice.


    But I swear, by the new roots of this tree,


    I never once broke faith with my lord, who
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    deserved all honor and all loyalty.


    If one of you indeed will go back to


    the world, restore my memory, which still


    lies fallen from the bolt that envy threw.”


    The poet paused for a little while, until
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    he said: “Since he is silent, you should start


    to use the time, and ask him what you will.”


    And I replied: “Now you must take my part


    and speak for me. I am unable to,


    with so much pity tearing through my heart.”


    
      85

    


    So he began: “That he may freely do


    what you request, now satisfy his mind,


    imprisoned spirit, if it pleases you


    to tell us how the gnarled wood comes to bind


    the souls. And do you know if one may be


    
      90

    


    set free again once it has been confined?”


    When he had done, the branch breathed mightily


    and then these words were fashioned from that puff:


    “I will tell briefly what you ask of me.


    After the ferocious soul casts off
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    the flesh from which it rooted itself out,


    Minos sends it to the seventh trough.


    It falls into the forest, blown about


    where fortune flings it. After its descent


    it roots at random. Like spelt it will sprout.
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    It grows to a sapling, then to a wild plant.


    The Harpies, feasting on its foliage then,


    both give it pain and give the pain a vent.


    We’ll come for our remains like other men,


    but not to wear them. It would not be fit
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    that what we steal from ourselves we have again.


    We’ll drag our bodies to this desolate


    forest, where each will hang forevermore


    on the thornbush of the shade that murdered it.”


    We waited, thinking that he might say more,
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    but then were startled by a clamorous sound,


    as when a hunter senses the wild boar


    and hounds hot on its heels as they all pound


    toward where he stands in wait and hears the blare


    of beasts and branches crashing all around.
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    And hard upon our left we saw a pair


    of scratched and naked figures running by


    so fast they smashed the tangles everywhere.


    “Come quickly, death, come quickly!” came the cry


    from the leader. Losing ground, the other one
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    called out: “Lano, your legs were not so spry


    in the jousting at the Toppo!” Whereupon


    he knotted with a bush, as if to hide,


    perhaps because his breath was nearly gone.


    A swarm of great black mastiffs in full stride
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    filled up the wood behind them, like a pack


    of starving swift greyhounds who’ve been untied.


    They reached the bush and fell to the attack.


    They tore the one who crouched there limb from limb,


    then seized the wretched pieces and ran back.
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    My escort took my hand. I walked with him


    to stand before the torn bush where it bled


    and cried in vain through every broken stem.


    “O Jacopo de Sant’Andrea,” it said,


    “you made me your screen. What good did it do?
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    How am I to blame for the evil life you led?”


    My master stood above it. “Who were you,”


    he asked, “with words and blood now blowing out


    through all these limbs that have been snapped in two?”


    “O souls who arrived to see this shameful rout,”
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    it told us, “that has ripped the foliage from


    my boughs, please bring the leaves strewn all about


    to the foot of this unhappy bush. My home


    was the city that chose the Baptist to replace


    its ancient patron, who for all time to come
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    will therefore use his art to afflict our race.


    And if the Arno bridge didn’t still contain


    some semblance of his visage at its base,


    then those who made the city rise again


    from the ashes left by Attila after he
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    destroyed it would have done their work in vain.


    I turned my house into my gallows tree.”

  

  
    CANTO XIV


    By love of my native land I was bestirred


    to gather up the scattered leaves for him,


    whose voice had grown too feeble to be heard.


    From there we moved on, coming to the rim
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    that marks the second from the third ring, where


    the justice dealt is horrible and grim.


    To make these new things clear, I must declare


    that we had come upon a plain which would


    permit no plant to root or flower there.
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    The plain is garlanded by the sad wood,


    just as the wood is girded by the band


    of the miserable ditch. We paused, and stood


    at the very edge. I saw the ground was sand,


    arid and deep, and in its quality
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    like that where Cato marched with his command.


    O vengeance of God almighty, they should be


    quaking in terror now who read of these


    horrors that were made manifest to me!


    Naked souls bewailed their miseries,
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    all ranged in many herds. Each group seemed bound


    to suffer a separate set of penalties.


    Some of them lay stretched out on the ground,


    some of them crouched and squatted, and some went


    unendingly meandering around.
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    Those wandering were the largest complement.


    Fewer in number were the ones who lay


    outstretched, but they were loudest in lament.


    Enormous flakes of fire made their way,


    dropping down slowly on the whole expanse
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    like mountain snowfalls on a windless day.


    As Alexander out in the intense


    broiling heat of India saw fireballs fall


    to Earth, intact, upon his regiments


    and had his men begin to trample all


    
      35

    


    the soil around them, so as to contain


    the flames while they were separate and small,


    so here down came the everlasting rain,


    but, as flint kindles tinder, it ignited


    the sand and thus redoubled all the pain.
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    Here, there, the wretched hands danced an excited


    and constant dance to brush away the spate


    of fiery flakes that endlessly alighted.


    I said: “O master, who eliminate


    all obstacles except that obstinate breed
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    of demons at the entrance to the gate,


    who is that great one who seems not to heed


    the flame, lying there with a scornful scowl instead?


    Despite the rain he seems an unripened seed.”


    That very shade immediately said,
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    knowing he was the one alluded to:


    “What I was when alive, I still am, dead!


    If Jove wears out his smith, from whom he drew


    the sharpened bolt that on my final day


    was hurled at me in rage and ran me through,
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    and wears out one by one the whole array


    of dark Mongibello’s blacksmiths with the call


    of ‘Help, good Vulcan, help me,’ just the way


    he did on Phlegra’s field, and then with all


    his might falls down on me, I guarantee
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    his pleasure in his vengeance will be small.”


    And then my leader spoke more forcefully


    than I had ever heard him speak, and cried:


    “Your punishment grows in intensity,


    Capaneus, with your unquenched pride.
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    No torment could be more appropriate


    than your ravings, for the rage you have inside.”


    He turned to me, with his face less sternly set:


    “He was one of the seven kings, and with the rest


    besieged Thebes. He held God—and seems to yet—
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    in high disdain, in low esteem at best.


    But his own rantings, as you heard me say,


    are the right decorations for his breast.


    Now follow me, and take care not to stray


    to the burning sand, but let your feet be led
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    close to the forest the entire way.”


    We walked in silence till we reached the bed


    of a stream that spurted from the woods, whose look


    makes me shudder even now, it was so red.


    Down from the Bulicame comes a brook
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    shared by the sinful women, like the flow


    of this rivulet that through the hot sands took


    its steady course. Its bed was stone, and so


    were both its banks and both its margins too.


    I saw this was the path we were to go.
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    “Of all the things that I have shown to you


    after we crossed the wide gate’s threshold where


    no one is ever stopped from coming through,


    not one among those marvels can compare


    to this stream with the power to quench the fire
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    raining down upon it through the air,”


    my leader said, which led me to inquire


    if he would have the grace to furnish me


    the food for which he’d furnished the desire.


    “There is a land in the middle of the sea,
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    a wasteland now, called Crete,” my lord replied,


    “under whose king the world lived virtuously.


    It has a mountain, Ida, once supplied


    with plants and water bright beneath the sky,


    deserted now like something cast aside.
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    There Rhea hid her son in days gone by,


    concealed in his safe cradle, and had each priest


    make a loud clamor when the child would cry.


    In the mountain is a huge old man encased,


    who looks toward Rome as in a looking glass,
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    with his back to Damietta in the east.


    His head is made of gold of the finest class,


    of purest silver are his arms and breast,


    to where the legs fork he is solid brass.


    From there he is choice iron, the very best,
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    except for his right foot, which is baked clay.


    On this, more than the left, his weight is pressed.


    All parts of him except the gold display


    great fissures. Constant tears from every crack


    cut through the cavern’s floor. Slipping away
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    to this valley as they drip from rock to rock,


    they form the Acheron, Styx, and Phlegethon.


    Then they descend along this narrow track


    till, where no more descending can be done,


    they form Cocytus. I will not speak to you
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    of that pool, which your eyes will look upon.”


    I asked him then: “And yet, if it is true


    that this stream starts up where the living are,


    why does it only now come into view?”


    “You know,” he said, “that the place is circular,
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    and, going toward the bottom with your feet


    turned always to the left, you have come far,


    but, as the circle is not yet complete,


    there needn’t be such wonderment upon


    your face at every new thing that we meet.”
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    And I said: “Master, where are Phlegethon


    and Lethe? You have told me one is fed


    by this rain, and don’t speak of the other one.”


    “All of your questions please me well,” he said,


    “but you should find one answer in the roll
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    of the stream in front of you that boils blood-red.


    You will see Lethe too, not in this hole


    but far from here, there where the spirits come


    to wash when penitence has purged the soul.


    It’s time for you to leave the wood, so from
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    here you must follow close and be sure to stand


    on the margins, which don’t burn, for over them


    all of the flames are quenched before they land.”

  

  
    CANTO XV


    Now the hard margin bears us as we go.


    The vapor from the stream creates a shade


    that keeps flames from the banks and from the flow.


    As Flemings from Wissant to Bruges, afraid
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    of the high tide that rushes in headlong,


    repel it with the bulwarks they have made,


    and as the Paduans who live along


    the Brenta keep their towns and castles free


    from Carentana’s thaw when the sun grows strong—
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    whoever the master builder here might be


    had made these walls, though not as high or wide,


    with similar design and artistry.


    We’d moved so far along that, if I’d tried


    to turn round and look back to where we’d been,
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    I couldn’t have seen the forest. Alongside


    the bank appeared a group of shades just then,


    and each one stared at us as they passed by


    the way that men will stare at other men


    at nightfall, with the new moon in the sky.
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    Each knit his brows as an old tailor does


    when he attempts to thread a needle’s eye.


    Looked over by the lot of them, I was


    recognized by one, who suddenly


    grasped my hem and cried: “How marvelous!”
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    And I, when he held out his arm toward me,


    scanned his scorched visage and began to peer


    at the baked features until I could see


    their original appearance coming clear,


    and then I stretched my hand down toward his face
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    and answered: “Ser Brunetto, are you here?”


    “Don’t be displeased if for a little space


    Brunetto Latini turns back with you, my son,”


    he said, “and lets his band move on apace.”


    “With all my heart,” I said, “let it be done,
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    or I will sit with you, if you desire,


    if it please him with whom I journey on.”


    “Son, if one stops for a second, the laws require


    that he lie a hundred years on the burning plain,


    forbidden to brush away the falling fire.
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    I’ll follow at your hem, and then regain


    my cohort where they wander in their woe,


    loudly bewailing their eternal pain.”


    I didn’t dare to leave the path and go


    down to him, but like one in reverence
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    I walked beside him with my head bowed low.


    And he began: “What destiny or chance


    brings you down here before your dying day,


    and who points out the way that you advance?”


    “In the sun-bright life,” I said, “I lost my way
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    before the fullness of my age had come,


    and in a valley my steps went astray.


    Yesterday morning I was fleeing from


    that place when I turned back. He came to me,


    and now along this path he leads me home.”


    
      55

    


    “Follow your star and you will certainly


    come to a glorious port, if it is true


    that in the sweet life I had power to see,”


    he said, “and seeing Heaven so kind to you,


    had I not died so soon, I surely would
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    have sustained you in the work you do.


    But that swarm of malice and ingratitude


    who came down from Fiesole long ago,


    though rock and mountain still infect their blood,


    will hate you for your good work—rightly so:
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    it’s not fit that the sweet fig should abide


    and bear its fruit where bitter sorb trees grow.


    A race of envy, avarice, and pride,


    they’re blind, as the world holds since olden days.


    Of their ways let yourself be purified.
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    Though the honor fate intends for you will raise


    a hunger in both factions for your doom,


    the grass grows far from where the goat will graze.


    Let the wild beasts from Fiesole consume


    themselves for fodder, let them not molest
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    that plant—if any bit of it still bloom


    in their manure—that preserves the best,


    the sacred seed of the Romans who chose to stay


    when the city had become corruption’s nest.”


    “If I could have the things for which I pray,”
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    I said to him, “then you would not yet be


    banished from our humanity this way.


    Forever fixed in poignant memory


    is the kind, paternal, loving face I knew


    when in the world above you instructed me
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    from time to time in what a man must do


    to become eternal. As long as I reside


    on Earth, I must proclaim my debt to you.


    I write what you tell of my fortune’s tide


    with another text, which a lady will understand
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    and clarify, if I should reach her side.


    But know this much: as long as I can stand


    upright, with conscience clear, I’ll undergo


    unafraid whatever Fortune planned.


    This prophecy is not new to me, and so
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    let Fortune turn her wheel as she sees fit


    and let the peasant likewise turn his hoe.”


    At these last words my master turned a bit


    round to his right and looked at me and said:


    “He listens well who makes a note of it.”
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    I did not give an answer, but instead


    asked Ser Brunetto who were the most renowned


    and distinguished in that circle of the dead.


    “It is good to learn of some who share this ground,”


    he said, “but the rest require reticence,
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    for the time for so much talk cannot be found.


    In short, they all were of great eminence,


    all of them clerics and men of letters who


    were one and all fouled by the same offense.


    Here Priscian moves amid the wretched crew,
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    with Francesco d’Accorso also among the reviled,


    and had you a taste for mange, you might see too


    the one whom the servant of servants had exiled


    from the Arno to the Bacchiglione, where


    he left the distended nerves he had defiled.
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    There’s more that I would say, but I don’t dare


    speak or stay with you longer, for I see


    a new smoke rising from the sand out there.


    People approach with whom I must not be.


    But let my Treasure, where I still live on—
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    I ask no more—live in your memory.”


    He doubled back, like one of those who run


    for the green cloth at Verona. As my eyes


    followed him, he seemed not to be the one


    who loses, but the one who wins the prize.

  

  
    CANTO XVI


    There in the place to which we had now come,


    the water falling into the next ring


    resounded like a beehive’s steady hum,


    when all at once three shades came hurrying


    
      5

    


    across the sand as they broke from the rest


    of a crowd beneath the rain’s tormenting sting.


    All three cried out with one voice as they pressed


    toward where we were: “Stop, you who seem to be


    from our depraved place, by the way you’re dressed.”


    
      10

    


    Alas, what old and fresh wounds I could see


    burned in their limbs and etched into their skin.


    Remembering it now still saddens me.


    My teacher hearkened to their cries, and then


    faced me and said: “Here courtesy is due.
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    Now wait, and be respectful to these men.


    Were it not for the flames that fly here through


    the nature of this place, then I would feel


    this haste suits them much less than it suits you.”


    They took up their old cry as we turned heel
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    to wait for them. They reached us, and at once


    all three combined themselves into a wheel.


    As oiled and naked wrestling champions


    warily seek grip and vantage place


    before the thrusting and the blows commence,
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    so each one fixed his eyes upon my face,


    and head and feet as he was turning there


    took opposite directions with each pace.


    One said: “If our charred faces, singed of hair,


    and the misery of this shifting place compel
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    contempt for us and for our every prayer,


    then let our fame prevail on you to tell


    who you are, walking on live feet that show


    such confidence upon the floor of Hell.


    This one whose steps I trample must now go
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    naked and peeled, but in the days that were


    he was of higher station than you know.


    The good Gualdrada was his grandmother.


    His name was Guido Guerra. He combined


    the roles of counselor and warrior.
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    The other one, who treads the sand behind,


    is Tegghiaio Aldobrandi, whose voice


    the world above would have done well to mind.


    And I, who am placed with them upon this cross,


    was Iacopo Rusticucci, and certainly
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    for my ills my fierce wife was the chief cause.”


    Could I have braved the flames without injury,


    I would have flung myself down from the wall,


    and I think my guide would not have hindered me,


    but since I would have burnt and baked, the pall
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    of fear held back my good will from achieving


    its greedy impulse to embrace them all.


    Then I said: “It was not contempt, but grieving


    for your eternal misery that lay,


    so heavily it will be a long time leaving,
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    on my heart when I heard my master say


    respectful words about the eminence


    of those that we saw hurrying our way.


    I’m from your land. With what fond sentiments


    I’ve always loved to hear and to retell
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    your honored names and high accomplishments.


    I’ll leave the gall, to go where sweet fruits dwell,


    as promised by my honest leader, though


    I must first go down to the core of Hell.”


    “So may your body for a long time go
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    still guided by your soul,” he then replied,


    “so may your fame even afterward still glow,


    tell us if valor and courtesy abide


    there in our city as in olden days,


    or if such customs have been cast aside.
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    Guiglielmo Borsiere, walking in these ways


    of pain as a newcomer to our band,


    has told us things that fill us with malaise.”


    “New people and sudden wealth have brought your land


    so much excess and so much vanity,
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    Florence, the time of weeping is at hand,”


    I cried with face uplifted. And all three


    took this to be my answer, and began


    exchanging looks that men wear when they see


    the truth. They said: “If at other times you can
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    speak to satisfy others at such spare


    cost, at will, you are a happy man.


    If you escape these dark lands to go where


    you may gaze at the lovely stars again,


    when you rejoice in saying ‘I was there,’
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    be sure to speak of us to living men.”


    And then they broke their circle, whereupon


    they fled on legs that seemed like wings. Amen


    could not be said as fast as they were gone


    from sight, so quickly did they disappear.
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    My master thought it best that we move on.


    I followed. In a short time we could hear


    the sound of water falling with such force


    that, if we spoke, not one word would be clear.


    As that river—Acquacheta at its source,
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    but at Forlì it leaves that name behind—


    which is the very first to take its course


    from Monte Viso eastward and to wind


    on the Apennines’ left slope to its low bed,


    at floodtide when the waters are combined
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    above San Benedetto dell’Arpe is sped


    so strongly that it makes one cataract where


    there might have been a thousand rills instead,


    here too there was such roaring in the air


    as the dark water poured down that the din
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    would have hurt our ears if we’d stayed there.


    Wrapped round me was a cord which I had been


    hoping to make use of previously,


    to catch the leopard with the painted skin.


    My leader ordered me to work it free.


    
      110

    


    I passed the cord from my hand into his


    knotted and coiled, and taking it from me


    he flung it well beyond the precipice


    when he had turned a little to his right,


    and down it fell into the deep abyss.
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    “He’s tracking this strange signal with his sight,”


    I told myself, “and in response to it


    surely some strange new thing will come to light.”


    How careful men should be with those whose wit


    not only can see what we say and do


    
      120

    


    but has the power to pluck the intimate


    thoughts from our heads! He said: “The thing that you


    are dreaming in your mind, the thing that I


    am looking for, will soon come into view.”


    Against a truth that has the face of a lie


    
      125

    


    a man should close his lips. Though he does no wrong,


    speaking will bring some shame to him thereby.


    But, reader, here I cannot hold my tongue.


    By the notes of this very Comedy, I swear—


    so may the favor that they find be long—
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    that even those of stoutest heart would stare


    in amazement at the sight that greeted me,


    floating up through the dark and heavy air


    the way a man who’s worked the anchor free


    from a reef or another obstacle will go
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    back to the surface, rising through the sea


    with arms stretched high and feet drawn in below.

  

  
    CANTO XVII


    “Behold the beast with pointed tail, who’ll pass


    mountains, who breaks walls and weaponry,


    who makes the world a festering morass!”


    These were the words my master said to me,


    
      5

    


    beckoning him to harbor near the place


    where the stone pathway ended suddenly.


    Fraud’s filthy image came to us apace,


    beached head and torso at my master’s sign,


    but left his tail to dangle into space.


    
      10

    


    He had the face of a just man. Benign


    was the appearance that it chose to wear.


    Behind it his long trunk was serpentine.


    To the armpits his two paws were thick with hair.


    His breast and back and both sides were arrayed


    
      15

    


    with painted knots and ringlets everywhere.


    Never was cloth that Turks or Tartars made


    so colorful in design and background, nor


    did Arachne ever weave such rich brocade.


    How boats will sometimes lie along the shore
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    half in the water and half on the ground,


    how the beaver settles in for its war


    in the swilling Germans’ land, was how I found


    that worst of all beasts perched upon the ring


    of rocky ledge by which the sand is bound.
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    The whole length of his tail was quivering


    in the void, twisting upward its forked end,


    which had its point armed like a scorpion’s sting.


    “And now,” my leader told me, “we must bend


    our way a bit so that it brings us where
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    that beast lies.” So we started to descend


    along the stone path’s right side, taking care


    to walk ten steps out on the cliff and be


    clear of the burning sand and fiery air.


    When we had reached the creature, I could see
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    that people sat on the sand near the abyss


    a short way off. My master said to me:


    “To take the whole experience of this


    circle away with you, you ought to go


    and see just what their situation is.
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    Speak to them briefly. While you are doing so,


    I’ll try to persuade this one to stretch


    his mighty shoulders and take us below.”


    So I walked by myself along the ledge


    of the seventh circle toward that band
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    of wretched people sitting near the edge.


    Their pain was bursting through their eyes. One hand


    or another flew now here, now there, to stay


    the falling fire or the scorching sand,


    the same way that a dog on a summer day,
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    its paws in motion now and now its snout,


    tries to drive horseflies, fleas, or flies away.


    There was no one among those sitting out


    under the flames that I could recognize,


    but each one had a large pouch hung about
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    his neck, and each one seemed to feast his eyes


    upon the moneybag that he was wearing.


    Each pouch had its own color and device.


    I first saw as I moved among them, staring,


    a yellow purse with an azure form that would
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    have been a lion by its shape and bearing.


    Whiter than butter was the goose that stood


    on a sack a little farther off, displayed


    against a background that was red as blood.


    And one who wore a white purse, which portrayed
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    a pregnant blue sow, saw me there. “Just why


    are you in this ditch? Get out!” cried the shade.


    “But know this first, since you have yet to die,


    my neighbor Vitaliano will appear


    and sit here at my left side by and by.
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    I’m Paduan, and all these others here


    are Florentines who almost deafen me


    with ‘Let him come, the sovereign cavalier


    who’ll bring the purse with three goats!’ ” And then he


    twisted his mouth and he thrust out his tongue
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    like an ox that licks its nose. Immediately


    I turned, and I spent no more time among


    those weary souls, lest I provoke my guide,


    who’d cautioned me that I should not be long.


    I found that he already was astride
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    the savage creature’s back. He said to me:


    “Be bold, and let your soul be fortified.


    From this point on, our going down will be


    on such stairs. Mount in front, here I will sit


    to keep his tail from causing injury.”
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    When one with quartan draws near to his fit,


    his nails grow pale, and shade can make him start


    to tremble at the very sight of it.


    Such terror did those words of his impart.


    But shame, which gives a servant courage when


    
      90

    


    he faces a good lord, reproved my heart.


    I scaled the hideous shoulders and began


    to try to say, in a voice not in accord


    with my intent: “Be sure you hold me then.”


    But he, who had at other times restored
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    my heart through other dangers, gripped me tight


    and steadied me once I had climbed aboard.


    He said: “Now, Geryon, take us from this height.


    Remember the new burden that you bear


    and make wide circles and a long, slow flight.”
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    As bit by bit a boat backs out from where


    it’s moored, just so did Geryon begin


    to move, and, sensing he was in the air,


    he turned his tail round where his breast had been


    and stretched it, and it wriggled like an eel,


    
      105

    


    and with his paws he gathered the air in.


    Such fear, I think, did no one ever feel,


    not Phaëthon when he dropped the reins that day


    and burned the sky with a scar still visible,


    nor wretched Icarus when he went astray


    
      110

    


    and the wax began to melt and his father cried


    “You’re going wrong!” and his feathers fell away.


    Those two could not have been as terrified


    as I with nothing but the beast in view


    and nothing but thin air on every side.
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    The wind in my face and the wind that blew


    from below were all I had to let me know


    that, wheeling, dropping, Geryon slowly flew.


    And now I heard a horrid roaring grow


    from the whirlpool beneath us, on our right,


    
      120

    


    so I stretched out my neck to look below.


    Then I was filled with even greater fright,


    seeing fires, hearing cries of misery.


    Trembling in every part, I held on tight.


    Now for the first time I could really see
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    the circling and descent. Everywhere my eyes


    took in onrushing scenes of agony.


    As when for a long time a falcon flies


    without a glimpse of any bird or lure


    (“Already coming down?” the master cries)


    
      130

    


    and, after a hundred weary circles, where


    it had taken off so swiftly comes back down,


    sullen and angry, far from the falconer,


    so, when we were discharged by Geryon


    there at the jagged cliff’s base, far below
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    where we’d begun, he turned and he was gone,


    vanishing like an arrow from the bow.

  

  
    CANTO XVIII


    In Hell there is a region that is known


    as Malebolge. A high wall has it sealed


    all round, and both are iron-colored stone.


    And at the center of this evil field


    
      5

    


    a deep, wide pit yawns. In the proper place


    its structure and its use will be revealed.


    Above, the belt that juts from the cliff face


    is circular, and at the bottom lie


    ten valleys that are carved out in that space.


    
      10

    


    Just as a castle’s walls are guarded by


    concentric rings of moats, just such a row


    of patterned circles now impressed my eye


    as I gazed at the scene that stretched below.


    As lines of little bridges will project
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    from walls to outer bank, here long crags go


    across the banks and ditches to connect


    the cliff to the pit’s rim, which gathers them


    and cuts them off before they intersect.


    And we were here when we were shaken from
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    Geryon’s back. The poet began to stride


    off to the left, and I walked after him.


    I saw new miseries on the right side,


    new tortures, new tormentors with long whips,


    with which the ditch was copiously supplied.
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    The sinners all were naked, in the depths.


    The nearer file faced us. The others went


    the same way we did, but with longer steps,


    just as the Romans, for the management


    of huge crowds in the Year of Jubilee,


    
      30

    


    devised a plan by which two rows are sent


    across the bridge. There one line constantly


    faces the mount. Meanwhile, the others wind


    toward Saint Peter’s. As they walk, they see


    the castle ahead. Here the dark rock was lined
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    with horned demons who propelled the herd


    by lashing them severely from behind.


    At the whip’s first crack each one was spurred


    to pick his heels up! No one seemed to care


    to linger for the second or the third.
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    As I walked, one soul gave me a quick stare,


    and I said instantly: “I have no doubt


    my eyes have fed before on that man there.”


    My leader stopped with me. I turned about


    when he allowed me to take steps that led


    
      45

    


    toward that face I was trying to make out.


    The scourged soul sought to hide, with lowered head,


    but it was all in vain for him to try.


    “You with your eyes upon the ground,” I said,


    “I know you, for unless your features lie,


    
      50

    


    Venedico Caccianemico is your name.


    You’re cooked in spicy sauces now, but why?”


    He said: “I hear the world from which I came


    in your plain speech, and though I would keep still,


    I feel compelled to answer all the same.


    
      55

    


    I was the one—however they may tell


    the vile tale—who brought Ghisolabella to


    the marchese, so that she might do his will.


    I’m not the only Bolognese who


    laments here. There are more than they can breed


    
      60

    


    to say sipa from the Sàvena clear through


    to the Reno. If it’s proof that you need,


    token or testimony, just keep clear


    in your mind that we’re famous for our greed.”


    And as he spoke, a demon standing near
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    lashed him and cried: “Keep moving, panderer!


    There are no women for the coining here!”


    I soon rejoined my escort, and we were,


    in a few steps, at a place where from the ledge


    a reef was jutting outward like a spur.
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    Quite easily we climbed onto that bridge.


    We left the endless circlings, and we made


    a turn to the right upon the jagged ridge.


    Here the ditch spread to make room for the flayed.


    My leader said, as we watched from on high:
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    “Stop here and let this opposite parade


    of misbegotten wretches strike your eye.


    Their faces will be new to you, for they


    were going the same way as you and I.”


    From the old bridge we watched the whole array
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    as they came toward us. Like the opposing row,


    these shades were being flogged along their way.


    Before I’d asked him what I wished to know,


    my guide said: “See that great one there, how he


    appears to shed no tears, for all his woe.
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    His face still wears an air of majesty.


    He’s Jason, who purloined the Colchian


    ram through his cunning and his bravery.


    He traveled to the isle of Lemnos when


    the bold and pitiless women of that place
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    had laid their murderous hands on all their men.


    There, with love tokens and with words of grace,


    he deceived Hypsipyle, the maiden who


    had deceived the other women of her race.


    He left her pregnant and bereft. Here you


    
      95

    


    may see the punishments such vices cause,


    and here Medea has her vengeance too.


    All such deceivers move here without pause.


    That’s all you need to know of this first ditch


    and all those that are gripped within its jaws.”
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    And while he spoke, we reached the point at which


    our narrow path came to the next bank, where


    it arched once more to form another bridge,


    over the next pouch. We heard people there


    hitting themselves and uttering loud cries
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    and snuffling with their muzzles at the air.


    From down inside this ditch rank vapors rise


    that cling to the rockface and make mold grow


    and wage a constant war with nose and eyes.


    The bottom is so deep, we had to go
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    up to the bridge’s highest point, between


    the banks, so we could see the souls below.


    From that great height we stared down at the scene.


    A swarm of people were plunged in a mess


    that looked as if it came from a latrine.
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    My eyes, as they went picking through that press,


    saw one whose head was so besmeared with shit,


    whether he was priest or layman, who could guess?


    He called to me: “Your hungry eyeballs sit


    on me more than the other pigs here. Why?”
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    And I: “Because, if I remember it


    rightly, I saw you when your hair was dry,


    and you are Alessio Interminei


    from Lucca. And that’s why you caught my eye.”


    Then he began to smack his gourd and say:
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    “How have I sunk to this disgusting place


    through the flatteries my ready tongue would spray!”


    My leader said: “Now let your vision trace


    a path a little way ahead, then drop


    your glance till you can clearly see the face


    
      130

    


    of that vile disheveled slut who cannot stop


    scratching herself with her shitty nails as she


    stands up now, and now squats down in the slop—


    Thaïs, the whore. ‘Are you greatly pleased with me?’


    her paramour once asked her, and she stated:
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    ‘Just “greatly”? Why, you please me marvelously!’


    With that sight, we will let our eyes be sated.”

  

  
    CANTO XIX


    O Simon Magus! Many more besides,


    wretched followers who have whored and sold


    the things of God, which ought to be the brides


    of righteousness, for silver and for gold,
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    now must the trumpet sound for you, I say,


    because the third pouch has you in its hold.


    We’d climbed the reef and reached the part that lay


    directly above the middle of the ditch


    containing the next tomb along the way.
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    Wisdom supreme, how great Your art, with which


    Heaven, Earth, and the evil world resound,


    how justly does Your power deal with each!


    Along the bottom and the sides I found


    in the livid stone a multiplicity
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    of holes, all equal and completely round.


    In their dimensions they reminded me


    of my own San Giovanni, the same size


    as the fonts in that beautiful baptistery,


    one of which I broke, since someone otherwise
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    would have drowned in it, not long ago—and let


    this be the seal to open all men’s eyes.


    Protruding from each hole there was a set


    of feet, with legs up to the calves in view.


    The rest was in the hole, pressed into it.
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    With both of their soles burning, their legs flew


    in such convulsive thrashings that their throes


    could have snapped withes or even ropes in two.


    On any oily substance fire flows


    along the surface. Here it was the same
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    as flames licked at their feet from heels to toes.


    “Master,” I said, “I’d like to know his name


    who’s twitching more than any other one,


    whose feet are licked by a much redder flame.”


    He said: “If you wish, I will take you on
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    that sloping lower bank to hear him tell


    who he is and the wrongs that he has done.”


    And I: “Your pleasure pleases me as well.


    You are my lord, you know that I embrace


    your will, and you know every syllable
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    of what is unsaid.” We approached the place


    of the fourth bank and turned left as we went


    toward the narrow, perforated base.


    He held me to his hip in our descent.


    Soon we were standing right before that man
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    whose legs were flailing in a fierce lament.


    “Whoever you are, sad spirit,” I began,


    “stuck like a pole, with the upper part interred


    where the lower end should go, speak if you can.”


    I stood there like a friar who has heard
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    the confession of a killer, placed inside,


    who calls him back so death may be deferred.


    “Are you standing up there, Boniface,” he cried,


    “are you standing there already? What was stated


    erred by several years, and the writ has lied.
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    Have all your spoils left you so quickly sated?


    Desiring them, you dared use guile to win


    the lovely lady that you lacerated.”


    I stood like those who think they may have been


    made fools of, who can’t follow the response
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    they’ve heard, who don’t know how they should begin


    to answer. Virgil said: “Now say at once:


    ‘I am not who you think, I am not he,’ ”


    and I responded with obedience.


    At that the spirit’s feet thrashed furiously,
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    and then he sighed, and in a tearful tone


    he said: “What is it that you want from me?


    If it means so much to you that for this alone


    you’ve come down here, to hear what I can tell,


    then know that the great mantle was my own.
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    But I was a son of the she-bear, and strove so well


    to advance the cubs that on Earth I pocketed


    my spoils, and now I pocket myself in Hell.


    My predecessors, pressed below my head,


    were simoniacs and are flattened through
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    the fissures hollowed in the rock’s deep bed.


    And when my turn comes, I’ll be flattened too,


    pressed down when he arrives, that other soul


    I took you for when I first questioned you.


    I’ve spent more time already in this hole
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    with cooked feet, upside down, than he will pass


    stuck here with his feet redder than hot coal.


    A lawless shepherd of more odious


    crimes will come from the west. He’ll prove indeed


    a proper cover for the two of us,
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    a new Jason, like the one of whom we read


    in Maccabees, whose king indulged him, as


    to this one France’s ruler will pay heed.”


    I cannot say for certain if I was


    too bold then in the way that I expressed


    
      90

    


    myself to him: “Tell me, I’m curious,


    on how much treasure did our Lord insist


    before he placed the keys in Peter’s hand?


    ‘Follow me,’ I’m sure, was his sole request.


    Nor did Peter or the rest demand
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    gold or silver from Matthias. They didn’t sell


    the guilty soul’s place in their holy band.


    So stay here in your proper spot in Hell.


    And those ill-gotten gains that made you bold


    toward Charles, be certain that you guard them well.
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    If what I feel within were not controlled


    by my deep reverence for the sacred keys


    that in the happy life you used to hold,


    I’d speak in even stronger words than these.


    Your greed grinds down the good, gives glory to
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    the wicked, afflicts the world with its disease.


    When the Evangelist had that beast in view


    who sits on the waters whoring wantonly


    with kings, he thought of shepherds just like you.


    She had been born with seven heads, and she
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    drew strength from the ten horns, but it was gone


    when her spouse lost his love of purity.


    With your gold and silver god, you differ from


    idolators in this respect alone,


    that you worship a hundred to their one.
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    Ah, Constantine, what evil seed was sown—


    not your conversion, but the dowry you


    gave to the first rich father for his own.”


    Perhaps it was his rage that ran him through,


    or conscience, but his two feet kicked like mad
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    as I sang out these notes. I’m sure it’s true


    that all this pleased my guide, because he had


    a look of satisfaction on his face


    while listening to the truthful words I said.


    And then he swept me up in his embrace
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    and held me to his breast, and once again


    he walked the path we’d taken to that place.


    Nor did he tire of holding me. Only when


    we stood upon the arch that spanned the fosse


    between the fourth and fifth dikes, only then
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    did he gently put me down, gently because


    the reef was steep and rugged, so much so


    that goats would find it difficult to cross.


    And now another valley stretched below.

  

  
    CANTO XX


    In this, the twentieth canto of the first


    canticle, showing those submerged by sin,


    the strange new pain I saw must now be versed.


    I was now prepared to look within
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    the chasm that lay visible to me,


    its floor awash with anguished tears, wherein


    along the curved ditch, weeping silently,


    a row of people came, keeping the slow


    pace of the living praying a litany.


    
      10

    


    And as my line of vision dropped below


    their heads, I saw they were horribly distorted


    between the chin and where the chest should go.


    Each head was turned around, and thus contorted


    they all were walking backward, bit by bit,


    
      15

    


    for their power to look forward had been thwarted.


    Such twisting may have happened in a fit


    of palsy sometime, but not to my eye.


    I put no faith in the likelihood of it.


    So may God grant the fruits of your reading, try
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    to imagine yourself, reader, in my state,


    and ask how I could keep my own cheeks dry,


    confronted close at hand with such a fate,


    our form so twisted that their tears rolled down


    into the cleft where the buttocks separate.
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    I leaned my face on the projecting stone


    and let my tears flow down, till my guide said:


    “I see the fools still claim you for their own!


    Here piety lives when pity’s truly dead.


    What is more wrong than spurning God’s command
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    to heed the promptings of one’s heart instead?


    Look up and see the one for whom the land


    opened when all the Thebans raised the call:


    ‘Amphiaraus, where are you running? Stand


    and fight the battle with us!’ But his fall
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    went on until he was among the shades


    in front of Minos, who grabs one and all.


    He who wished to see too far ahead parades


    backward and looks behind him in damnation,


    making a new chest of his shoulder blades.
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    See Tiresias, who made an alteration


    of his looks from masculine to feminine,


    whose members made a similar transformation.


    Coming upon the coupling snakes, he then


    had to strike them with his staff anew, to gain
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    the plumage of his manhood once again.


    Backed up to that one’s belly in the chain


    is Aruns. In the Luni hills worked by


    the peasants who dwell on Carrara’s plain,


    he lived in a cave in the marble cliffs, his eye
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    delighted by the unobstructed view


    of sea below and stars up in the sky.


    And she whose breasts are turned away from you


    and hidden by the long locks that she wore,


    with all her hairy parts on that side too,
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    was Manto, who searched many lands before


    she came to my birthplace. I wish to say


    some words on this theme for a moment more.


    After her father the prophet passed away


    and the city of Bacchus fell into slavery,
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    she wandered Earth’s domains for many a day.


    Above Tiralli, in lovely Italy


    lies a lake called Benaco, at the base


    of the Alps that have hemmed in Germany.


    The water of a thousand springs that race
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    through Val Camonica and Pennino flows


    to Garda, and it gathers in that place.


    An island’s in the middle. Three bishops, those


    of Brescia, Verona, and Trent, would have the right


    to give the blessing there if they so chose.
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    The lakeshore’s low point shows the striking sight


    of strong Peschiera, built there to restrain


    the spread of Bergamese and Brescian might.


    The water Benaco’s bosom can’t contain


    descends at that point and begins to flow
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    in a river running down through the green plain.


    Not called Benaco now, but Mincio


    once the current starts, it travels then


    to Govèrnolo, where it drops into the Po,


    and soon it spreads into a marsh, and when


    
      80

    


    the summer’s heat afflicts that level ground


    it turns into a miserable fen.


    In passing there, the untamed virgin found


    a stretch of dry land in the marshes where


    no one had farmed and no one was around.
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    She settled with her servants in that bare


    forbidding spot, shunned people while she plied


    her arts, then left her empty body there.


    The people of those parts, when she had died,


    gathered on that ground secure from foes,
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    defended by the marsh on every side.


    There, over those dead bones, the city rose.


    For her who came first, with no divination


    Mantua was the name the people chose.


    Once it could boast a greater population,
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    till foolish Casalodi was tricked, through


    the cunning Pinamonte’s calculation.


    And so, if others should tell tales to you


    concerning how my city came to be,


    do not let lies devalue what is true.”
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    “Master, I’m certain of the accuracy


    of your account,” I said, “and should they try,


    their words would be like burnt-out coals to me.


    But tell me of the people passing by,


    if there are stories worthy to be heard,
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    for my mind goes back to them.” And his reply:


    “Then look at that one, with the spreading beard


    across his swarthy shoulders, for he was


    augur when all the Greek males disappeared,


    leaving the cradles empty in the cause.
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    For cutting the first cable at Aulis, he


    and Calchas set the time. Eurypylus


    was his name. In my lofty tragedy


    I sing of him, as you are well aware,


    who know the whole of it so thoroughly.
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    This other one, with thighs so thin and spare,


    was Michael Scot. In tricks of magic fraud


    he was a practitioner beyond compare.


    See Guido Bonatti. Asdente, who if he could


    would stick to his last and practice his devotions.
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    Repentance comes too late to do him good.


    See the sad hags who left their threads and notions


    for false divining of the divine will,


    who cast their spells with poppets and with potions.


    But come now. Touching the wave below Seville,
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    carrying his thornbush, Cain is right


    where the hemispheres meet, while we stand still.


    And the moon was already round last night.


    As you’ll recall, she did you no harm then


    in the deep wood, when she was shining bright.”
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    He spoke these words, and we walked on again.

  

  
    CANTO XXI


    We went from bridge to bridge, exchanging talk


    of things my Comedy doesn’t care to sing,


    and at the highest point we stopped our walk


    to see the Malebolge’s next opening
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    and hear the vain cries of the miserable.


    An eerie darkness covered everything.


    At Venice, flanked by boiling cauldrons full


    of sticky pitch, the unsound vessels wait


    to be made shipshape at the arsenal,
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    because in winter they can’t navigate,


    and some rebuild their ship, some caulk the bow


    or the ribs of one that’s hauled much freight,


    some hammer at the stern or at the prow,


    and some carve oars, or twist lines, or repair
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    mainsails and jibs. I was reminded now


    of those vats, but there was no fire here.


    Through Heaven’s art the pitch boiled endlessly


    and spread its gluey coating everywhere.


    I saw the pitch, but all that was clear to me
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    inside it were the bubbles on its tide.


    It rose and fell in one great heaving sea.


    “Look out, look out!” my leader quickly cried


    and suddenly reached out and pulled me near


    to him from where I stood to peer inside.
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    I turned like one who wants to have a clear


    look at what he has been warned to shun,


    who’s overtaken by a sudden fear


    and flees, but looks while he keeps moving on.


    And then I saw a great black demon race
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    up the crag behind us at a run.


    How savage were his bearing and his face!


    With wings spread, what ferocity he showed


    with each step, keeping up his rapid pace


    on nimble feet! His shoulder bore the load,
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    his high, sharp shoulder, of a sinner’s thighs.


    He gripped the ankle tendons as he strode.


    He called from our bridge: “Evilclaws, a prize!


    One of Saint Zita’s Elders! Dunk him under


    while I go back there for some fresh supplies.
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    That town is ripe for plucking, and no wonder.


    Except for our friend Bonturo, everyone


    is a grafter, changing no to yes for plunder.”


    He tossed the soul in, turned, and then was gone.


    Never did any hound that’s been untied
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    move faster after a burglar on the run.


    The soul resurfaced, showing his backside.


    The fiends beneath the bridge began to crow.


    “This is no place for the Holy Face!” they cried.


    “The swimming that you did in the Serchio
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    isn’t the fashion here. If you don’t care


    to be stuck with grappling hooks, then stay below.”


    With a hundred prongs they pricked him everywhere.


    “It’s an undercover dance our minions do,”


    they said. “If you can manage, graft down there!”
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    They did what cooks will set their scullions to:


    with forks they plunge the meat down in the pot


    to keep it under so that it cooks through.


    My master said: “It’s better that you not


    be seen now. Screen yourself behind some near
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    outcrop of rock and crouch down on the spot.


    I know the way they do things. Never fear,


    no matter how outrageous their offense,


    for once before I tangled with them here.”


    He crossed the bridgehead and he passed at once


    
      65

    


    onto the sixth bank, needing now to be


    steady in manner and in countenance.


    With all the clamor and the savagery


    of mastiffs rushing a poor mendicant


    who freezes and starts begging instantly,
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    from underneath the bridge, all at a sprint,


    pointing their hooks at him, came the whole crew.


    He called out: “No need to be violent!


    Before you grapple me, let one of you


    come forth and hear me out, and then you may
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    decide if that’s still what you want to do.”


    “Send Wickedtail!” I heard the demons say.


    One stepped forward, saying: “I wonder what


    he expects to gain by carrying on this way.”


    “Do you think you would see me in this spot,”
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    my master told the one called Wickedtail,


    “secure so far against each plan and plot,


    without God’s will and fate that cannot fail?


    Let us pass by, for it is Heaven’s command


    that I guide someone through this savage trail.”
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    The fiend was so crestfallen that his hand


    let go his grappling hook. “Now let him be,


    let no one strike at him,” he told his band.


    My leader called: “O you who fearfully


    crouch by the bridge’s shards, it’s safe to appear
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    from the cover of your crag and come to me.”


    I rushed to him, and I began to fear


    whether the fiends would keep the pact they’d made,


    the way they all pressed round and crowded near.


    Once I had seen a line of troops parade
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    out of Caprona past their enemies.


    Despite the pledge of truce, they looked afraid.


    I stood beside my guide and tried to squeeze


    against him, keeping them under close watch.


    Their looks were far from putting me at ease.


    
      100

    


    They aimed their hooks, and one said: “Should I scratch


    his butt for him?” Another one replied:


    “Sure, why not stick it to him in the notch?”


    The demon speaking with my leader cried


    aloud as he turned round to face them: “No!
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    At ease there, Tangletop, put your hook aside.”


    He told us: “It’s impossible to go


    along this crag. The sixth arch is long gone.


    It’s all in pieces in the pit below.


    But if it’s still your pleasure to go on,
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    I know another way that you can take.


    Nearby’s a spur that you can cross upon.


    About five hours from now, it’s going to make


    twelve hundred and sixty-six years and one day


    since the roadway was broken by a quake.
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    I was about to send a squad that way


    to see if anyone’s drying in the air.


    They won’t hurt you.” Then he turned to say:


    “Step forward, Tramplefrost, and Droopwing there.


    And Baddog, I want you to join the hunt.
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    Let Spikebeard lead the ten. And let that pair


    Lusthoney and Dragonsnout come to the front,


    and Pigface with the tusks, and Scratchbitch too,


    and Littlehoof and crazy Rubicant.


    Search round the edges of the boiling glue,
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    get these two safe to the next precipice


    that bridges all the ditches and runs clear through.”


    “Master,” I said then, “something is amiss.


    Let us go on, the two of us alone,


    if you know the way. I don’t like the looks of this.
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    Where is the caution that you’ve always shown?


    Don’t you see their threatening brows and hear


    their teeth grind, that could grind me to the bone?”


    “I wouldn’t have you suffer needless fear,”


    he told me. “Let their teeth grind. That’s just what
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    they do to scare the wretches stewing here.”


    They turned round to the left bank on the spot,


    first pressing tongues between their teeth en masse


    to signal their leader, who’d sounded the charge, but not


    as you’d think—he made a trumpet of his ass.

  

  
    CANTO XXII


    I have seen cavalry break camp and ride out,


    begin assaults or muster on command,


    retreat to save themselves when put to rout,


    I have seen coursers dash across your land,
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    O Aretines, seen raiding parties there,


    watched tournaments and jousting near at hand,


    announced by ringing bells or trumpets’ blare


    or drumbeats, castle signals near and far,


    our own and foreign, sound and sign and flare,
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    but never to a bagpipe so bizarre


    have I seen horsemen move, or infantry,


    or ship set forth by landmark or by star.


    We walked with the ten fiends. Fierce company!


    But in the church with saints, as people say,
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    in taverns with the drunkards on a spree.


    The sea of pitch was where my interest lay,


    to learn what it was like and to take note


    of those inside it as it boiled away.


    Like dolphins swimming near a ship or boat
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    whose arching backs make sailors realize


    they need to act to keep their craft afloat,


    to ease the pain a sinner’s back would rise


    from the pitch sometimes, then plunge into it


    faster than lightning streaks across the skies.
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    As frogs with just their muzzles showing sit


    at water’s edge inside a ditch and hide


    their feet and all their bulk, so in the pit


    I could see surfaced heads on every side,


    but when the souls saw Spikebeard come their way
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    they plummeted below the boiling tide.


    I saw—my heart still shudders to this day—


    one head still up, as sometimes when you look


    one frog will dive below and one will stay.


    And Scratchbitch, who was closest to him, took


    
      35

    


    the soul by his soaked hair and hauled him high.


    To me he seemed an otter on the hook.


    I was familiar with their names, for I


    had watched when they were chosen for this run


    and heard what they had called each other by.
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    The godforsaken gang cried out as one:


    “Hey, Rubicant, get out your claws and play,


    and flay his carcass till the skin is gone!”


    “Master,” I said, “I wonder if I may


    learn who he is, this luckless miscreant
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    helpless before his enemies this way.


    Please speak to him.” And so my leader went


    and asked the soul about his origins.


    “I was born in the kingdom of Navarre, and sent


    to serve a noble by my mother, since
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    she’d had me by a wastrel,” he said, “who


    threw all he owned and himself to the winds.


    Then I joined good King Thibaut’s retinue,


    where I became so skilled a barrator


    that in this heat I’m paying back what’s due.”
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    Then Pigface, with the tusks of a wild boar


    protruding from his snout on either side,


    let him feel the way one ripped and tore.


    Cruel cats had trapped the mouse. Now Spikebeard cried,


    ringing his arms around the soul: “Look smart!
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    Stand back while I enfork him!” To my guide


    he turned and said: “I think you’d better start


    asking anything else you want to know


    before the others tear him all apart.”


    My leader said: “Among the souls below,
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    under the pitch, are any Italians here?”


    The soul said: “Just a little while ago


    I was with someone who’s from there, or near.


    I wish I were still hidden where he is.


    There’d be no hooks or claws for me to fear.”
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    Lusthoney yelled: “We’ve had enough of this!”


    And then he raked the sinner’s arm and took


    a sinew out with that vicious hook of his.


    Now Dragonsnout was gesturing with his hook


    at the soul’s legs, but turning toward his crew
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    their captain faced them down with a fierce look.


    As they grew still, my leader turned back to


    the soul, who was staring at his mangled limb,


    and started in to question him anew:


    “Who was it that you parted from to swim
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    to such a wretched outcome on the banks?”


    “Fra Gomita of Gallura. I was with him,


    a vessel,” said the soul, “of fraud who ranks


    as number one, a first-class barrator.


    His master’s foes all gave him praise and thanks.
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    As he has said, he took their money for


    a smooth release when he had them in hand.


    A silky trick, and he had a hundred more.


    There’s one from Logodoro who’s his friend,


    Don Michel Zanche. Once they start to jaw
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    about Sardinia, there’s just no end.


    That demon’s teeth are grinding like a saw!


    I want to talk, but I can’t say a word


    for fear he’ll scrub my mange and rub me raw!”


    Littlehoof rolled his eyes as he was spurred
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    by a zeal to strike, but his provost suddenly


    wheeled round and barked: “Get back, you noxious bird!”


    “If it’s Lombards that you’d like to see


    or hear,” the frightened soul began to say,


    “or Tuscans, let me call and here they’ll be.
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    Let the Evilclaws all back away


    so that the souls won’t fear what they might do.


    One of me sitting here—and here I’ll stay—


    will make sure seven souls come out for you


    by whistling. That’s the way we do it when
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    any of us gets free from the hot glue.”


    And Baddog lifted up his muzzle then,


    shook his head, and said: “It’s just a snare,


    a trick so he can jump back in again.”


    The spirit, who had trickery to spare,
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    said: “I’m one cunning trickster then, to try


    procuring new pains for my friends down there.”


    Droopwing, against the rest, stood idly by


    no longer, but said: “If you make a break,


    I won’t come running after you, I’ll fly,
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    beating my wings above the boiling lake.


    We’ll go behind the bank. In any event,


    we’ll see how much of a match for us you make.”


    Here’s new sport, reader. The whole complement


    turned to the ridge, and the first one was he
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    who’d raised his voice the loudest in dissent.


    The Navarrese now timed it perfectly.


    Planting his feet, he broke from the embrace


    of the leader in one leap, and he was free.


    They all were mortified at their disgrace,
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    and most of all the one who’d caused the error.


    “You’re caught!” he called, and started to give chase,


    but flapping wings could not outdistance terror.


    The one dove in, the other had to go


    looping up quickly as the pitch came nearer,
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    like the furious falcon with nothing to show


    for his pains when the wild duck he pursues


    eludes him with a rapid plunge below.


    Tramplefrost, who was seething at the ruse,


    took wing, but hoped his quarry would abscond,
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    providing him a pretext he could use


    to pick a fight. With the barrator beyond


    their reach, he turned and dug his claws into


    his fellow demon right above the pond.


    The other was a full-fledged hawk who knew
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    how to give it back to him, and as they fought


    they both dropped down into the boiling glue.


    The heat shocked them apart, but when they sought


    to fly away, their wings were so besmeared,


    as if with lime, that they were truly caught.
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    Lamenting with his fellows then, Spikebeard


    sent four fiends flying toward the other shore.


    Two landed on each side and quickly steered


    their hooks above the lake to grapple for


    their limed companions, who’d already been
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    cooked inside their crusts through to the core.


    We left them to the mess they were stewing in.

  

  
    CANTO XXIII


    We walked with no companions and no sounds,


    with one before and one behind, the way


    the Friars Minor do when on their rounds.


    I was reminded by the demons’ fray
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    of Aesop, of the fable that presents


    the story of the frog and mouse. I say


    instantly is no closer to at once


    than one instance is to the other when


    we study starts and ends in both events.
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    Out of one thought another will begin,


    and that thought bred another one that was


    making my fear grow twice what it had been.


    I thought: They have been tricked because of us,


    so hurt and humiliated that I swear


    
      15

    


    by now they must be truly furious,


    and if their spite is blended with a share


    of rage, then they will follow where we’ve led


    more fiercely than a dog that kills a hare.


    My scalp already tingled with cold dread,
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    my senses fastened on what might appear


    behind us any moment, and I said:


    “Master, you need to hide us now. I fear


    the Evilclaws. I know they’re in our wake.


    I’m so afraid, it sounds as if they’re here.”
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    “If I were leaded glass, I couldn’t take


    your outer form more quickly than I do


    the one,” he said, “your inward motions make.


    This moment I could feel these thoughts from you


    mingle with mine, one movement and one face,
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    so I have drawn one counsel from the two.


    By following the right slope to its base


    we’ll come to the next ditch, it seems to me,


    and so escape from this imagined chase.”


    Before he’d finished speaking, I could see
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    the demons coming with their wings outspread


    to capture us, advancing rapidly.


    My leader drew me to him, and he sped


    like a mother roused by noise and seeing


    the rising fire crackling by her bed
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    and picking up her child and quickly fleeing,


    not even stopping to put on a shift,


    with more concern for his than her well-being.


    Supine, he gave himself up to a swift


    slide on the hard ridge that slopes down below
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    to form the outer wall of the next cleft.


    Water never made so fast a flow


    down the sluice to where it ends its run,


    hitting the paddles, making the millwheel go,


    as now my master sledded down upon
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    the rock, and all the while he clasped me tight,


    not just as a companion, but a son.


    Reaching the base, I looked back to the height


    and saw the entire troop of fiends appear,


    but now there was no cause for further fright,
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    for that high Providence that placed them here


    to rule the fifth ditch makes them powerless


    ever to pass beyond their proper sphere.


    Below were painted people in distress,


    weeping and trudging slowly with an air
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    of great oppression and great weariness.


    Large cloaks were worn by all the sinners there,


    with cowls that hid their eyes, and cut like those


    fashioned for the Cluny monks to wear.


    As dazzling as they looked, these gilded clothes
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    were lead inside, and sat so heavily


    they made the ones that Frederick would impose


    seem straw. A weary cape for eternity!


    Always turned left, we walked with that parade


    and listened to their moans of misery.
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    The leaden cloaks in which they were arrayed


    so weighed them down and made their steps so slow,


    we saw new faces with each stride we made.


    I told my guide: “Please look round as we go,


    to see if there are people anywhere
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    whose deeds or whose identities you know.”


    Hearing my Tuscan speech, one trudging there


    cried after us: “Don’t move with such great speed,


    you who are hurtling through the dusky air!


    Perhaps I can provide you what you need.”
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    My guide said: “Till he overtakes you, stay,


    then match your pace to his, and so proceed.”


    I stopped. Two souls whose faces showed that they


    had minds that raced to be with me were balked


    by their great burden and the narrow way.
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    They looked at me askance when they had walked


    to where I was, and silently took note,


    then turned to face each other, and they talked:


    “He seems alive, from the workings of his throat.


    And if they’re dead, by what authority
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    are they exempted from the heavy coat?”


    And then: “O Tuscan, who have come to see


    the college of sad hypocrites, we implore,


    do not disdain to tell who you might be.”


    “In the great city on fair Arno’s shore
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    I was born,” I said, “and there my youth was spent,


    and I wear the body that I always wore.


    But who are you, whose misery has sent


    its distillations down along your cheek,


    and why do you wear this glittering punishment?”
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    Then one of the two souls began to speak:


    “The orange cape’s thick lead weighs down our frame,


    which is its balance scale, and makes it creak.


    We were Jolly Friars, and Bolognese. My name


    is Catalano and his is Loderingo.
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    Picked jointly by your city, we became


    maintainers of the peace, a post for a single


    appointee in most times. How well we plied


    our trade can still be seen around Gardingo.”


    “O friars, your wicked deeds—”: but the rest died


    
      110

    


    in my throat. My eye was caught by someone nailed


    down on the ground with three stakes, crucified.


    Writhing when he saw me, he exhaled


    sighs in his beard. Catalano said to me


    as he took note: “The one who is impaled
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    advised the Pharisees that it would be


    expedient that one man be made to die


    for all the people. For eternity,


    just as you see before you, he must lie


    naked and stretched in the middle of the road
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    under the weight of each one who comes by.


    Transfixed with spikes and racked in the same mode,


    his father-in-law lies elsewhere in this fosse,


    and the others of that council, those who sowed


    such evil for the Jews.” Seeming at a loss,
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    Virgil was staring at the one who lay


    in such vile exile, stretched as on a cross.


    Turning, he told the friar: “I hope it may


    not displease you, if the laws permit,


    to let us know if there is any way
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    on the right where we can leave this pit


    without our having to depend upon


    black angels to deliver us from it.”


    “Much closer than you hope, making its run


    in from the massive outer wall, a ridge
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    links all the savage valleys—except this one.


    Here it lies broken and there is no bridge,”


    the friar said, “but you can climb instead


    on the pile of the ruin to the next ledge.”


    My leader stood a moment with bowed head,
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    then said: “He who hooks sinners on that rise


    misled us about this.” And the friar said:


    “In Bologna once, I heard someone summarize


    the devil’s many vices and make the case


    that he’s a liar and the father of lies.”
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    A spot of anger darkened my guide’s face


    as he strode off, and I no longer stayed


    among those weighted souls, but left that place


    to follow in the steps his dear feet made.

  

  
    CANTO XXIV


    In that part of the young year when the rays


    of the sun are tempered under Aquarius, when


    the nights grow shorter, equaling the days,


    when her white sister’s image once again
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    appears upon the ground as copied by


    the hoarfrost with her quickly dulling pen,


    the peasant, with the loss of his supply


    of fodder, looks out in anxiety,


    seeing the whitened fields, and smites his thigh,
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    mutters and starts to pace distractedly,


    a wretch whose mind can find no resting place,


    but then feels hope when he goes out to see


    how rapidly the world has changed its face,


    and taking staff in hand walks forth once more
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    to lead his sheep to graze. Such was my case,


    because the troubled look my master wore


    distressed me, but he quickly soothed my pain


    when he applied the plaster to the sore.


    At the ruined bridge I saw his face regain,
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    when he turned round, the sweet look I first knew


    at the mountain’s base upon the desert plain.


    Examining the ruin first, he drew


    into himself in silent contemplation,


    and then took hold of me. Like someone who
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    while working does a constant calculation


    and thus is able to anticipate,


    he’d look ahead and make an estimation.


    Lifting me from rock to rock, he’d state:


    “Take hold of this one, but be sure to test
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    beforehand whether it will bear your weight.”


    That was no road for any travelers dressed


    in lead cloaks. Rock by rock we had to grope,


    he weightless, I half-carried, toward the crest.


    And happily upon that side the slope


    
      35

    


    was shorter than the other, or else I—


    I cannot speak for him—would have lost hope.


    All the rungs of the Malebolge lie


    slanted toward the deep well’s mouth, and so


    one side is always low and one is high


    
      40

    


    in each of the ten troughs along the row.


    But in the end we made our way to where


    the last rock had come loose and dropped below.


    My aching lungs had been so milked of air


    when I came to the top, I had to sit,


    
      45

    


    feeling unable to go on from there.


    “Now you must rouse yourself, for never yet


    has someone come to fame,” my master cried,


    “sitting on cushions or under a coverlet.


    One who consumes his life, when he has died


    
      50

    


    without fame, leaves the world with the impress


    of smoke in the air or foam upon the tide.


    Rise. Let your spirit conquer breathlessness.


    Unless the heavy body lets it fail,


    spirit will always prove victorious.


    
      55

    


    There’s still a longer ladder we must scale.


    It’s not enough to have left the rest, and so


    act, if you know what these words entail.”


    Then I stood up and said, with a greater show


    of breath than what I really felt within:


    
      60

    


    “I’m strong and resolute. Now let us go.”


    So we took up our journey once again.


    The ridge was narrow, difficult, and rough,


    much steeper than the previous one had been.


    I talked as I walked, to keep up the bluff


    
      65

    


    of vigor, when a voice with little skill


    in forming words came from the nearby trough.


    Although I’d reached the high point of the hill


    the arch made, I could not tell what was said.


    I sensed the speaker wasn’t standing still.


    
      70

    


    Because of the darkness, even my riveted


    eyes couldn’t pierce the bottom of the ring,


    so I said: “Master, let us walk ahead


    and go below, for I am listening


    without knowing what I hear, and I


    
      75

    


    am looking without seeing anything.”


    He said: “A right request should be met by


    the action, without words’ embellishment,


    and so compliance is my sole reply.”


    We left the bridge and then made our descent


    
      80

    


    to the eighth bank. From where we now stood


    what was down in the ditch was evident.


    In it I saw a horrid multitude


    of serpents, of such weird variety


    that thinking of them now still chills my blood.


    
      85

    


    Let Libya boast no more of chelydri


    and jaculi and phareae in her sands,


    and cenchres with amphisbaena, since she,


    with all Ethiopia or the Red Sea’s lands,


    has never bred a pestilence of such scope


    
      90

    


    or such malignancy. Here naked bands


    of terror-stricken souls ran with no hope,


    amid this savage swarm, that they could find


    a place to hide in or a heliotrope.


    With serpents each one’s hands were bound behind.


    
      95

    


    Their ends poked through his loins and made a tight


    knot at the front, with head and tail entwined.


    Not far from us, a serpent darted right


    at a poor soul and pierced him in the nape,


    just where the shoulders and the neck unite.


    
      100

    


    Never did pen so quickly make the shape


    of o or i as he flared and burned before


    he turned to ash and fell into a heap.


    And when he lay destroyed on the hard floor,


    the loose dust gathered by itself and then


    
      105

    


    quickly took on its former shape once more.


    In this way, as affirmed by learned men,


    when its five hundred years are near complete


    the phoenix dies and then is born again.


    Tears of incense and balsam are its meat,


    
      110

    


    not grass or grain, and when it comes to die,


    spikenard and myrrh are its last winding-sheet.


    Just as when someone falls, not knowing why,


    seized by a devil hidden from his eyes


    or blockage that men may be stricken by,


    
      115

    


    and looks around him as he starts to rise,


    stunned by the anguish that he undergoes,


    and in his great bewilderment he sighs,


    such was the soul before us as he rose.


    O power of God, so rigorously applied,


    
      120

    


    that in its vengeance showers down such blows!


    My guide asked who he was, and he replied:


    “Not long ago I was rained from Tuscany


    down to this savage gullet. I enjoyed


    a beast’s, not man’s life, mule that I used to be.


    
      125

    


    I’m Vanni Fucci, beast. Pistoia was


    the right den for an animal like me.”


    I told my guide: “Tell him not to slip from us,


    and ask what sin has thrown him down here, since


    I knew him to be bloody and furious.”


    
      130

    


    The soul had heard me, and without pretense


    fastened on me with his face and mind


    and said, as sad shame colored his countenance:


    “I’m more pained that you’ve caught me in the bind


    of this misery than I was not long ago


    
      135

    


    to be snatched from the life I left behind.


    I can’t deny the thing you want to know.


    I’m this far down because I was the one


    who stole the sacristy’s ornaments, although


    another was wrongly blamed for what I’d done.


    
      140

    


    Lest this sight please you, if you ever do


    escape this land that never sees the sun,


    open your ears and hear what I’m telling you.


    Pistoia puts out its Blacks, then Florence makes


    its population and its ways anew.


    
      145

    


    Mars goes to Val di Magra, where he takes


    a fiery vapor wrapped in clouds. The might


    of a violent and bitter tempest breaks


    on Campo Piceno, where there is a fight.


    The vapor rends the mist above the plain


    
      150

    


    all of a sudden, and strikes every White.


    And I have told you this to give you pain.”

  

  
    CANTO XXV


    When he had finished speaking, the thief threw


    his arms up, making figs with both his hands,


    and shouted: “Take these, God, they’re aimed at You!”


    And from then on the serpents were my friends,


    
      5

    


    for one approached his neck and circled it,


    as if to tell him “Now your talking ends,”


    and one retied him with so tight a fit,


    knotting itself in front, he couldn’t free


    his arms to even wriggle them a bit.


    
      10

    


    Pistoia, Pistoia, why don’t you decree


    the flames of your destruction and downfall,


    since you surpass your seed in villainy?


    I saw no soul so proud toward God through all


    Hell’s murky rings, not even the great one


    
      15

    


    who warred on Thebes and fell from the high wall.


    He fled without a word, and on the run


    there came a raging centaur who called out:


    “Where is he, where’s the unripe spirit gone?”


    I think even Maremma is without


    
      20

    


    as many snakes as he bore, from the rear


    to where our human shape begins to sprout.


    A dragon with its wings stretched out was here


    across his shoulders, crouched behind his head,


    spitting fire, burning all who were near.


    
      25

    


    “That centaur’s Cacus,” my good master said.


    “Below the rock of Avetine, blood flowed


    because of him in frequent lakes of red.


    And owing to the craftiness he showed


    stealing the great herd grazing near his den,


    
      30

    


    he and his brothers don’t take the same road.


    That brought the end of his crooked dealings when


    Hercules clubbed him down, although he may,


    of a hundred blows, have felt not even ten.”


    While he said this, the centaur ran away


    
      35

    


    and three souls came to stand below us two.


    Neither my guide nor I perceived that they


    were there until they called out: “Who are you?”


    We stopped what we were saying, and we were


    attentive to them. I could not tell who


    
      40

    


    these three might be, but as it will occur


    by chance sometimes, at that point it occurred


    that one of them had reason to refer


    to someone else—“Where’s Cianfa?”—and I stirred


    and placed a finger on my lips to show


    
      45

    


    my leader we should watch without a word.


    Reader, it’s no great wonder if you’re slow


    to credit what comes next. Though I was there,


    I hardly can believe that it was so.


    As I fixed on those three with a steady stare,


    
      50

    


    at once I saw a six-legged serpent race


    to one and fasten on him everywhere.


    Its front feet moved to pin his arms in place,


    its middle ones gripped his belly like a vise


    while it sank fangs in both sides of his face.


    
      55

    


    Between his legs its tail began to rise.


    It curved up to secure him from behind


    after its rear feet spread apart his thighs.


    Never did any strand of ivy bind


    its clinging roots more closely to a tree


    
      60

    


    than that appalling creature’s limbs entwined


    round his. The two seemed like hot wax to me,


    their colors mingled and they were stuck tight,


    and neither kept its own identity.


    In the same way, when paper is alight,


    
      65

    


    before the flame a dark hue starts to spread


    that’s not yet black and yet no longer white.


    The other two were watching, and they said:


    “Alas, Agnello, how you are defaced,


    not two, not one, but something else instead.”


    
      70

    


    Where there had been two heads, they were replaced


    by one now. In the new face that it wore


    the details of their own two were erased.


    Now two arms sprouted where there had been four,


    and thighs, legs, chests, and bellies mixed and grew


    
      75

    


    to members that were never seen before.


    All that they’d been had disappeared into


    a perverse thing that was both and neither one,


    and with slow steps it trudged out of our view.


    Across the lane you’ll see a lizard run


    
      80

    


    like lightning as it darts from hedge to hedge


    when dog days scourge us with a burning sun.


    Just so, I saw a little serpent rage,


    livid and black as a peppercorn, and bound


    toward the bellies of the two beneath our ledge.


    
      85

    


    It lunged and bit one where that part is found


    through which we all take in our earliest food,


    and then fell back, stretched out upon the ground.


    The one it had bitten made no sound. He stood


    gazing and yawning, as if he’d been hit


    
      90

    


    with a sleepy or a feverish lassitude.


    The serpent looked at him. He looked at it.


    Thick smoke poured from its mouth, and met and mixed


    with smoke from that place where the reptile bit.


    Let Lucan be still, who tells in his text


    
      95

    


    of poor Sabellus and Nasidius,


    and let him wait to hear what will come next.


    Let Ovid be still, who tells how Cadmus was


    turned snake, how Arethusa came to be


    a fountain. I don’t envy him, because


    
      100

    


    in none of his transmutations do we see


    two different natures facing one another


    whose forms exchange their substance instantly.


    The two responded readily to each other.


    Just as the serpent split its tail in two,


    
      105

    


    the wounded spirit drew his feet together.


    His legs, from thigh to ankle, also drew


    together, and were joined so seamlessly


    that soon the juncture disappeared from view.


    The cloven tail took on the anatomy


    
      110

    


    the other abandoned, and the serpent’s hide


    grew soft as the other’s skin grew leathery.


    I saw the spirit’s arms drawn up inside


    at the armpits. The serpent’s short feet surged


    and correspondingly grew long and wide.


    
      115

    


    Its hind feet, which had twisted and converged,


    became the member man hides. From within


    the wretch’s member, two small feet emerged.


    As smoke began to envelop each one in


    a different color and to generate


    
      120

    


    on one the hair it stripped from the other’s skin,


    the one fell down, the other stood up straight.


    Each beamed his baleful lamps full forward, so


    each watched the other’s features modulate.


    The standing creature made its muzzle go


    
      125

    


    in toward its temples and its cheeks express


    ears from the shifted matter’s overflow.


    With what it still retained of that excess,


    in the middle of its face a man’s nose grew,


    its lips plumped to a human fleshiness.


    
      130

    


    Meanwhile, the one who’d fallen started to


    push out a snout and pull his ears inside,


    as snails when they retract their horns will do.


    His tongue, which had been fit for speech and wide,


    now forked. The other’s tongue, which had been split,


    
      135

    


    now fused. And now I saw the smoke subside.


    The new-formed beast went scampering through the pit,


    emitting hissing noises as it fled.


    The other one was spitting after it.


    He turned new shoulders toward the third and said:


    
      140

    


    “Now I’ll let Buoso have the degradation


    of running on all fours the way I did.”


    Thus the mutation and the transmutation


    of the seventh dump. Put it down to my surprise


    at the strangeness, if I err in my narration.


    
      145

    


    My mind had been bewildered and my eyes


    confused, and yet, despite how furtively


    they fled away, I could clearly recognize


    Puccio Sciancato. Of the original three


    he was the only one to undergo


    
      150

    


    no changes. And the other one was he


    on whose account, Gaville, your tears flow.

  

  
    CANTO XXVI


    Florence, rejoice at how great you have grown,


    wings beating over land and sea, with fame


    spread all through Hell! I found five of your own


    among the thieves, a fact that inflicts shame


    
      5

    


    that is clinging to me still. I say to you,


    that fact adds no great honor to your name.


    But if the things we dream toward dawn are true,


    then you will feel, in a time soon to come,


    what Prato craves for you, as others do.


    
      10

    


    It would not be too soon if it had come.


    Since it must come, then let it. It will be


    more burdensome the older I become.


    We left that place, going up where previously


    we had descended on the crags we found.


    
      15

    


    My leader mounted first, then lifted me.


    We made our solitary way around


    the rocks and the projections as we went.


    Without the hand, the foot could gain no ground.


    I lamented then, and now lament,


    
      20

    


    over what I saw, and here I have denied


    my genius its full freedom, to prevent


    its wandering where virtue does not guide.


    If my good star or an even higher grace


    gave me this gift, it should not be misapplied.


    
      25

    


    In the season when the light-giver hides his face


    the least from us, at the hour when flies yield


    to the mosquitoes come to take their place,


    as many as are the fireflies revealed


    to the peasant resting on the height


    
      30

    


    near where he harvests grapes and tills the field,


    with that many flames the eighth pouch was alight,


    as I could see upon arriving where


    the bottom of the ditch came into sight.


    And as the one avenged by bears was there


    
      35

    


    to see the chariot of Elijah rise


    to Heaven as the horses rose through air,


    but found he could not watch it, as his eyes


    saw nothing but the fire in its glide


    toward Heaven like a cloudlet through the skies,


    
      40

    


    so it was here, where all the fires hide


    their theft, as through the gullet of the ditch


    each steals off with a sinful soul inside.


    Eager to see, I’d stood up on the bridge,


    and if I hadn’t grasped a rock, without


    
      45

    


    a push I would have fallen from the ledge.


    My leader, when he saw me leaning out,


    said: “In the flames the spirits are confined.


    With burning sheets they wrap themselves about.”


    “Master, what I already was inclined


    
      50

    


    to assume was so, your words have verified,


    and a question was already in my mind:


    Who’s in that flame whose highest parts divide


    as if it surged up from the funeral pyre


    where Eteocles was laid at his brother’s side?”


    
      55

    


    He answered: “Joined in torment in that fire


    Ulysses and Diomedes bear the force


    of vengeance, as they once were joined in ire.


    There they bemoan the ambush of the horse


    which made the gate the noble seed of Rome


    
      60

    


    passed through as it set forth upon its course,


    and rue the guile that took Achilles from


    Deïdamìa, who mourns him still, though dead,


    and there they pay for the Palladium.”


    “If they can speak within those sparks,” I said,


    
      65

    


    “master, I pray you fervently, and pray


    you hear a thousand prayers in this one’s stead,


    do not deny me my desire to stay


    until that two-pronged flame comes here. You see


    how eagerly I’m leaning out that way.”


    
      70

    


    “Your prayer deserves much praise,” he said to me,


    “and I accept it. But you must restrain


    your tongue just now and listen quietly.


    Leave speech to me. There’s no need to explain


    what you desire. But since those two were Greek,


    
      75

    


    your speaking to them might provoke disdain.”


    The flame came nearer, leaving him to seek


    the appropriate place and moment to pursue


    his purpose. Then I heard my leader speak:


    “O you who are in one flame and yet are two,


    
      80

    


    if I earned praise from you while I drew breath,


    if I earned much or little praise from you


    writing my lofty verses, then herewith


    remain, and let the one of you tell where


    he went, when he was lost, to find his death.”


    
      85

    


    Humming, the greater of the horns that share


    that ancient fire fluttered like a flame


    struggling against a current in the air.


    Its tip began to wriggle with the same


    movements as a tongue engaged in speech,


    
      90

    


    a voice was flung from it, and these words came:


    “When I was freed at last from Circe’s reach,


    who had detained me for a year or more


    near Gaeta, as Aeneas would name that beach,


    not reverence for an aged father, or


    
      95

    


    warmth toward a son, or love I should profess


    to Penelope, which she would be glad for,


    could overcome my ardor to possess


    experience of the world and humanity


    in all its worth and all its wickedness.


    
      100

    


    So I set forth upon the open sea


    with just one vessel from my fleet’s remains


    and those few men who’d not deserted me.


    We sailed both shores, Morocco’s coast and Spain’s.


    As far as to Sardinia did we go,


    
      105

    


    and other islands which that sea contains.


    My mariners and I were old and slow


    when we came to that narrow channel lined


    by Hercules with his marks so men would know


    they must not go beyond the bounds assigned.


    
      110

    


    On the right side Seville now disappeared,


    on the left side Ceuta lay behind.


    ‘Through a hundred thousand dangers we have steered,


    brothers,’ I said, ‘to reach these western gates.


    Now has the brief vigil of our senses neared


    
      115

    


    its close, so let us not forswear our fates


    but embrace experience, tracing the sun’s route


    to the unpeopled region that awaits.


    Think of your birthright. Living like a brute


    is not the destiny of men like you,


    
      120

    


    but knowledge and virtue ever our pursuit.’


    With these few words of mine, my shipmates grew


    so eager to go on that even I


    could not have stopped them had I wanted to.


    Setting our stern against the morning sky,


    
      125

    


    we turned our oars to wings in our mad flight,


    gaining always on the left as days flew by.


    The other pole and all its stars showed night


    their faces now, and so low was our own


    on the ocean floor, it barely was in sight.


    
      130

    


    Five times already had the light that shone


    below the moon been lit and quenched once more


    since we had sailed into the vast unknown,


    when in the distance on the course we bore


    a huge dark mountain loomed, that seemed to be


    
      135

    


    taller than any I had seen before.


    Our joy was quickly turned to misery.


    A whirlwind rose up from where we were bound


    and rammed the prow of our vessel violently.


    With the churning sea it spun the ship around


    
      140

    


    three times, and on the fourth time the stern rose,


    as pleased Another, and the prow was downed,


    and over us we saw the waters close.”

  

  
    CANTO XXVII


    Its speaking done, the flame stood straight and still,


    and then departed when allowed to take


    its leave of us through the good poet’s will.


    Another that came toward us in its wake


    
      5

    


    drew our attention with the sputtering


    and garbled noises that we heard it make.


    As the Sicilian bull (whose bellowing


    began with screams—and this was justified—


    from him whose file had fashioned the vile thing),


    
      10

    


    although it was made out of brass, still cried


    as if transfixed with pain, with a voice that came


    from the victim sealed in its inside,


    with these forlorn words it was much the same.


    When they could find no path or outlet, they


    
      15

    


    were changed into the language of the flame.


    But when at last the sounds had pushed their way


    up to the fire’s tip and forced it through


    the movements the tongue made, we heard it say:


    “O you at whom I aim my voice, and who


    
      20

    


    just now spoke Lombard, for I could discern


    the words ‘Now go, I ask no more of you,’


    perhaps I’ve come late, but before you turn


    may it not irk you to converse with me.


    It doesn’t irk me, even though I burn!


    
      25

    


    If you have just now left sweet Italy,


    which I bring all my guilt from, dropped below


    to this blind world, if peace or war may be


    in Romagna now is what I wish to know.


    I’m from the mountains between Urbino and


    
      30

    


    the chain in which the Tiber starts its flow.”


    And then my leader, when he saw me stand


    intently leaning forward, touched my side


    and said: “You speak to him. He’s from your land.”


    Without delay, I readily supplied


    
      35

    


    an answer there was no need to prepare:


    “O spirit down there, whom the fires hide,


    today in your Romagna war is where


    it always was, in tyrants’ hearts,” I said,


    “but when I left, there was no fighting there.


    
      40

    


    Polenta’s eagle is brooding overhead


    at Ravenna, where things are as they’ve been.


    As far as Cervia his wings are spread.


    The city that piled up French corpses when


    it held off the long siege it suffered through


    
      45

    


    is caught beneath the green paws once again.


    The mastiffs of Verrucchio, old and new,


    who sank their teeth into Montagna’s throat,


    still ply those fangs as they are wont to do.


    The white-laired lionet has the towns on both


    
      50

    


    Santerno and Lamone under his sway.


    As summer turns to winter, he turns his coat.


    And the city on the Savio lies today


    between tyranny and freedom, as it lies


    between the plain and mountain. Now, I pray,


    
      55

    


    say who you are. Be as free in your replies


    as another’s been with you, so may your name


    remain forever vivid in men’s eyes.”


    After the fire had bellowed in the same


    way as before, its pointed tip went through


    
      60

    


    its movements once again, and these words came:


    “If I thought that I spoke to someone who


    might see the world again, then there would be


    no further stirrings of this flame for you.


    Since no one leaves these depths of misery


    
      65

    


    alive, from all that I have heard reported,


    I answer without fear of infamy.


    I was a man of arms, and then a corded


    friar, to make amends, and all seemed well


    and would have been, but that my hopes were thwarted


    
      70

    


    by the high priest—may his soul rot in Hell—


    who pulled me back to those first sins I’d known,


    the how and why of which I wish to tell.


    While I still had the form of flesh and bone


    my mother gave to me, it was the style


    
      75

    


    of fox, not lion, that I made my own.


    All covert ways and every kind of wile


    I knew, and did such fine things in that art,


    reports went round the Earth of my great guile.


    But when I saw myself come to that part


    
      80

    


    of the life of every man when it is best


    to strike the sails and coil the ropes, my heart


    was pained by what had pleased it. I confessed,


    repented, and turned friar. All of these,


    alas, would have secured my interest.


    
      85

    


    Ah, but the Prince of the new Pharisees


    was waging war hard by the Lateran.


    No Jews or Saracens were his enemies.


    His foes were Christians, every single one,


    and none had gone to conquer Acre or


    
      90

    


    traded where the sultan’s will is done.


    He took no heed of the great keys he bore,


    or of his holy orders, or my cord,


    which made its wearers thin in times before.


    Constantine sent to Soracte and implored


    
      95

    


    Sylvester to cure his leprosy, as I


    had been sent for to doctor to this lord


    because the fever of his pride ran high.


    When he sought the advice of his physician,


    his words seemed drunken. I made no reply.


    
      100

    


    He said: ‘Your heart need harbor no suspicion.


    I absolve you on the spot, so you must state


    how I may cause Penestrino’s demolition.


    For I can lock and unlock Heaven’s gate,


    as you know, with these two keys I display,


    
      105

    


    which he before me failed to venerate.’


    These weighty reasons showed me that to stay


    silent would be the worst response of all,


    so I said: ‘Father, since you wash away


    the sin in which I am about to fall,


    
      110

    


    to hold your throne triumphantly, provide


    large promises, but make the keeping small.’


    Saint Francis came to get me when I died,


    but one of the black Cherubim came along


    and said: ‘Leave him! Justice will be denied


    
      115

    


    if I can’t have him for my sordid throng


    because of the false counsel he presented.


    I’ve tailed him since the instant of that wrong.


    No one can be absolved who has not repented,


    and repent what he still wills, no one can do.


    
      120

    


    The inherent contradiction must prevent it.’


    O wretched me! How I shuddered when he threw


    his hands upon me, saying: ‘Did you fail


    to realize that I know logic too?’


    He dragged me down where Minos wrapped his tail


    
      125

    


    round his hard back eight times. In an excess


    of rage he bit it and began to rail:


    ‘This one goes to the thieving flames!’ And thus


    I’ve come to perdition, robed in the array


    you see before you, going in bitterness.”


    
      130

    


    When he had finished what he had to say,


    with pointed tip still twisting to and fro


    the grieving fire slowly went away.


    My guide and I walked on from there, to go


    to the bridge that the next pouch stretches under.


    
      135

    


    The souls sent here to pay the debt they owe


    have earned their load by putting things asunder.

  

  
    CANTO XXVIII


    Even in words not bounded by rhyme’s law,


    through many repetitions of the tale,


    how could the blood and wounds that I now saw


    be fully told? All tongues would surely fail,


    
      5

    


    because our powers of speech and memory


    cannot comprehend on such a scale.


    If all Apulia’s wounded could now be


    gathered, those of that fateful country who


    bewailed blood spilled by Trojan infantry,


    
      10

    


    and those in the long war whose blood led to


    the great spoils of the rings—so does Livy say


    in his history, where what he tells is true—


    and those who felt the heavy blows when they


    resisted Robert Guiscard’s steady press,


    
      15

    


    and those whose bones are still piled up today


    at Ceprano, scene of Apulian faithlessness,


    and there near Tagliacozzo where the old


    Alardo won the victory weaponless,


    and one showed his pierced limb and one made bold


    
      20

    


    to show his stump, it all would not begin


    to approach the loathsomeness of the ninth hold.


    A cask, when a midboard or cant has been


    removed, won’t gape as wide as one I saw


    whose body was split open from the chin


    
      25

    


    to the farthole. Between his legs his raw


    entrails spilled out, with his vitals visible


    and the foul sack where what goes through the maw


    is turned to shit. I was looking at him, full


    of wonder. He said, when he saw me stare,
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    spreading his breast open: “Watch me pull,


    see mangled Mohammed tear himself! And there


    walking before me, weeping, is Alì,


    with his face split from his chin to his hair.


    Since all these other sinners that you see
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    sowed scandal and schism in their lives, now they


    are ripped apart in reciprocity.


    Back there a devil waits to hack and flay


    each of us with the sharp edge of his blade,


    cleaving anew, each time we pass his way,
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    each member of this miserable parade,


    for by the time we’ve circled the whole pit


    we’re healed of all the cuts already made.


    But who are you? Are you putting off a bit,


    by musing on the ridge, the punishments
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    pronounced on you for sins that you admit?”


    “Death has not found him yet, and no offense


    brings him for torment,” said my guide, “but to


    provide him with a full experience,


    it’s right that I, who am dead, lead him through
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    ring after ring of Hell, and every word


    is just as true as that I speak to you.”


    More than a hundred in the ditch were stirred


    to gape at me, forgetting their agony,


    standing amazed at what they had just heard.
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    “Tell Fra Dolcino, since you may soon see


    the sun again, that if he wants to live


    before joining me, to fill his armory


    with provisions, lest snow’s grip should give


    the Novarese a victory that they
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    might otherwise find difficult to achieve.”


    Before Mohammed had faced me to say


    these words, he’d raised his foot into the air,


    and now he put it down and went away.


    A soul with throat pierced through was standing there.
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    His nose was cut off to the brows, his head


    had only one ear left. He’d stopped to stare,


    struck like the rest by what my guide had said.


    Before them all, he stuck his fingers in


    and pulled apart his throat, which was bright red,
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    and spoke: “O you who aren’t damned by sin,


    and whom I sometimes saw in Italy


    unless there’s someone who could be your twin,


    you know the sweet plain sloping tenderly


    from Vercelli to Marcabò. If you see it again,
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    keep Pier da Medicina in memory.


    Tell Guido and Angiolello, Fano’s best men,


    that if our foresight here is in accord


    with what will be, the time is coming when,


    bound with weights, they’ll be thrown overboard
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    near La Cattolica, sunk without a trace


    through the treachery of an evil lord.


    Neptune has never seen a crime so base


    from Cyprus to the isles that lie near Spain,


    neither by pirates nor the Argive race.
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    That one-eyed traitor, who holds as his domain


    the city from whose sight one at my side


    could wish he had been able to abstain,


    will call them there to parley, but provide


    such treatment that they’ll need no vow or prayer
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    that Focara’s wind be pacified.”


    I said: “Tell who he is, and show me where,


    who found the city bitter to his eye,


    if you’d have me bring news of you up there.”


    He grabbed the jaw of one who stood nearby
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    and pulled it so the mouth came open, stating:


    “Here he is, and he doesn’t talk. He was forced to fly


    from Rome, and when Caesar was hesitating,


    he extinguished Caesar’s doubts. ‘A man prepared,’


    he said, ‘can only hurt himself by waiting.’ ”
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    I was shocked to see the way he fared,


    lost, his tongue hacked out to his throat’s base,


    this Curio whose speech had always dared.


    And one with both hands lopped began to raise


    his stumps in the dusky air imploringly
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    so that they spattered blood across his face.


    He cried: “And Mosca too! Remember me


    who said ‘What’s done is finished,’ seed that had


    such ill effects for all of Tuscany—”


    “—and killed off your whole line,” I was quick to add,


    
      115

    


    at which, pain piled on pain, he turned to go


    like a man that misery has driven mad.


    I stayed to watch the multitude below


    and saw a sight I would not have revealed


    without more proof that it was really so,
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    but, knowing that I saw it, I am steeled


    by conscience, a just man’s support and stay


    whose sense of right protects him like a shield.


    Truly I saw, as I can see today,


    a headless body with the others there,
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    trudging like them along the dismal way.


    It held its severed head up by the hair,


    swinging it like a lantern in the night


    as it cried “Oh me!” and caught us with its stare.


    Out of itself it made itself a light.
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    They were two in one and one in two. How this


    could be is known to Him who in His might


    ordains it. When he stood right under us,


    beneath the bridge, he held his arm up straight


    to bring us closer so we wouldn’t miss
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    these words: “Behold my miserable fate.


    Live man among the dead, in your journeying


    try to find another punishment so great.


    Know I am Bertran de Born, so you may bring


    news of me back with you. I am the one
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    who counseled wickedness to the young king.


    Because of me, the father fought the son.


    Ahithophel did no worse when he instigated


    wickedly with King David and Absalon.


    Two who were one, by me were separated.
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    I carry my brain separated from its source


    inside this trunk. In me is demonstrated


    how the law of retribution takes its course.”

  

  
    CANTO XXIX


    So many souls with wounds so red and raw


    made my besotted eyes desire to stay


    and weep for the mutilation that they saw.


    “Why are you staring?” I heard Virgil say.
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    “Why do you keep your sight so riveted


    on all those maimed and wretched shades this way?


    You haven’t done that with the other dead.


    This ring is twenty-two miles around, and so


    keep that in mind if you mean to count each head.
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    The moon’s beneath our feet, and we must go.


    The time allowed grows short, and you will find


    there’s more to see than what you see below.”


    “If you had known why I was so inclined


    to stand and look down there,” I told him then,
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    “perhaps you’d have agreed to stay behind.”


    He’d taken up the journey once again.


    I followed in his footsteps while I made


    my answer, adding: “There, where I have been


    staring so hard, I believe I saw the shade
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    of one of my kinsmen in the crowd that cry


    the guilt for which they have so dearly paid.”


    My guide said: “Your attention shouldn’t lie


    in that direction. Leave him there, and switch


    your thoughts to other things as we pass by.
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    He pointed at you from beneath the bridge,


    thrusting his finger threateningly, the one


    called Geri del Bello by those in the ditch.


    Just then you were completely focused on


    the soul that once held Hautefort. When you came
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    to look where he’d been standing, he was gone.”


    “His violent death, my leader, whose just claim


    for vengeance is not yet fulfilled by those


    who have been implicated in the shame,


    made him indignant. I think that’s why he chose
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    to leave,” I said, “without a word to me,


    and that is why my pity for him grows.”


    Saying these things, we walked on until we


    could have looked down where the next valley lies,


    right to the bottom, were there light to see.
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    And now, from where we stood upon the rise,


    Malebolge’s final cloister was unveiled,


    with its lay brothers there before our eyes.


    Weird lamentations, barbed with pity, assailed


    my ears so horribly that my hands flew
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    to cover them against the souls that wailed.


    Such pain as there would be all summer through


    if the ill in Maremma’s hospitals, as well


    as those in Sardinia’s and Valdichiana’s too,


    were piled into a single ditch to dwell,
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    such pain was here, and all the air was rank


    with putrefaction’s flesh-decaying smell.


    Still turning left, we moved along the flank.


    I saw the depths more clearly as we wound


    our way down to the long reef’s final bank.
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    Infallible Justice, God’s minister, is found


    punishing the falsifiers there


    whose sins she has recorded above ground.


    I do not think that it was worse to bear


    the sight of Aegina when its people fell
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    victim to such contagion in the air


    that with every other animal


    even worms succumbed, though the ancient men


    (so poets who believe the story tell)


    from eggs of ants sprang into life again,
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    than to see shades heaped in disarray


    as they languished there in that dark den.


    One lay on another’s belly, and one lay


    across another’s shoulders, and one went


    crawling on all fours down the dismal way.
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    With slow steps, without speaking, all intent,


    we watched and heard the sick, who could not put


    themselves upright. Two who were sitting leant


    against each other, looking, as I thought,


    like two pots set to keep warm side by side,
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    and both were marked with scabs from head to foot.


    I’ve never seen a currycomb being plied


    by a groom who unwillingly is still awake


    or a stableboy whose master waits to ride


    so fiercely as I saw these sinners rake
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    their own flesh, because nothing else avails


    against the burning itch. The scabs would flake


    when they were dragged by the souls’ fingernails,


    the way a knife will scrape a carp or do


    the same to fish with even larger scales.
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    My leader spoke to one of them: “O you


    whose fingers strip your chain mail bit by bit


    and now and then turn into pincers too,


    tell us if any Italian sinners sit


    with you, so may your nails be vigorous
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    and for the work at hand prove ever fit.”


    “We that you see disfigured, both of us


    are Italian,” said the soul, who now began


    to weep. “And you, who are so curious?”


    My guide said: “I conduct this living man
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    ever deeper through the regions of the dead.


    To show him all Hell’s levels is my plan.”


    They broke their shared support. Each turned his head,


    trembling, to look at me. Among the rest,


    those who had overheard what Virgil said,
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    many did likewise. My good master pressed


    close to me, saying: “Say what you would say.”


    I spoke then, in accord with his request:


    “So may the thought of you not fade away,


    up in the first world, from man’s memory


    
      105

    


    but live instead for many and many a day,


    say who you are and of what ancestry.


    Don’t let your hideous penalty and its shame


    keep you from speaking.” And one said to me:


    “Born in Arezzo, I was put to the flame
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    at Albero of Siena’s will, although


    what I died for isn’t why I came


    to this. I told him: ‘I can fly, you know,’


    thinking to have myself a bit of fun.


    He, who was eager but whose wits were slow,
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    demanded that I show how it was done.


    Because I could not make him Dedalus,


    he had me burned by one who called him son.


    What brought me to this tenth and last pit was


    alchemy. Minos damned me to this place,
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    whose judgment cannot be erroneous.”


    I asked my bard: “Has there ever been a race


    so empty-headed as the Sienese?


    They’re far worse than the French, in any case.”


    The other leper, listening to these
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    remarks of mine, responded: “Even so,


    make an exception for Stricca, if you please,


    that moderate spender, and for Niccolò,


    who showed how clove and costliness could sit


    together in the garden where such seeds grow,
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    and the club where Caccia d’Asciano once saw fit


    to squander his vineyard and his woodland too


    and moonstruck Abbagliato showed his wit.


    But let your eye grow sharp to show you who


    seconds you on Sienese stupidity,
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    so that my face may also answer you.


    I am Capocchio’s shade. Through alchemy


    I gave the metals a deceptive shape.


    And you, if I have eyed you properly,


    recall how skilled I was as nature’s ape.”

  

  
    CANTO XXX


    In days when Juno burned with indignation


    at Theban blood because of Semelè,


    showing her wrath on more than one occasion,


    Athamas suffered such insanity
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    that when he saw his wife walk, holding one


    of their sons in each arm, he cried out: “See


    the lioness and her cubs! Before they run


    to the pass, spread the nets out on the ground!”


    And then with ruthless claws he seized his son
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    Learchus and began to whirl him round


    and smashed him on a rock. She, horrified,


    leaped in the sea with the other one and drowned.


    When Fortune leveled the all-daring pride


    of Troy with the infliction of the war
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    in which the king and his whole kingdom died,


    Hecuba, lost, enslaved, her heart made sore


    to see Polyxena slain and then to find


    her Polydorus stretched dead on the shore,


    was driven into madness and declined
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    to howling, barking like a dog because


    the weight of the great grief had wrenched her mind.


    But frenzy never showed so furious


    a face in Thebes or Troy, inciting men


    or beasts with such ferocity as was
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    displayed by two souls that ran up just then,


    naked and pale, biting everything around


    like pigs that have been turned out of the pen.


    Sinking its tusks into his nape, one downed


    Capocchio and dragged him on ahead
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    so that his belly scraped the solid ground.


    “That lunatic is Gianni Schicchi,” said


    the Aretine, who was shivering with fear,


    “rabidly ripping at the other dead.”


    “So may its fangs not find you, please make clear,”
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    I said, “just who the other one may be


    before it turns and runs away from here.”


    “That is the ancient shade,” he answered me,


    “of wicked Myrrha, who came to love her father


    beyond the bounds of all propriety.
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    Then she assumed the image of another


    so she might dare to lie with him in sin,


    much like the demon running off: that other


    impersonated Buoso Donati to win


    the lady of the herd, and even made
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    a will with all the proper words put in.”


    Those rabid two on whom my eyes had stayed


    had run off, and I turned round to survey


    the ranks of many a misbegotten shade.


    One was shaped like a lute, so I would say,
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    if the part below the groin where man is split,


    forking in two, had here been cut away.


    The heavy dropsy, in which the humors sit


    ill-mixed, with the members badly blended


    and face and belly disproportionate,
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    spread his lips like a hectic’s when distended


    by racking thirst, with both of them thrust out.


    One curled up while the other one descended.


    “You who are here in this horrid world without


    any punishment,” he said, “though I can’t see
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    just why that is, look at me and take note


    of Master Adam in his misery.


    Alive I had everything I wished, and here


    one drop of water would be all to me.


    The streams of Casentino, cool and clear,
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    flowing out of the green hills as they race


    down to the Arno, constantly appear


    before me, not for nothing, in this place.


    The image of them parches me much more


    than this disease that wastes away my face.
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    The rigid justice prodding at my core


    uses the place where I misused my wit


    and makes my sighs fly faster than before.


    Romena’s there, where I learned to counterfeit


    the coins stamped with the Baptist, and was thrown
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    on the flames and burnt alive because of it.


    I’d rather see one of those brothers moan—


    Alessandro, Guido, the other—at my side


    than have the Fonte Branda for my own.


    If the rabid souls who run round haven’t lied,
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    one of the three’s already here below.


    What good is that to me, whose limbs are tied?


    Were I still light enough that I could go,


    every hundred years, one inch along the ground,


    I’d have set out already, even though
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    this circle is eleven miles around


    and half a mile across, to find that man


    down here where the disfigured ones abound.


    Because of them I’m numbered in this clan.


    The striking of the florins with the three


    
      90

    


    carats of alloy—it was all their plan.”


    I said: “And who might these two wretches be,


    steaming like wet hands in the winter chill,


    lying close by your western boundary?”


    And he: “I found them there, completely still,
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    when I was first rained down into this trench.


    They’ve never moved. I think they never will.


    Joseph’s accuser is that lying wench,


    and this is Sinon, Troy’s false Greek. The drought


    of fever makes them give off such a stench.”
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    Perhaps annoyed at being talked about


    with such dark imputation, one of them


    punched him right where his solid paunch puffed out.


    It sounded like the beating of a drum.


    Then Master Adam smacked him in the face
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    with an arm just as hard, and said to him:


    “My legs may keep me fastened to this place


    because of their great weight, but at my side


    I have a free arm fit for such a case.”


    “When you were burned,” the other one replied,


    
      110

    


    “there wasn’t very much that arm could do,


    but it worked just fine for the coins you falsified.”


    And the dropsical: “What you say now is true,


    but you didn’t give such truthful testimony


    the day the Trojan leaders questioned you.”
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    “My words were false. You falsified the money,”


    said Sinon. “One sin brought me here. Yours were


    a multitude. What demon did so many?”


    And the paunch: “Recall the horse, you perjurer.


    May it stretch you on the rack to realize
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    the whole world knows you for a lying cur.”


    “May you be racked by thirst that cracks and dries


    your tongue,” the Greek said, “and the rancid fen


    that makes your gut a hedge before your eyes.”


    “Your sickness spreads your big mouth, which has been
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    your bane before,” the coiner said. “I’m sick


    with thirst, and humors make me swell, but then


    your head aches and your limbs burn. You’d be quick


    to give, without much need for invitation,


    the mirror of Narcissus a good lick.”
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    As I gave them my total concentration,


    my master told me: “Watch some more, I say,


    and you will answer to my indignation.”


    And when I heard him speak to me that way


    in wrath, I turned to face him hurriedly
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    with shame that shakes me to this very day.


    As one who dreams he is in jeopardy


    and, dreaming, wishes it a dream, and thus


    wants what is real as if it were fantasy,


    so I became, all speechless there, because
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    I wanted to seek pardon, and I did


    seek pardon without knowing that I was.


    “Less shame would wash away,” my master said,


    “a greater fault than yours, so do not fear,


    and let your sadness dissipate. Instead,
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    remember that I always will be near


    if ever it should be that fortune brings


    such arguments as this one to your ear,


    for it is low to want to hear such things.”

  

  
    CANTO XXXI


    I had been pricked by one and the same tongue,


    making my two cheeks tingle and turn red,


    which then supplied the balm where it had stung.


    The spear of Achilles and his father led,
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    as I’ve heard, to a sad gift where it hit,


    then, likewise, came a good one in its stead.


    We turned our backs upon the dreadful pit,


    and then without a word we climbed the height


    of the embankment that surrounded it.
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    Here it was less than day and less than night.


    I could barely see my way as we went on,


    but then I heard a horn blast with such might


    that thunder’s quiet by comparison.


    My eyes were drawn to one spot as I traced
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    the sound right back to where it had begun.


    Not even Roland blew so fiercely, faced


    with the grievous rout of Charlemagne’s brigade


    and the holy guardsmen’s ranks laid waste.


    And shortly after I had turned my head
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    to look that way, I saw what seemed to be


    a host of enormous towers, so I said:


    “Master, what is that city there?” And he:


    “You pierce the darkness from too far, and stray


    in your imagining of what you see.
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    When you draw near, your vision will display


    how distance makes the sense misunderstand,


    so spur your footsteps on along the way.”


    And then affectionately he took my hand


    and said: “To make this less strange, you should know
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    before we cross the intervening land


    that those are giants, not towers, where we must go,


    and from the waist down they are standing where


    the bank surrounds them, in the pit below.”


    As when a mist whose vapor packs the air
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    begins to dissipate, and bit by bit


    the eye makes out more clearly what is there,


    as I came ever nearer to the pit,


    cutting the dark and thick air with my sight,


    my error fled and fear succeeded it.
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    For just as Montereggione crowns the height


    of its long wall with towers in the sky,


    so here the horrible giants, whom Jove’s might


    still threatens when he thunders from on high,


    betowered with half themselves the bank that drew
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    a circle round the pit. Already I


    could see the face of one come into view,


    his dangling arms, his shoulders, and his chest,


    and a fair portion of his belly too.


    Nature, when she decided to desist
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    from making them, and took such instruments


    away from Mars, was acting for the best.


    Though she does not repent of elephants


    and whales, those who consider it will find


    she demonstrates more justice and good sense,
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    for if she added faculty of mind


    to power and malevolence, our race


    would be destroyed by creatures of that kind.


    His face was big as the pinecone Rome displays


    before Saint Peter’s on the holy ground,
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    with his bones in proportion to his face.


    The bank, which was an apron all around


    his lower parts, revealed his upper shape


    and length, so that three Frieslanders would sound


    a vain boast if they thought to reach his nape,
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    for I saw thirty spans of him, or more,


    downward from where a man will tie his cape.


    “Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi!” tore


    from his raw throat. That fierce cry seemed to be


    the sweetest psalm his mouth was fitted for.
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    My leader called: “Mass of stupidity,


    keep to your horn! Blowing it would be best


    when rage or passions seize you suddenly!


    You tower of confusion, I suggest


    you feel your neck to find the strap you wear
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    that holds the horn in place on your huge chest.”


    He said to me: “That self-accuser there


    is Nimrod. Through his vile idea alone


    we lack one common language everywhere.


    Let’s not waste breath, but leave him on his own.
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    All languages will sound to him as will


    his tongue to us, which is totally unknown.”


    Then, turning to the left, we walked until


    we’d gone as far as a crossbow shot, and found


    the next one, far more fierce and huger still.
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    Just who the master was who had him bound


    I cannot say, but he was shackled tight


    by a chain that ringed his neck and wrapped around


    to pin his left arm in the front, his right


    behind his back, then coiled five times before
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    it wound below his waist and out of sight.


    “This proud one tried his strength by making war


    upon almighty Jove,” my guide said then,


    “and here you see the fruit his efforts bore.


    He, Ephialtes, struck the great blows when
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    giants made gods afraid. Then they swung free,


    those arms of his, but they never moved again.”


    And I replied to him: “If it might be,


    these eyes of mine would like to gaze upon


    Briareus in his immensity.”
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    “You’ll see Antaeus not much further on,


    who speaks and who is wholly unrestrained.


    He’ll set us down where the worst souls have gone.


    The one you want is far off,” he explained.


    “Though his face is more ferocious, his limbs take
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    the shape of this one’s, and he too is chained.”


    Never did nature cause the Earth to quake


    and make a tower tremble with such might


    as when Ephialtes gave himself a shake.


    Now more than ever, death filled me with fright,


    
      110

    


    and fear alone would have furnished the event


    had I not seen the chains that held him tight.


    We came upon Antaeus as we went.


    He rose a full five ells above the ground,


    with head not counted in the measurement.
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    “O you who, in the fateful vale that crowned


    Scipio heir of glory on the day


    when Hannibal and his army turned around,


    once took a thousand lions as your prey,


    and, had you joined your brothers in the field


    
      120

    


    in their high war, there are many who still say


    Earth’s sons would have compelled the gods to yield,


    lower us, not disdaining to do so,


    to the cold in which Cocytus has been sealed.


    Don’t curl your lip, but bend. Don’t make us go
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    to Tityus or Typhon. Be assured


    this man can give what’s longed for here below.


    Through him your earthly fame may be restored.


    He lives, and hopes for long life, unless graced


    by early summons to his last reward,”
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    my master said. The other one in haste


    held out the huge hands in whose vigorous


    clutches had Hercules once been embraced.


    When Virgil felt their grip, he called me thus:


    “Come here to me, so I may gather you,”
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    and made one bundle of the two of us.


    As the Garisenda seems to someone who


    stands under it when a cloud comes overhead


    athwart the way the tower leans, so too


    Antaeus seemed, stooping with his hands spread


    
      140

    


    to pick me up. Just then I wished we were


    going by some other road instead.


    On the bottom that swallows Lucifer


    with Judas he set us down. He didn’t wait,


    bending there, but at once began to stir
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    and, like a ship’s mast, stood up tall and straight.

  

  
    CANTO XXXII


    With harsh and clacking rhymes that could convey


    the nature of that hole of misery


    on which all other rocks converge and weigh,


    I would press out the juice more thoroughly
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    from my conception. Lacking them, I fall


    to the work at hand with some anxiety,


    for to describe the very floor of all


    the universe is nothing to attract


    an idle mind, no task for tongues that call


    
      10

    


    mama! and papa! May my attempts be backed


    by those ladies aiding Amphion when


    he walled Thebes, so my words won’t stray from fact.


    Most misbegotten rabble in that den


    so hard to speak of, better far had you
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    been born as sheep or goats instead of men!


    Down in the dark pit we’d been carried to,


    far beneath the giant’s feet, and standing where


    I had the enormous wall still fixed in view,


    I heard a voice that said to me: “Take care
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    not to step on the poor heads, as you pass,


    of the wretched weary brothers there.”


    I saw before me, under me, a mass


    of solid water, a lake frozen over


    that looked much less like water than like glass.


    
      25

    


    Never in Austria did the Danube River


    or the far Don, where winter is most bleak,


    provide their currents with so thick a cover


    as there was here, and if the entire peak


    of Tambernic or Pietrapana were
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    to fall on it, not even the edge would creak.


    As when the croaking frogs will barely stir,


    mouths out of water, when the peasant will


    dream of the gleaning that means much to her,


    the dolorous souls in the ice were livid till
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    their heads emerged with faces shame had dyed.


    Their teeth were clicking like a stork’s long bill.


    Each face looked down. Their mouths all testified


    to the fierce cold, and all their eyes were signed


    with the deep misery that gnawed inside.
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    I looked around, and then glanced down to find


    two pressed together so intimately


    that the hair on their heads was intertwined.


    “Tell me,” I said to them, “who you may be,


    squeezed chest to chest.” They craned their necks, and when
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    they turned their faces up to look at me,


    their eyes, which had been only moist within,


    now overflowed. Tears trickled down and froze,


    locking them even tighter than they’d been.


    Two boards were never clamped as close as those
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    two souls. And now they butted head to head


    like goats, such anger held them in its throes.


    Face down nearby was another of the dead,


    whose ears had broken off in the bitter air.


    “Why reflect in us so long?” he said.
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    “If you would like to know about that pair,


    the Bisenzio valley was their father’s,


    by name Alberto, and was theirs to share.


    They came from the same womb. There are no others—


    search all Caïna and you’ll see it’s true—
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    more fit to set in aspic than those brothers.


    Not him whose breast and shadow were run through


    by Arthur, not Focaccia certainly,


    not him whose head completely blocks my view,


    Sassol Mascheroni, which should be,


    
      65

    


    if Tuscany’s the land from which you came,


    all you need hear to know his history.


    To stop your questions now, know that my name


    was Camiscion de’ Pazzi. I’m waiting till


    Carlino comes to mitigate my blame.”
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    Then I saw a thousand faces that the chill


    had purpled, and I shudder to this day


    when I see a frozen ford, and always will.


    And I was shivering as we made our way


    through endless cold to find that central place
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    where all gravity collects. I cannot say


    if will or fate or pure chance was the case,


    but, going past the heads, my foot swung out


    and kicked one hard, directly in the face.


    He wailed at me and then began to shout:
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    “What is this? If you’re not here to heap on


    revenge for Montaperti, why knock me about?”


    “Master,” I said, “let me linger with this one


    so I may satisfy a mental craving.


    I’ll walk as fast as need be when I’m done.”
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    I turned back to the soul, who was still raving,


    while my guide stopped. “Just who are you,” I said,


    “to criticize how others are behaving?”


    “Stomping through Antenora to kick the head


    of anyone that you please, just who are you?”
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    he cried. “It would be too much, if you weren’t dead.”


    “I’m not dead,” I replied, “and if it’s true


    that you crave fame, it’s worth your while to know


    that with the others I will name you too.”


    He said: “I crave the opposite. Now go,
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    get out of here, and leave me to my share.


    You don’t know how to flatter souls this low.”


    I answered, as I seized him by the hair


    upon his nape: “Now tell me what you’re called,


    or you won’t have a tuft left anywhere.”
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    He said: “I won’t tell! You can strip me bald.


    And I won’t show my face, not if you land


    on my head a thousand times and leave it mauled.”


    I took his hair and wrapped it round my hand


    as he barked and looked down to hide his brow,
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    and I’d already pulled more than one strand


    when someone called: “Bocca, what ails you now?


    Your flapping jaws are hard enough to endure,


    but barking? What devil’s at you anyhow?”


    “Now I don’t want another word from your
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    damned traitor’s mouth! And, to your shame,” I cried,


    “I’ll spread the news of you, you can be sure!”


    “Tell what you want. Just go away,” he replied.


    “But if you escape this place, take my advice


    and speak of him who just stretched his mouth wide.
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    He took French silver. Now he pays the price.


    ‘I saw the one from Duera,’ you can tell it,


    ‘in the bowl where the sinners are packed in ice.’


    And if they ask what others help to fill it,


    beside you there’s a Beccheria, the one
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    the Florentines paid back with a slit gullet.


    Gianni de’ Soldanieri and Ganelon


    are farther on. Tebaldello is another.


    He opened up Faenza before dawn.”


    After we left him, I saw two together,
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    frozen so close in one hole that the head


    of one was like a hood over the other.


    I stood and watched the higher one imbed


    his teeth in the other’s nape and brain, and eat


    the way a starving man devours bread.
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    The way Tydeus in his savage heat


    gnawed Menalippus’s head did I now see


    this one gnaw the skull and the soft meat.


    “O you who show such wild hostility,


    attacking him with bestial violence,
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    tell me why,” I said. “If it seems to me


    that you are justified by his offense


    to take such vengeance, then before I die


    in the world above you shall have recompense,


    unless my tongue should wither and turn dry.”

  

  
    CANTO XXXIII


    He paused his savage meal and raised his head


    from the one that he fed on in his fit,


    and wiped his mouth upon its hair, and said:


    “You ask me to revive a desperate
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    grief whose memory tears my heart, although


    I have yet to relate one word of it.


    But if my words are seeds from which will grow


    the fruit of this vile traitor’s evil fame,


    then I shall speak, and weep while doing so.
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    I don’t know who you are, or how you came


    down here, but from your speech you seem to be


    a Florentine. You should know that my name


    was Count Ugolino, and this one with me


    is Archbishop Ruggieri. I’ll explain
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    why I am such a neighbor as you see.


    How I was seized, and executed then—


    I’d trusted him while he betrayed and lied—


    there is no need to tell that tale again.


    But of what you cannot know—the way I died,
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    the cruelty—hear what I have to say.


    Whether he wronged me, you may then decide.


    A narrow opening in the Mew that they


    call Hunger now in memory of my plight,


    where prisoners are still placed to this day,
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    had shown me more than once the new moon’s light


    when I had the bad dream that tore in two


    the veil that hides the future from our sight.


    This man was there, the lord and master who


    pursued the wolf and his young cubs that sped


    
      30

    


    on the mountain that blocks Lucca from the view


    of Pisans. Trained hounds, lean and eager, led.


    Gualandi, Sismondi, and that other one,


    Lanfranchi, had been set to run ahead.


    The wolves seemed weary after a short run.
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    I seemed to see the dogs. Their sharp fangs ripped


    the soft flesh of the father and each son.


    Day had not dawned, but I no longer slept.


    My sons were there with me. Though still asleep,


    they called to me to give them bread, and wept.
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    You are cruel indeed if you can know the deep


    dread that I felt, and not yet shed a tear.


    If not this, what could ever make you weep?


    The time of our morning meal was drawing near.


    My children were awake. Their dreams had stirred


    
      45

    


    in each of them uneasiness and fear.


    From the horrible tower’s base I heard


    the door being nailed shut, and I looked into


    the faces of my sons, without a word.


    I did not weep. I was turned to stone all through.
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    They wept. And Anselmuccio spoke up when


    he saw my face: ‘Father, what’s troubling you?’


    I shed no tears and gave no answer then,


    and all that day and night I sat like stone,


    until the sun lit up the world again.
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    As soon as a small ray of sunlight shone


    in the miserable cell, and I could see


    four faces show the aspect of my own,


    I bit my hands in grief and agony.


    And they, assuming that I acted thus
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    for hunger, quickly rose and said to me:


    ‘Eat of us, Father. It will hurt us less.


    From you we have this wretched flesh we wear.


    Now it is yours to take away from us.’


    I calmed myself, to keep them from despair.
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    Alas, hard earth, you should have opened wide!


    Two more days passed while we sat silent there.


    And when it was the fourth day, Gaddo cried:


    ‘Father, why don’t you help me!’ I watched him fall


    outstretched before my feet. And there he died.
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    Just as you see me now, I saw them all,


    between the fifth and sixth days, one by one,


    drop down and die. Now blindness cast its pall.


    For two more days I crawled from son to son,


    calling to them, who were already dead.
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    Then fasting did what misery had not done.”


    Eyes twisting, having finished what he’d said,


    as a dog grinds a bone he turned back to


    his gnawing of the other’s wretched head.


    Pisa, disgrace of all the peoples who
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    fill the fair land where sì is heard, who show


    no readiness to rise and punish you,


    let Capraia and Gorgona go


    to dam the Arno’s mouth so that it may


    drown all your citizens with its overflow!
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    Even if Ugolino did betray


    your castles as reputed, you did wrong


    to put his sons upon the cross that way.


    New Thebes, there is no guilt in those so young


    as Uguiccione or Brigata or
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    the two already mentioned in my song.


    We reached another region and found more


    souls wrapped in coarse frost in the bitter chill,


    but these faced up, unlike the ones before.


    Here tears themselves make tears impossible.
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    The grief is blocked, turned inward when it tries


    to vent itself, making pain more painful still,


    for knots form with the first tears each one cries,


    and like a crystal visor they then spread


    to fill the hollows that surround the eyes.
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    Although, as with a callus that is dead


    to all sensation, the cold was so severe


    that all the feeling in my face had fled,


    I thought I felt a wind come blowing clear.


    “Master,” I turned to ask, “what forces drive
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    this current? Aren’t all vapors dead down here?”


    He answered: “Very soon you will arrive


    where your own eyes will give you your reply,


    with what rains down to keep this breath alive.”


    One wretch inside the cold crust gave a cry:
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    “O you two souls, so cruel that you have been


    assigned to where the very basest lie,


    pry off my face’s hard veils so I can


    vent my heart-soaking pain a bit before


    my tears begin to turn to ice again.”
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    “Say who you are,” I answered, “who implore.


    If I don’t help you then, may I be made


    to go to the bottom of the icy floor.”


    “I am Fra Alberigo, who displayed


    the fruits of the evil orchard,” he replied.
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    “Now, for my figs, with dates I am repaid.”


    And I to him: “Oh, you’ve already died?”


    “I have no information here,” he said,


    “on how my body fares on the other side.


    It often happens that a soul is sped
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    through Ptolomea’s privilege to this place


    while Atropos has yet to cut its thread.


    So that you’ll scrape the glazed tears from my face


    more readily, let me say this to you:


    soon as the soul betrays, as in my case,
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    its body’s taken by a devil who


    will be its master then in everything


    till its allotted time on Earth is through.


    To this cistern the soul comes plummeting.


    Still walking Earth may be the body of
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    this one behind me who’s here wintering.


    You must know, if you just came from above.


    He’s Ser Branca d’Oria. I’ll attest


    that he’s been down here many years.” “Enough,”


    I said to him, “I believe you are in jest.
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    I know that Branca d’Oria isn’t dead.


    He eats and drinks, he sleeps, and he gets dressed.”


    “Above, in the ditch of the Evilclaws,” he said,


    “there where the sticky pitch is boiling hot,


    Michel Zanche wasn’t yet deposited
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    when this one, dropping down here like a shot,


    left a devil in his body in his place,


    as did his kinsman who was in the plot.


    So, now reach out your arm and clear my face


    of the ice around my eyes.” But I refused.
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    Betrayal was true courtesy in this case.


    Genoans, strangers to the customs used


    by all good men, and filled with every vice,


    what keeps you on this Earth that you’ve abused?


    For, with Romagna’s worst, there in the ice
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    was one of you, who for his crimes was hurled


    to Cocytus, where he pays the price


    while his body still walks in the world.

  

  
    CANTO XXXIV


    “Vexilla regis prodeunt inferni


    toward where we are,” I heard my master say.


    “Look forward now and see if you discern him.”


    When thick fog breathes, or when at close of day
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    our hemisphere grows dark, there may still be


    a turning windmill seen from far away.


    Just such a structure I now seemed to see.


    I walked behind my guide. The wind was raw


    and there was nothing else to shelter me.
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    I tremble to make verse of what I saw.


    The souls were covered over in this place


    in ice like glass-embedded bits of straw.


    Some lie flat, some are standing in their space,


    some with their heads or soles in the ascent,
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    one like a bow with feet bent toward his face.


    Moving ever forward, on we went


    till we had come to where it pleased my guide


    to show the creature once so radiant.


    He had me stop when he had stepped aside:
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    “Behold Dis! And behold the place where you


    must summon courage and be fortified.”


    I cannot—reader, do not ask me to—


    describe the way I felt. I know that I


    lack words to tell how cold and weak I grew.
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    I did not live and yet I did not die,


    deprived of both states. You may realize


    what I became, if you have wit to try.


    From midbreast he stood out above the ice,


    the emperor of that realm of misery.


    
      30

    


    And I compare more favorably in size


    with giants than would any giant be,


    compared with just his arm. With such a limb,


    how monstrous must be his entirety.


    If he was fair as he is foul and grim,
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    and dared defy his Maker, it is said


    rightly that all grieving flows from him.


    I stared to see three faces on his head,


    one of the greatest wonders I’d seen yet.


    The middle one faced forward and was red.


    
      40

    


    The other two were joined to it and set


    above each shoulder’s midpoint, and they went


    up to his crown, where all three faces met.


    The right one had a whitish yellow tint.


    The left one had the aspect of the race
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    that comes from where the Nile starts its descent.


    Two giant wings spread out below each face,


    well scaled to such a bird. Never did I see


    such sails on any ship in any place.


    His wings were featherless and leathery
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    just like the long wings of a bat, and since


    he flapped the six of them incessantly,


    Cocytus was congealed by three cold winds.


    Tears from his six eyes, mixing with a flow


    of bloody slobber, dripped down his three chins.
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    Just as a hackle mangles flax, a row


    of teeth in each mouth gripped a soul. He made


    three spirits suffer unremitting woe.


    The biting was as nothing to the shade


    in front, matched with the raking of his nails.
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    At times the sinner’s back was wholly flayed.


    My master said: “That one whose fate entails


    the greatest pain is Judas Iscariot.


    His head is in the mouth, his body flails.


    The other two, whose heads are hanging out,
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    are Brutus, in the black face, whose control


    keeps his tongue silent as he writhes about,


    and Cassius there, the brawny-looking soul.


    Now night is rising once again, and we


    must take our leave, for we have seen the whole.”
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    I clasped his neck, as he commanded me.


    Then, when the monstrous wings were opened wide,


    choosing the place and time efficiently


    he seized the shaggy fur on the devil’s side


    and climbed down clump by clump, conveying us
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    between the frozen crust and matted hide.


    When we had come to where the thigh joint was,


    the point at which the haunches spread, was when


    my guide, with movements pained and strenuous,


    brought his head round to Satan’s shanks and then,
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    just like a climber, grappled on the hair.


    I thought we had turned back toward Hell again.


    He spoke like a spent man who gasps for air:


    “Hold tight. We need such stairs to leave this place


    where there is so much evil everywhere.”
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    And after that, he came out through the space


    in a rock, on whose edge he seated me.


    Then he approached me with a cautious pace.


    I raised my eyes, expecting I would see


    Lucifer just as he had last appeared,
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    but his legs tapered upward endlessly.


    How this perplexed me I will let the herd


    of dull minds judge, all those who do not know


    what point I’d passed and what had just occurred.


    “The sun returns now to mid-tierce, and so
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    you must stand up again,” my master said.


    “The road is hard and we have far to go.”


    It was no palace hall that lay ahead,


    but a natural vault with a rough floor


    and little light to show us where it led.
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    “Master,” I said when I arose, “before


    I tear myself from the abyss, I pray,


    please help me understand a little more.


    Where is the ice? Why is he set this way,


    turned upside down? And how did the sun spin
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    so short a transit from the night to day?”


    And he: “You think we’re still where we have been,


    the other side, where I took hold of the hair


    of the evil worm who gnaws the world. And when


    I was still climbing down, you were still there.
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    When I turned round, you were where the halves divide,


    the core that draws all weights from everywhere.


    You’re under the hemisphere on the opposite side


    from the one that canopies the vast dry land,


    beneath whose zenith He was crucified,
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    He who was born and lived without the brand


    or taint of sinfulness. This little sphere


    is Judecca’s other face, where you now stand.


    It’s evening there when it is morning here,


    and he whose hair we made a ladder of
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    is still secured where you saw him appear.


    He fell on this side from the heavens above.


    The land, in terror as he plummeted,


    used ocean for a cover as it strove


    toward our hemisphere. The land here may have fled,
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    rushing up as he hurtled through the sky


    and leaving this great cavern in its stead.”


    As far from Beelzebub as it could lie


    in his tomb is a space that no one knows


    by sight, whose presence is detected by
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    the sound of a trickling rivulet that flows


    where it has hollowed out the rock, to wind


    slowly, gently sloping as it goes.


    We entered on that hidden road to find


    our way once more into the world of light.
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    My leader walked ahead and I behind,


    without a pause to rest, till I could sight


    a hole that showed some few particulars


    of the bright things that beautify the night.


    From there we came outside and saw the stars.

  

  
    PURGATORIO

  

  
    CANTO I


    To course through better waters presently,


    my wit’s small craft hoists sails for embarkation


    and takes its leave of such a cruel sea.


    I will sing the second region, where purgation
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    cleanses the human spirit of its sin


    so that it will be worthy of salvation.


    But let dead poetry arise again,


    O holy Muses, to whom I am bound,


    and also let Calliope join in,
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    accompanying my singing with that sound


    that smote the wretched Magpies and at last


    destroyed their hope that pardon could be found.


    The tint of eastern sapphire, as it massed


    in the serene face that the heavens wore,
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    sweet and unspoiled to the first circle, cast


    its light on my delighted eyes once more


    as soon as I emerged from the dead air


    that had aggrieved my breast and eyes before.


    The planet that prompts love had everywhere
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    lighted the eastern sky with a smiling face,


    veiling the Fishes in attendance there.


    To my right the other pole, where I could trace


    four stars, now showed: no one had seen their light


    but the first members of the human race.
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    These flames appeared to give the sky delight.


    O region of the north, a widower who


    forever is deprived of that fair sight!


    Turning my eyes away from them and to


    the other pole somewhat, where I could see


    
      30

    


    that the great Wain had disappeared from view,


    I saw a lone man standing close to me.


    No son could ever owe his father more


    reverence than this old man seemed to be


    worthy of, from his look. The beard he wore
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    was long and white-streaked, like his hair, and on


    his breast two strands of hair lay twined. The four


    holy lights cast their shining rays upon


    his face so brightly that I could have said


    it seemed as if he stood before the sun.
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    “Who are you, who against the blind stream fled


    the eternal prison?” he asked me, with a slight


    shake of the hair upon his ancient head.


    “Who led you here, or what gave you the light


    to come forth from the pit of Hell, which is
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    shrouded forever in the darkest night?


    Are they broken now, the laws of the abyss?


    Or do new heavenly decrees allow


    the damned to roam among my rocks like this?”


    My master took firm hold of me, and now
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    with words and hands and signs he readily


    made me show reverence with my knees and brow.


    “From Heaven,” he said, “a lady came to me.


    I didn’t choose to come here, but now through


    her prayers I aid him with my company.
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    But since you wish me to describe our true


    condition in more depth, it will be done.


    My wish cannot be to say no to you.


    This man has yet to see his final sun,


    and yet, so reckless was the life he led,
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    his time for turning back was nearly gone.


    I was sent to rescue him, as I have said.


    I’m following this road since there was no


    other way to fulfill my task instead.


    I’ve shown him all the wicked souls below.
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    Those who purge themselves in your territory


    are the sinners that I now intend to show.


    How I have brought him this far is a story


    too long to tell. The power that helps me lead


    his steps through this land flows from Heaven’s glory.
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    May it please you that he comes here in need


    of precious freedom. One who in times past


    has died for it knows it is dear indeed.


    Death had no sting at Utica when you cast


    away your mortal robe for liberty,
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    a robe that will shine at the final trumpet’s blast.


    We aren’t breaking Heaven’s laws, for he


    is still alive, and I’m not subject to


    the rule of Minos. The circle that holds me


    holds Marcia. With chaste eyes she prays that you,
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    O holy breast, still hold her as your own.


    For love of her, we pray, let us pass through


    your seven realms. This kindness you have shown


    I’ll tell to Marcia when my path has led


    back to her, should you deign to have it known
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    in the nether world.” And then the other said:


    “In life, in my eyes Marcia was so fair


    that any kindness she desired, I did.


    The vile stream lies between us now. From where


    she is, she cannot move me, owing to
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    the law decreed when I emerged from there.


    If there is a heavenly lady leading you,


    as you have said, no need for flattery.


    Ask in her name. That is all you have to do.


    Then tie a smooth reed round his waist, and see
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    that you fully wash away the filth that lies


    upon his face, because it would not be


    appropriate for him to have his eyes


    clouded by mist when he must stand before


    the first minister, who is from Paradise.


    
      100

    


    Down at the furthest limit of the shore


    of this small island that the tides surround,


    rushes are found on its soft muddy floor.


    No plants with sprouting leaves grow on that ground,


    or ones with rigid stalks. They cannot bend
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    against all the relentless waves that pound.


    And then do not return here as you wend


    your way to the peak, but let the sunrise light


    an easier pathway that you may ascend.”


    He vanished then. I rose to my full height,
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    moving toward my master silently,


    turning my eyes to hold him in my sight.


    “Follow my footsteps, son,” he said to me.


    “Let us go back from here so that we may


    travel the plain that way down to the sea.”
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    The morning mist was yielding to the day.


    Dawn drove away the last of dark and showed


    the shimmer of the sea from far away.


    Across the solitary plain we strode


    like a traveler who has gone astray and who
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    feels his steps wasted till he finds his road.


    We reached a shaded area where the dew


    resists the warming rays the sun has sent


    and where the morning breeze deflects them too.


    Spreading his open palms, my master bent
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    to press them gently to the grass, and then


    I, who had comprehended his intent,


    turned up my tear-stained cheeks to him, and when


    he’d washed away the hellish filth they wore,


    they showed their proper color once again.
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    Soon afterward we stood upon the shore.


    No sailor ever navigates that sea


    and goes back to the land he knew before.


    As pleased another, my master girded me


    about my waist with one of the humble shoots.
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    A wonder! A new one sprang up instantly


    in the place where he had pulled it by the roots.

  

  
    CANTO II


    To the horizon whose meridian


    hovers over Jerusalem at the height


    of its great arc, the sun had risen then,


    while, circling opposite to him, the night
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    came forth from Ganges with the Scales that she


    lets fall when she exceeds the day. The white


    and red cheeks that Aurora beautifully


    displays, from where I stood to watch, were fading


    into orange in maturity.
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    We stood beside the ocean, hesitating


    like people pondering the road ahead


    whose hearts go on, whose bodies are still waiting.


    As when, surprised by morning, Mars glows red


    through the thick mists massing in the west
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    and hanging low above the ocean bed,


    just then, behold!—may I again be blessed


    to see it—over the ocean came a light


    whose speed no flight could possibly contest.


    I’d let it go a moment from my sight


    
      20

    


    to interrogate my guide, but now could see


    that it was growing larger and more bright.


    Then on each side of it there came to be


    another whiteness. Under it, one more


    white something was emerging gradually.
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    My master had not said a word before,


    but when the outline of white wings grew clear


    and when he saw the pilot and was sure,


    he cried: “Fall on your knees! Behold him here,


    the angel of the Lord! Now clasp your hands!


    
      30

    


    From here on, more such ministers will appear.


    See how he scorns all human arts and plans,


    all oars and sails. With wings he makes his way


    over the sea between such distant strands.


    See how he points them heavenward, how they


    
      35

    


    beat through the air with plumes that never will,


    like mortal feathers, wither and decay.”


    As he came close to us and closer still,


    the great bird of divinity, he grew


    brighter and brighter, hurting my eyes until
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    I had to bow my head. The vessel drew


    to shore, so light and swift upon the tide


    it barely skimmed the water as it flew.


    At the stern, the heavenly helmsman typified,


    as if it were written on him, blessedness,


    
      45

    


    and more than a hundred spirits sat inside.


    “In exitu Israel de Aegypto”: this,


    with all the words that follow in that psalm,


    they sang in unison. I saw him bless


    the souls with the sign of the Holy Cross. Then from


    
      50

    


    the boat they flung themselves onto the shore.


    He went away as swiftly as he’d come.


    The crowd that he had left there with us wore


    the look of people dropped in a strange place,


    staring at things they’d never seen before.


    
      55

    


    The sun’s skilled arrows that had given chase


    to Capricorn and driven him from mid-sky


    were everywhere now, and with every face


    turned toward us, the new people raised the cry:


    “You there, do you know this mountain? If you do,


    
      60

    


    then show us the right road to climb it by.”


    And Virgil said: “Perhaps you think we two


    are familiar with this land, but no, I say,


    in this place we are pilgrims just like you.


    Not long before you, we came here today
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    by a road so long and hard that this ascent


    will seem to us as easy as child’s play.”


    The spirits, knowing that my breathing meant


    I was still living, turned to me with stares


    and faces paling with astonishment.


    
      70

    


    As when a crowd collects and no one cares


    whose feet he tramples on as each one vies


    to hear the news of a messenger who bears


    an olive branch, so these souls fixed their eyes


    on me, as if forgetting they were here


    
      75

    


    to beautify themselves for Paradise.


    Intending to embrace me, one came near,


    and, stirred by the affection that he’d shown,


    I moved to do the same. These shades appear


    as solid as the persons we have known,


    
      80

    


    but they are empty! Trying to embrace


    his form three times, three times I clasped my own.


    Wonder must have been painted on my face.


    He smiled and then drew back a step or two,


    and when I followed, trying to keep pace,


    
      85

    


    he gently asked me to stand still. I knew


    then who he was, and I implored that he


    would stay and talk a bit. “My love for you


    is just as strong, now that I am set free,


    as in my mortal form, so I will stay.


    
      90

    


    But you, why are you going?” he said to me.


    “I go so that I may come back one day,


    my Casella. But you’ve endured the loss


    of so much time. Why was it taken away?”


    And he: “No wrong was done to me because


    
      95

    


    the one who chooses who may go, and when,


    saw fit so often not to let me cross.


    His will is formed by a just will. But then,


    these last three months all who were waiting for


    the voyage have been peacefully let in.
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    So I myself, who’d gone down to the shore


    where the Tiber turns to salt, was welcomed on,


    thanks to his magnanimity. Once more


    to that river’s mouth his mighty wings have gone,


    for there all spirits gather and depart,


    
      105

    


    the ones that do not sink to Acheron.”


    And I: “If no new law has erased your art


    or the memory of love songs you would sing


    to comfort the sad longings of my heart,


    may you be pleased to sing one now and bring
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    my soul some peace. Both soul and body bow


    beneath the weight of my weary journeying.”


    “Love that discourses in my mind” was how


    his song began, so sweetly that I find


    its sweetness sounding in me even now.


    
      115

    


    My guide and I and all the rest combined


    in rapt contentment as the notes poured out,


    as though we had no other thought in mind.


    We stood attentive till there came a shout


    from the venerable old man: “You idle crew,


    
      120

    


    what is this foolish negligence about?


    Haste to the mountain, where there is work to do,


    shedding the slough that even to this day


    keeps God from being manifest to you.”


    As doves will pick at wheat or tares when they


    
      125

    


    quietly gather, feeding, murmuring,


    without the strut they usually display,


    if something scares them they will take to wing,


    leaving their meal behind them on the ground


    as fear becomes the more important thing.


    
      130

    


    So too these new arrivals left the sound


    of song behind, and toward the slope they raced


    like people with no notion where they’re bound.


    And we two took our leave with no less haste.

  

  
    CANTO III


    In flight across the plain and toward the peak


    where justice goads us, scattered far and wide,


    they ran away. Meanwhile, I turned to seek


    my true companion, clinging to his side.


    
      5

    


    Without him, how could I have kept my course?


    Scaling the mountain, who would be my guide?


    He seemed to be afflicted with remorse.


    A clear and honest conscience feels the sting


    of even a small lapse with bitter force.


    
      10

    


    And when his feet had stilled their haste—a thing


    that strips all actions of their dignity—


    my mind, which had been tightly focusing,


    opened, as though searching eagerly.


    I turned to face the mountain, the greatest height


    
      15

    


    that pushes up toward Heaven from the sea.


    The sun was fiercely red and fire-bright


    behind us, but in front of me it shone


    around my body, which blocked out the light.


    I turned sideways, afraid I was alone,


    
      20

    


    abandoned, for before me was stretched out


    a single shadow on the ground—my own.


    My comfort said as he turned round about:


    “Do you not believe I’m here, not realize


    I’m guiding you? Why are you still in doubt?


    
      25

    


    That body which had cast my shadow lies


    in Naples, brought from Brindisi. There day’s


    light already yields to evening skies.


    I have no shadow. Why should that amaze


    more than that the heavenly spheres pass on


    
      30

    


    the light with no obstruction of its rays?


    That Power which ordains that everyone


    with a form like mine feels heat and cold, and aches,


    conceals from us the way that this is done.


    It truly is the maddest of mistakes


    
      35

    


    to hope our human reason can retrace


    the way one Substance in three Persons takes.


    Let the quia satisfy the human race.


    If you saw all, then what need would there be


    for Mary’s giving birth to have taken place?


    
      40

    


    You have seen men who wish it fruitlessly,


    such men as would have had it granted, who


    must bear its pain through all eternity,


    Plato, Aristotle, and not a few


    others.” With a distressed look in his eye,


    
      45

    


    he bowed his head, and he fell silent too.


    By now the base of the mountain was nearby.


    Trying to scale it, even the nimblest pair


    of legs would fail, it was so sheer and high.


    Between Turbìa and Lerici, the most bare


    
      50

    


    and broken rockfall, in comparison


    to this, would seem a smooth and easy stair.


    My master stopped, and said: “Is there no one


    to tell us where a surface may be found


    that someone without wings can climb upon?”


    
      55

    


    And while he kept his eyes upon the ground,


    thinking about the road, I began to peer


    at the rock before us, looking all around.


    I saw a company of souls appear


    on the left. They walked toward us, but with a tread


    
      60

    


    so slow, it seemed they weren’t drawing near.


    “Master, look up, look over there,” I said.


    “If you can’t find the answer from within,


    those people might provide us one instead.”


    He looked, and then looked more assured, and then


    
      65

    


    he said: “Let us go there, they are so slow,


    and let your hope be firm, dear son.” But when


    we were as far from them as a stone’s throw,


    when it’s thrown by a good arm—as I would guess,


    when we had gone a thousand steps or so—


    
      70

    


    they stopped and, bunching close, began to press


    against the high cliff’s rocks, as men will do


    who stop and look around in doubtfulness.


    “Spirits whose lives have ended well and who


    already are elect,” Virgil began,


    
      75

    


    “by the peace that surely waits for all of you,


    say where the mountain slopes so that one can


    ascend it, for the more that a man knows,


    the more that lost time will distress that man.”


    As when sheep leave the fold—at first one goes,


    
      80

    


    then two, then three, while others timidly


    wait motionless, with lowered eyes and nose,


    and all do what the first does, and if she


    should stop, they crowd behind, and there they stand,


    not knowing why, in mute simplicity—


    
      85

    


    just so the leaders of that happy band


    came forth with modest mien and stately pace,


    approaching where we stood, but when they scanned


    the scene before them, seeing the sun’s rays


    blocked on my right and seeing my shadow lie


    
      90

    


    stretched out as far as to the mountain’s base,


    the ones who were in front began to shy


    and to fall back somewhat, and all the rest


    behind did likewise, without knowing why.


    “Before you ask me, let it be confessed


    
      95

    


    it is a human body that you see


    splitting the sun’s light on the ground. But lest


    you marvel,” said my master, “know that he


    doesn’t attempt to scale the wall without


    the power of Heaven in all its majesty.”


    
      100

    


    That worthy band responded: “Turn about,


    take the road ahead of us,” and in the air


    they made a backhand sign to point it out.


    Then one of them began: “Whoever you are,


    turn your face round, consider as you go


    
      105

    


    if you had ever seen me over there.”


    I turned and gave a careful look. Although


    he was handsome, blond, with an air of noble grace,


    one eyebrow had been split by a sword blow.


    When I humbly said that it was not the case


    
      110

    


    that I’d seen him, “Look!” he said, and showed me one


    more wound, above his breast. With a smiling face


    he went on: “I am Manfred, the grandson


    of Empress Constance, and I beg of you,


    when you return, that this one thing be done.
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    Go to my lovely daughter, mother to


    the honor of Aragon and Sicily.


    If other things are said, tell what is true.


    After two mortal wounds had done for me,


    weeping, I placed myself into the care


    
      120

    


    of Him who gives forgiveness willingly.


    My sins were horrible beyond compare,


    but the arms of Infinite Goodness open wide,


    and all who return to It are gathered there.


    Cosenza’s pastor, after I had died,


    
      125

    


    was sent by Clement to hunt me. Had he read


    that page of God for what it signified,


    my body’s bones—interred at the bridgehead,


    guarded by the stone mound—would remain


    near Benevento. But they lie instead,


    
      130

    


    tumbled by winds and drenched by the hard rain,


    outside the realm, by Verde’s banks, conveyed


    by him with tapers quenched. Yet it is vain


    to think souls damned because of curses laid


    by priests. Eternal love can come once more


    
      135

    


    as long as hope has green to be displayed.


    Still, though he ends his life repenting for


    his sin, whoever dies in contumacy


    of the Holy Church must wait here on this shore,


    outside, for thirty times as long as he


    
      140

    


    persisted in presumption. Nonetheless,


    good prayers have power to shorten that decree.


    Now see if you can bring me happiness.


    Go visit my good Constance and make clear


    how you saw me and why I may not progress.
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    Those who are there can do much for us here.”

  

  
    CANTO IV


    When some one of our powers is impressed,


    whether with pleasure or with painfulness,


    it seems the soul, ignoring all the rest


    of its faculties, will concentrate on this,


    
      5

    


    which shows the error of imagining


    one soul above another is lit in us,


    for when we hear or look at any thing


    that draws the soul to it intensively,


    the time goes by without our noticing.


    
      10

    


    The part that marks it is one faculty,


    another keeps the soul intact: this one


    we might call bound, while the other one is free.


    I experienced this truly, walking on


    and listening to that spirit with my mind


    
      15

    


    so wonder-struck, I never saw the sun


    had climbed fifty degrees. Voices combined


    as one, as we drew near, the souls began


    calling out: “Here’s what you want to find!”


    Often, when his grapes turn dark, the man


    
      20

    


    of the farm puts in a forkful of thorns to close


    a gap inside his hedge that is wider than


    the space within the stone where, after those


    spirits had left us, just my master and I,


    he leading and I right behind him, rose.


    
      25

    


    Go up to San Leo, down to Noli, ply


    your way to Bismantova’s height: you may


    do all of that on foot. Here a man must fly—


    with agile wings and pinions, I mean to say,


    of great desire, following my guide,


    
      30

    


    who gave me hope and lighted my whole way.


    We had to climb within the rock’s divide


    with hands and feet set on the ground below.


    The edges pressed us close on every side.


    We reached the top of the high cliff, and so,


    
      35

    


    as we stood on the slope, in the open air,


    “Master,” I said, “now which way do we go?”


    “Take no step downward,” he replied. “Take care


    to follow as I climb, until some wise


    escort appears before us.” I saw where


    
      40

    


    the mountaintop was higher than my eyes


    could look. Much steeper than a line drawn to


    the center from mid-quadrant was the rise


    on which we had to walk. Wearied all through,


    “Sweet father, stop! Turn round and see,” I cried,


    
      45

    


    “how I’ll be left alone unless you do.”


    “Pull yourself up to here, son,” he replied


    and pointed to a ledge that circled round


    that whole section of the mountainside.


    Spurred onward by his words, I somehow found


    
      50

    


    the strength to crawl behind him till I went


    up to the ledge and stood up on that ground.


    And there we both sat down, with eyes intent


    upon the east, where we’d begun our rise,


    for looking back may give encouragement.


    
      55

    


    I saw the low-lying shore, then turned my eyes


    up to the sun and saw that its light was


    striking our left, to my immense surprise.


    The poet saw I was stunned and curious


    how the chariot which brings the light could be


    
      60

    


    making its way between Aquilo and us.


    “If Castor and Pollux were in the company


    of that bright mirror which conducts light back


    to north and south,” he said, “then you would see


    the revolving of the ruddy Zodiac


    
      65

    


    grow closer to the Bears, if it didn’t go


    wandering from its old accustomed track.


    Focus your mind to learn how this is so.


    Imagine Zion and this mountain here


    are situated such that, even though
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    each one is in a different hemisphere,


    they share a horizon. If you think upon


    this matter carefully, it will be clear


    that if this road, where hapless Phaëthon


    drove wrong, goes past this mountain on one side,


    
      75

    


    it must pass Zion on the other one.”


    “Certainly, my master,” I replied,


    “I’ve never so clearly comprehended what


    I lacked the wit to fathom, that the wide


    mid-circle of supernal motion that


    
      80

    


    another science calls Equator, and


    is between sun and winter always set,


    for the reasons you have made me understand,


    is as far above us as it was below


    the Hebrews looking toward the torrid land.
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    But if it please you, I would like to know,


    because this hillside rises higher than


    my eyes can see, how far we have to go.”


    “When one first climbs this mountain,” he began,


    “the lower slopes are hard. One must devote


    
      90

    


    all of his strength to them, but then he can


    advance more easily as he goes. Take note:


    when the climb seems as pleasant as if you


    were floating downstream in a little boat,


    you’ll see your pathway’s end, and when you do,


    
      95

    


    your weary bones may find the rest they seek.


    I say no more. I know that this is true.”


    When he was done, we heard somebody speak


    from near at hand: “It’s possible you’ll be


    needing to sit before you reach the peak.”


    
      100

    


    Upon that sound we each turned round to see


    a massive boulder to the left of us


    that we had failed to notice previously.


    We went to look, and in its shade there was


    a group of people sprawled like men at ease,


    
      105

    


    all looking negligently languorous.


    Appearing very weary, one of these


    was sitting bent far forward with his head


    between his legs, his hands clasped on his knees.


    “Sweet master, have a look at him, “ I said.


    
      110

    


    “He couldn’t make a lazier show of it


    if sloth were his own sister.” My words led


    the shade to heed us. With the slightest bit


    of shifting of his glance along his thigh,


    he said: “Then run on up, if you’re so fit!”
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    Now I knew who he was. Panting from my


    exertion, nonetheless I managed to


    approach where he was sitting, and when I


    stood there in front of him, he barely drew


    his head up when he said: “Do you really see


    
      120

    


    why the sun’s chariot runs to the left of you?”


    His lazy movements and the brevity


    of his speech made me smile a little when


    I said: “Belacqua, now I don’t need to be


    grieving for you. But why just sit here, then?


    
      125

    


    Are you waiting for an escort to be sent?


    Or have you picked up your old ways again?”


    “Brother,” he said, “why bother? If I went,


    God’s angel at the gate would just deny


    my passage through to start the punishment.
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    I must see as many circlings of the sky


    out here as I had seen when I was living,


    because I waited till I came to die


    for my good sighs—unless a prayer is given


    by a heart that lives in grace. Any other one


    
      135

    


    is useless, for it won’t be heard in Heaven.”


    The poet had climbed ahead of me. “Come on,”


    he said, “it’s time that we were going, for


    the sun is touching the meridian


    and night’s foot is upon Morocco’s shore.”

  

  
    CANTO V


    Now I had parted from those shades, and I


    was following closely where my master led,


    when from behind me came a sudden cry.


    One shade was pointing to me as he said:


    
      5

    


    “There’s no light to the left of the lower one,


    and he moves like a man who isn’t dead.”


    They were looking right at me, at me alone,


    each of them wearing an astonished stare


    to see the way my body blocked the sun.


    
      10

    


    “Why is your mind entangled in a snare,”


    my leader said, “that makes you slow your pace?


    Whatever they’re whispering, why should you care?


    Walk after me, and let their loose tongues race.


    Be like a tower that withstands the blast


    
      15

    


    of wind with its summit firmly held in place.


    Always when one’s thoughts are sprouting fast


    his target grows more difficult to hit


    as each new thought will enervate the last.”


    “I’m coming,” I said. No other words seemed fit.


    
      20

    


    My face flushed with that tint that sometimes has


    the power to make forgiveness appropriate.


    An antiphonal Miserere was


    being chanted by a group. We watched them go


    across the slope not far ahead of us.


    
      25

    


    But when they saw my body giving no


    allowance for the sunlight to pass through,


    they changed their song into a long, hoarse “Oh!”


    Acting as their emissaries, two


    of the souls ran down to meet us and to say:


    
      30

    


    “We want to know just how things stand with you.”


    My master said: “You may go back that way


    to those who sent you to us and make known


    that this man’s body is real flesh. If they


    have stopped because they saw his shadow thrown,


    
      35

    


    as I surmise, then that should satisfy.


    They may gain from him if respect is shown.”


    I never saw lit vapors split the sky


    in the early night or tear clouds in a new


    August evening quite as fast as I


    
      40

    


    saw those souls rush up to the others, who


    turned round, and like a troop that plows ahead


    with a free rein, they all ran toward us two.


    “There are many there who press,” the poet said,


    “with favors that they wish to have secured.
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    Don’t stop, but listen as you walk, instead.”


    “O soul who are going on to your reward


    with the limbs you were born with, will you stay


    your footsteps for a moment?” they implored.


    “Do you see a face you know? If so, please say


    
      50

    


    you’ll bear the news when you pass from our sight.


    Why don’t you stop? Why do you run away?


    We all were slain by violence, sinners right


    until the final hour was closing fast,


    when we were made aware by a heavenly light.
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    Repenting and forgiving, we then passed


    out of our lives at peace with God, who’s lit


    in us a longing to see Him at last.”


    “O spirits born to bliss, I must admit


    there are no familiar faces,” I replied.


    
      60

    


    “If I can please you—and I swear to it


    by the peace that makes me follow such a guide


    from world to world in search of it—then tell


    your wishes, and they will not be denied.”


    “We need no vow. We trust you to fulfill
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    your pledge,” one said. “We know it will be done,


    if weakness doesn’t undermine your will.


    I speak, before these others have begun,


    for me alone. If you should ever see


    the land between Romagna and the one


    
      70

    


    Charles rules, I beg you to most courteously


    pray Fano’s folk to offer orisons


    to purge my soul’s grave sins. I came to be


    in Fano, but my grievous wounds, the ones


    through which the blood that gave me life was spilled,


    
      75

    


    were dealt in the bosom of Antenor’s sons,


    where I thought I was safest. It was willed


    by Este’s prince, with a hatred for me far


    beyond what justice called for. I was killed


    near Oriaco. I was ambushed there.


    
      80

    


    If it had been toward Mira that I fled,


    I would still be where men are breathing air.


    I ran headlong into the marsh instead.


    Enmeshed in reeds and mire, there I fell


    and saw my veins pour out a pool of red.”
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    Another said: “Let your good grace compel—


    so may the wish that pulls you up the high


    peak be fulfilled—that you grant mine as well.


    I was of Montefeltro. Buonconte am I.


    Neither Giovanna nor anyone cares for me,


    
      90

    


    so I walk in this crowd with downcast eye.”


    I said: “What chance or power might it be


    that carried you away from Campaldino,


    leaving your burial place a mystery?”


    “Oh,” he replied, “at the foot of the Casentino


    
      95

    


    runs a stream they call the Archiano, sourced


    in the Apennines above the place that we know


    as the Hermitage. To where that name is lost


    I fled on foot, my ripped throat bleeding on


    the bright grass of the valley as I crossed.


    
      100

    


    My eyesight failed, and then my speech was gone,


    with Mary’s name on the last breath I drew.


    I fell, and there my flesh lay, all alone.


    Repeat this to the living, for it’s true.


    God’s angel gathered me. ‘You’ve poached my find!’
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    the one from Hell exclaimed. ‘I’m on to you!


    One teardrop and you get to rob me blind,


    making off with his eternal bit,


    but I’ll take charge of the part you left behind.’


    You know the way a vaporous mist will sit
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    and turn to water just as it ascends


    into the sphere where cold takes hold of it.


    The power his nature gave—intelligence


    combining with an evil will that fed


    on doing evil—stirred the mist and winds.
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    When day was spent, with clouds he overspread


    the vale from Pratomagno to the great chain


    of mountains, and charged the heavens overhead


    so that the pregnant air turned into rain


    cascading down, and all the gullies filled


    
      120

    


    with water that the Earth could not contain,


    and it gathered in great torrents, and they spilled


    toward the royal river and overran the ground


    with such great force that they could not be stilled.


    At its mouth the raging Archiano found


    
      125

    


    my frozen corpse and swept it suddenly


    into the Arno’s current and unbound


    my arms, crossed on my breast in my agony,


    and rolled me down its banks and bed, and then


    it wrapped me in its spoils and covered me.”


    
      130

    


    “When you have gone back to the world again


    and rested after your long journey is


    over, remember me. I am Pia”: when


    the second had finished, a third soul said this.


    “Siena made me, Maremma unmade me, and


    
      135

    


    he knows this well, who took me to be his


    and bound me to him with a jeweled band.”

  

  
    CANTO VI


    After a game of hazard has been played,


    the loser sadly learns how it went wrong,


    repeating all the throws that had been made.


    The other one’s surrounded by a throng.


    
      5

    


    One walks in front, one tugs him from the rear,


    one wheedles at his side. He moves along


    but listens. One is content to disappear


    each time he holds his hand out. Gradually


    the whole group melts away, and he is clear.


    
      10

    


    This was my way with that thick company,


    facing them one by one and turning round


    and making promises till I was free.


    The Aretine that Ghino di Tacco downed


    with his ferocious hands was among those,


    
      15

    


    and he who in the hot pursuit was drowned,


    and Federigo Novello in pleading pose,


    and the Pisan for whom strength was demonstrated


    by the honorable Marzucco. Crowding close


    I saw Count Orso, and that soul separated


    
      20

    


    from his body out of jealousy and hate,


    not for any crime of his, so he had stated.


    I mean Pierre de la Brosse. Before too late


    let the lady of Brabant take heed of this,


    or joining a worse flock will be her fate.


    
      25

    


    When I was free of all those souls who press


    and only pray for others’ prayers to pare


    the time that holds them back from blessedness,


    I said to Virgil: “In your text somewhere


    you have denied expressly, my true light,


    
      30

    


    that Heaven’s edict can be bent by prayer.


    And yet these people pray with all their might


    for that alone. Is all their hope in vain,


    or is my reading of your words not right?”


    And he to me: “My writing is quite plain.


    
      35

    


    Use your sound judgment and you will have learned


    that through their prayers these souls have much to gain.


    The summit of justice is not overturned


    when for the debt of someone stationed here


    remission is immediately earned


    
      40

    


    by love’s fire. In my text it was clear


    that praying could not affect the issue, since


    that prayer was disconnected from God’s ear.


    With such deep doubt, do not decide at once.


    Let her resolve it for you, who will be


    
      45

    


    a light between truth and intelligence.


    I am not certain that you follow me.


    I mean Beatrice. On the mountain’s peak you will


    see her before you, smiling blissfully.”


    “My lord, let us go on, and faster still,”


    
      50

    


    I said. “I’ve overcome my weariness,


    and now I see the shadow of the hill.”


    “As long as day proceeds, we will progress,”


    he said, “as far as we are able to.


    But matters do not stand as you would guess.


    
      55

    


    The one the slope has hidden, so that you


    no longer block his rays, you will see rise


    another time before your climb is through.


    That spirit further on, who turns his eyes


    toward us as he sits all alone, will show


    
      60

    


    just where the quickest of the pathways lies.”


    We came to him: O Lombard spirit, so


    lofty in manner, marked by disdainfulness,


    with the movement of your eyes forthright and slow.


    He did not speak a single word. He was


    
      65

    


    letting us walk by, sitting at rest


    in the way of a couching lion, watching us.


    To ask him if he would point out the best


    way to the summit, Virgil approached him there.


    The soul did not respond to his request,


    
      70

    


    but asked about the lives we’d led and where


    we came from. When my kind and gentle-faced


    guide began: “Mantua . . . ,” the spirit’s air


    of self-absorption fled. He rose in haste,


    saying: “O Mantuan, I am Sordello! We


    
      75

    


    are countrymen!” And the two of them embraced.


    Ah, servile Italy, house of misery,


    not mistress of provinces, but a harlot’s den,


    a captainless ship on a stormy sea!


    How eager was that noble soul who, when


    
      80

    


    he heard his city’s sweet name, then began


    to warmly greet his fellow citizen.


    Your living people dwell as best they can


    amid wars. Among those enclosed behind


    one wall, within one moat, man gnaws on man.


    
      85

    


    O wretchedness, look first to your shores lined


    with seas, then in your bosom, and see that


    there’s no peace anywhere for you to find.


    Justinian retooled the bridle, but


    to what end, if the saddle is without


    
      90

    


    a rider? Less shame for you if he had not.


    You men of God, who ought to be devout


    and ought to allow Caesar in the saddle,


    if you comprehend what God has written out,


    how fierce the beast has grown while you sit idle


    
      95

    


    and fail to goad her with the spur, for those


    are the ways of things since you’ve held the bridle.


    O German Albert, see how wild she grows


    while you neglect her, wild and undisciplined.


    You who should sit astride her saddlebows,


    
      100

    


    may a just judgment on your seed descend


    from the stars, with signs so clear and full of wonder


    that your successor dreads what they portend.


    You and your father, on the alert for plunder,


    held back up there by your cupidity,


    
      105

    


    have let the empire’s garden be plowed under.


    Come see the Montecchi and Cappelletti, see


    the Monaldi and Filippeschi: turn your cold eyes


    to those in pain and those who fear to be.


    Come see your nobles’ suffering, recognize


    
      110

    


    their hurts, you cruel heart, and put them right.


    See in what darkness Santafiora lies.


    Come see your Rome, who cries out day and night:


    “My Caesar, where are you? Why are we parted?”


    while she sits weeping for her widow’s plight.


    
      115

    


    Come see your people, with our open-hearted


    love for each other. If you can’t pity us,


    come out of shame for how you are regarded.


    O supreme Jove, who died upon the Cross


    on Earth for us, is there another land—


    
      120

    


    if I may ask—where in their righteousness


    Your eyes have turned from us, or have You planned


    some good from deep within Your wisdom, one


    wholly beyond our power to understand?


    For every Italian city is overrun


    
      125

    


    with tyrants. A new Marcellus is supplied


    by every lout who plays the partisan.


    My Florence, you may well be satisfied.


    With artful people, you are not among


    the cities this digression has decried.


    
      130

    


    Many have justice at heart, but ponder long,


    not fitting the bow with arrows hastily.


    Your folk have ready justice, on the tongue.


    Many are loath to assume the gravity


    of public office. Yours are people who,


    
      135

    


    not waiting to be summoned, say “Choose me!”


    You are wise, you are at peace, and wealthy too,


    so now be happy, for you have just cause.


    The facts will bear me out if I speak true.


    Athens and Sparta made the ancient laws


    
      140

    


    and established civilized conditions,


    but their sense of the good life, matched with yours,


    was a mere hint. You make such fine provisions


    that there is nothing left by mid-November


    of October’s actions and decisions.


    
      145

    


    How often, in the time you can remember,


    have you changed statutes, coinage, offices


    and customs, and replaced your every member?


    Think on your past, look at the light, see this:


    you’re like an ailing woman who can’t be


    
      150

    


    at peace on her soft bed, but always is


    writhing to try to ease her agony.

  

  
    CANTO VII


    When the glad, courteous greetings had gone through


    three and four encores, Sordello then


    stood back a bit and asked us: “Who are you?”


    “Before the ascent of this mountain was begun


    
      5

    


    by souls who are worthy to see God on high,


    my bones were buried by Octavian.


    I am Virgil. For no other fault than my


    lack of faith was Heaven denied to me.”


    My leader spoke these words in his reply.


    
      10

    


    Like one who sees a wonder suddenly,


    believing and yet doubting all at once


    and saying: “It is so . . . it cannot be . . . ,”


    so did Sordello, with head bent, commence


    to humbly come and give one more embrace,


    
      15

    


    clasping with an inferior’s deference,


    and say: “O glory of the Latin race,


    who showed the power with which our tongue could sing,


    eternal honor of my native place,


    what grace or merit has there been, to bring


    
      20

    


    you here to me? If I am deemed fit to hear,


    say if you’ve come from Hell, and from what ring.”


    “Through all the circles of that mournful sphere,”


    said Virgil, “I have come this way, moved to


    my task by Heaven’s power, which brings me here.


    
      25

    


    I lost the sight of that high Sun which you


    desire and I was late to recognize,


    not for things done, but what I did not do.


    Below there is a sad domain that lies


    in darkness, without torments, where laments


    
      30

    


    are not the sounds of wailing, but of sighs.


    I dwell there with the infant innocents


    bitten by death before their souls could be


    cleansed of the primal sin’s inheritance.


    I dwell with those who were not clothed in the three


    
      35

    


    holy virtues. All of the others they


    knew very well, and lived them, sinlessly.


    But point us, if you can and if you may,


    to Purgatory’s true beginning, so


    that we can much more quickly make our way.”


    
      40

    


    “I may walk round and up, for there are no


    fixed places set,” he answered. “So, depend


    on my guiding you as far as I may go.


    But now is time to think of where to spend


    the coming hours. You can’t climb at night,


    
      45

    


    and see, the day will soon be at an end.


    There are some souls secluded on the right,


    and I will lead you there, if you consent.


    Meeting them will provide you some delight.”


    “How is this?” Virgil asked him. “If one meant


    
      50

    


    to go by night, would all his power be lost,


    or would some other shades block his ascent?”


    Sordello drew his finger through the dust.


    “Do you see this? Once the sun sets,” he said,


    “even this little line would not be crossed.


    
      55

    


    Nothing keeps one from trying to go ahead


    except the dark of night, and thus the will


    by its own weakness is inhibited.


    Yet even in the darkest night, until


    the horizon opens up the day again,


    
      60

    


    one may still wander blindly down the hill.”


    My lord, like someone marveling, said then:


    “Please lead us to that place you spoke of, where


    delight awaits us while we wait.” And when


    we’d gone a little distance, it was clear


    
      65

    


    the mountain had been hollowed out, the way


    that valleys often hollow mountains here.


    “Let us go there,” I heard the spirit say.


    “The slope creates a lap, wherein we might


    await the dawning of the coming day.”


    
      70

    


    Not steep or flat, a slanting path went right


    to the hollow’s side. The rim where we were led


    had died away to less than half its height.


    Gold, fine silver, cochineal, white lead,


    Indian wood, polished and smooth as glass,


    
      75

    


    and fresh-split emerald, if exhibited


    in that vale—since the greater must surpass


    the lesser—would have surely been outshone


    by the colors of the flowers and the grass.


    Nor did nature use her paints alone.


    
      80

    


    From the sweetness of a thousand fragrances


    she’d mixed a perfume utterly unknown.


    A group that sat among the flowers was


    singing “Salve regina” in unison.


    The valley’s depth had hidden them from us.


    
      85

    


    “Do not request, till the diminished sun


    sinks down into its nest, that we should go


    to join those spirits,” said the Mantuan


    who’d led us here. “You will more clearly know


    their actions and appearances from this place


    
      90

    


    than if you were among them down below.


    He who is sitting highest, with the face


    of one who had deeds to do but never tried


    to act, whose lips are still, not keeping pace


    with the song, was Emperor Rudolf. Italy died


    
      95

    


    of wounds he could have healed, and long will she


    wait for the help another might provide.


    The one who gives him comfort used to be


    lord of the land from which the water flows


    through the Moldau to the Elbe to the sea:


    
      100

    


    Ottokar, greater in his swaddling clothes


    than the full-bearded Wenceslaus, his son,


    who feeds on lust and sloth. And that snubnose,


    who seems in such close counsel with the one


    whose manner appears so kindly, came to die


    
      105

    


    disflowering the lily, on the run.


    See how he beats his breast. Now fix your eye


    on the other one, who makes his palm a bed


    to rest his cheek on as he breathes a sigh.


    The father and the father-in-law of the dread


    
      110

    


    plague of France, they’re pierced by misery,


    knowing the foul and evil life he’s led.


    The large-limbed one who sings in harmony


    with that one with the manly nose once bore


    the cincture of all virtue, and if he,


    
      115

    


    that youth who sits behind him there, now wore


    his crown, then all that virtue would have gone


    into one vessel from the one before.


    This can’t be said of either reigning son.


    James and Frederick have the realms, it’s true,


    
      120

    


    but the better heritage passed to no one.


    Rarely does human merit come up through


    the branches. He who gives it wills it thus,


    to tell us it is Him we must turn to


    to gain it. This fits the big nose no less


    
      125

    


    than Peter, his singing partner, as Provence


    and Apulia already know, to their distress.


    As the strong plant bore weak seed, Constance,


    much more than Margaret or Beatrice,


    may still extol her husband’s excellence.


    
      130

    


    Behold the one who sits alone there. His


    was a simple life. He was Harry, the English king.


    Better stock grows from his branches. This


    one who looks up, sitting lowest in the ring,


    was William the marquis, the reason that


    
      135

    


    Alessandria and its warfare bring


    great grief to Canavese and Montferrat.”

  

  
    CANTO VIII


    The hour had come when sailors’ hearts will swell


    with sad desire on the day when they


    have bidden their beloved friends farewell,


    when the pilgrim starting on his way


    
      5

    


    is pierced with love if from afar he’s stirred


    by a bell that seems to mourn the dying day,


    when I allowed my hearing to be blurred


    and saw a soul who rose, hand in the air,


    and gestured that he wanted to be heard.


    
      10

    


    He clasped and raised his palms, and turned to stare


    eastward, as if he told the Deity:


    “There’s nothing else at all for which I care.”


    “Te lucis ante”: he sang that melody,


    and with such sweet devotion that it drew


    
      15

    


    all of my self-awareness out of me.


    And then the others sang the hymn straight through,


    all sweetly and devoutly joining in.


    Meanwhile, they kept the heavenly spheres in view.


    Sharpen your eyes now, reader, and begin


    
      20

    


    to gaze upon the truth, for penetration


    of the veil is easy, since it is so thin.


    That noble legion sat in contemplation,


    silent, pale, and humble. Their eyes stayed


    fixed on the sky, as in anticipation.


    
      25

    


    Two angels were descending. Each displayed


    in his hand a flaming sword. On each of these


    the pointed tip was broken off the blade.


    Green as the leaves just opened on the trees


    were the robes the angels wore, which, as they plied


    
      30

    


    their green wings, snapped and fluttered in the breeze.


    I saw one stop above us and one glide


    onto the opposite bank. All the souls there


    were flanked by angels, one on either side.


    My eyes could clearly make out their blond hair,


    
      35

    


    but their faces made my sight a faculty


    forced to encounter more than it could bear.


    “From Mary’s bosom they have come to see


    that the valley is kept safe,” Sordello said,


    “because the serpent will come presently.”


    
      40

    


    Not knowing which way it would show its head,


    I turned myself around and quickly drew


    close to the trusted shoulders, chilled with dread.


    Sordello said: “Now let us go down to


    the valley, to the great souls in that place,


    
      45

    


    and speak with them. It will please them to see you.”


    I believe that I arrived there in the space


    of just three steps. One soul within that rim


    stared hard at me, as if he knew my face.


    It was the hour when the air grows dim,


    
      50

    


    but not so dark yet that it failed to show


    what it had hid before from me and him.


    We moved toward one another. It pleased me so,


    noble Judge Nino, to see you with these


    saved spirits, not among the damned below.


    
      55

    


    We two omitted no felicities.


    “How long is it since you came,” he asked me,


    “to the mountain’s base, over the distant seas?”


    “I came,” I said, “from the realm of misery


    this morning. I’m in my first life, but I


    
      60

    


    journey to earn the one that’s yet to be.”


    When he and Sordello had heard my reply,


    each drew back with amazement on his face.


    One turned to Virgil, and one gave a cry


    to another spirit sitting in that place:


    
      65

    


    “Come see, Currado, if you want to know


    what God has willed to happen through His grace.”


    And to me: “By that singular gratitude you owe


    to Him whose primal purpose has been seeded


    so deeply that no one can reach it, go,


    
      70

    


    when your trip across the broad sea is completed,


    to my Giovanna and have her say a prayer


    for me, to where the innocent are heeded.


    I fear by now her mother doesn’t care


    for me. Her bands of white are gone, but such


    
      75

    


    will be her misery, she’ll wish to wear


    them once again. From her we learn this much,


    how long the light of woman’s love burns on


    if it’s not often stoked by sight and touch.


    The viper who leads the Milanese upon


    
      80

    


    the field won’t grace the tomb where she will rest


    as well as Gallura’s rooster would have done.”


    Such were the words he spoke, his face impressed


    with the stamp of righteous passion that will burn


    in its own proper measure in the breast.


    
      85

    


    My greedy eyes glanced often to discern


    where stars are slowest, the way a wheel’s inside,


    nearest the axle, will most slowly turn.


    “Son, what are you gazing at up there?” my guide


    asked me. “Those three small torches giving light


    
      90

    


    to the pole that’s here above us,” I replied.


    “The four bright stars you saw at morning’s height


    are low, on the other side, and in the very


    same place,” he said, “these three have come in sight.”


    While Virgil was still speaking, in a hurry


    
      95

    


    Sordello drew him close and, pointing where


    Virgil should look, cried: “See, our adversary!”


    Where the small valley has no barrier


    came a snake, perhaps the one who came to speak


    to Eve and give the bitter food to her.


    
      100

    


    Through grass and flowers slid the evil streak,


    turning at times to lick its back the way


    that beasts will do to make themselves more sleek.


    I didn’t see, and so I cannot say,


    how Heaven’s falcons starting moving then,


    
      105

    


    but I could see their motion clear as day.


    The beating green wings split the air, and when


    the snake heard them, it fled. In unity


    the angels flew back to their posts again.


    The shade who had drawn near the judge when he


    
      110

    


    called out to him had kept me in his sight


    during the whole assault, unswervingly.


    “So may your will give wax enough to light


    the candle of your journey to advance


    the whole way to the peak’s enameled height,”


    
      115

    


    he said, “if you have true intelligence


    of Val di Magra or the countryside


    around it, tell me. I was great there once.


    Called Currado Malaspina, I’d


    descended from the old one of that name.


    
      120

    


    Here my love for my own kind is purified.”


    And I replied: “Although I cannot claim


    to have seen your country, is there anywhere


    in Europe unfamiliar with its fame?


    The storied virtues of your house declare


    
      125

    


    the worth of your lords and land, thus making each


    well known to those who never have been there.


    I swear to you, as I have hope to reach


    the top, your honored race has never made


    the glory of purse or sword endure a breach.


    
      130

    


    Through nature and the custom it’s displayed,


    though the world’s twisted by the wicked head,


    it alone has done right and not strayed.”


    “The sun will not rest seven times,” he said,


    “in the place the Ram bestrides and, with the press


    
      135

    


    of all four of his feet, covers the bed,


    before this kind opinion you express


    is nailed in the center of your head with nails


    stronger than words that others speak, unless


    the course of heavenly judgment somehow fails.”

  

  
    CANTO IX


    The concubine of old Tithonus, free


    from her doting lover’s arms, was hovering


    palely upon the eastern balcony.


    Her brow displayed a band of glistening


    
      5

    


    gems shaped like that cold-blooded creature who


    uses its tail to strike men with its sting.


    From where we were, the night had journeyed through


    two of the steps she climbs. The third one was


    beginning now to fold its wings up too.


    
      10

    


    With something of Adam with me, and because


    I was overcome with sleep, I stretched out on


    the grass where we all sat, the five of us.


    At the hour when the swallow, near the dawn,


    sings her sad lays, perhaps in memories


    
      15

    


    of the past sorrows she has undergone,


    and when our mind, a wanderer that frees


    itself somewhat from flesh and earthly care,


    has visions that come close to prophecies,


    in a dream I seemed to see an eagle there.


    
      20

    


    Gold-feathered wings spread wide, it looked to be


    poised to come swooping straight down through the air.


    And I was in the place, it seemed to me,


    where Ganymede, abandoning his friends,


    was seized for the supreme consistory.


    
      25

    


    I thought: “It may be that the bird intends


    to hunt here only, and its claws won’t claim


    prey from anywhere else when it ascends.”


    It seemed that, after circling, down it came


    as terrible as lightning. At a stroke


    
      30

    


    it swept me up as far as to the flame.


    We were both burning in the heat and smoke.


    The fire in my mind so scorched me then,


    it broke into my sleep, and I awoke.


    Just as Achilles started, and began


    
      35

    


    staring in startled wonderment before


    he realized where he had awakened, when,


    carrying him from Chiron, his mother bore


    her sleeping son away to Scyros, where


    the Greeks found him and took him off to war,


    
      40

    


    I started as I felt sleep disappear


    from my eyes, and I turned pale instantly


    like one who feels himself grow cold with fear.


    There was no one but my comfort next to me.


    I noticed that the sun had climbed two hours


    
      45

    


    or more, and I was looking at the sea.


    “Do not let fear take hold of you, for ours


    is a fine position now. Be fortified,


    not hesitant, and put forth all your powers.


    We have come to Purgatory,” said my guide.


    
      50

    


    “See the high cliff surround it like a ring.


    See there, where it is cleft, the way inside.


    Earlier, while your soul was slumbering


    within you, in the dawn before the day,


    over the flowers that are blossoming


    
      55

    


    in the grass below, a lady came to say:


    ‘I am Lucia. While this traveler


    sleeps, I will take and speed him on his way.’


    Those other noble souls stayed where they were,


    Sordello among them. With the rising sun


    
      60

    


    she brought you up here, and I followed her.


    Her lovely eyes, before she set you down,


    showed me the opening, which is unsealed.


    Then she, together with your sleep, was gone.”


    Just like a doubting man whose worries yield


    
      65

    


    to reassurance, who dispels his fright


    with confidence when truth has been revealed,


    I was transformed. My leader saw how light


    my heart had grown, and so he made a start,


    and I went after him, up toward the height.


    
      70

    


    Reader, you clearly see how, for my part,


    I am heightening my theme. You should feel no


    surprise if I sustain it now with art


    more deeply drawn. The rock cliff seemed to show


    a fissure, one of those that sometimes split


    
      75

    


    a wall. I had to see it close to know


    it was a gate. Three steps led up to it,


    each colored differently. A guard was there,


    who had not said a single word as yet.


    I focused more and more directly where


    
      80

    


    he sat above the top step, and the sight


    of his face was much more than I could bear.


    He held a naked sword. It gave such bright


    reflections of his face’s every ray,


    I couldn’t look at it, try as I might.


    
      85

    


    “What do you want?” he called. “Speak from there, stay


    where you are. Why is no one escorting you?


    Beware of harm as you come up this way.”


    My master said: “A heavenly lady who


    knows of these things just came to us and said:


    
      90

    


    ‘Go there. That is the gate you must pass through.’ ”


    The courteous keeper: “May your steps be sped


    by her to your great good. Come forward here,


    up to our stairs.” And so we went ahead.


    The first step was white marble. It was clear


    
      95

    


    and polished like a mirror, and it made


    the perfect likeness of my face appear.


    The second one was of a darker shade


    than perse, rough and burnt-looking. I could see,


    through all its length and breadth, deep cracks displayed.


    
      100

    


    The third was set above them, massively,


    red as blood spurting from a vein. This one


    appeared to have been carved from porphyry.


    The angel of the Lord was seated on


    the threshold, with his feet on the top step.


    
      105

    


    The sill seemed made of adamantine stone.


    In my eagerness my master pulled me up


    over the steps and said: “You must implore


    with all humility to have him slip


    the bolt.” I beat my breast three times before


    
      110

    


    I devoutly fell at the holy feet and pled


    for mercy’s sake to be let through the door.


    The angel placed his sword’s tip on my head


    and on my forehead he traced seven P’s.


    “Wash off these wounds when you are in,” he said.


    
      115

    


    Ash and excavated dry earth: these


    were the color of his robe. He reached inside


    his clothes, and from within he drew two keys,


    one of them silver and one gold. He plied


    the white one, then the yellow one, and so


    
      120

    


    the wish I had expressed was satisfied.


    “If either of the keys should fail to go


    in the lock and turn, the portal thereupon


    would remain closed,” he said to us. “Although


    one is more precious, still the other one


    
      125

    


    requires much skill and wit to work the door.


    It is the key by which the knot’s undone.


    Peter, who gave me them, said to err more


    in allowing than denying, if and when


    the seeking souls prostrate themselves before


    
      130

    


    my feet.” He opened the holy entrance then.


    “Enter,” he said, “but know, before you stir,


    he who looks back must go outside again.”


    The pivots of the sacred portal were


    made of a metal strong and sonorous,


    
      135

    


    and as they turned the roar was mightier


    and the door opened with more stubbornness


    than that time at Tarpeia when they took


    the good Metellus and made the treasury less.


    I turned, intent, when that first sweet sound shook


    
      140

    


    the air, mixing with voices that seemed to be


    singing “Te Deum laudamas.” It struck


    my ears the same way that it does when we


    hear people singing with an organ playing,


    when now we hear the singers perfectly


    
      145

    


    and now we cannot tell what they are saying.

  

  
    CANTO X


    When we had crossed the threshold of the gate


    where souls that wrongly love do not come in


    because they make the crooked way seem straight,


    I heard it close resoundingly again.


    
      5

    


    If I had turned to look at it once more,


    what possible excuse could there have been?


    We climbed within a cleft in the rock’s core


    that bent this way and that, a winding track


    like a wave that ebbs and swells along the shore.


    
      10

    


    “Now we must use a bit of skill to tack


    to the left and to the right,” my master said,


    “hugging the wall wherever it falls back.”


    And thus, since we so slowly inched ahead,


    we saw the waning moon already lie,


    
      15

    


    ready to take its rest, in its own bed,


    before we came forth from that needle’s eye.


    The ground was high and open, we were very


    uncertain where our proper path might lie


    as the mountain face fell back, and I was weary.


    
      20

    


    We stopped upon a plateau. Roads that ran


    through deserts would not be as solitary.


    From its edge beside the void, the ledge would span,


    to the foot of the high bank with its sheer rise,


    a length three times the height of any man.


    
      25

    


    Looking to left and right, I let my eyes


    take flight to the fullest possible extent:


    the terrace width was constant in its size.


    Before we took one step on it and went


    forward, I noticed that the vertical


    
      30

    


    inner ring, allowing no ascent,


    was all white marble, filled with beautiful


    carvings that would make Polycletus be


    put to shame there, and nature be as well.


    The angel who was bringing the decree


    
      35

    


    of peace that was long wept for, canceling


    the ancient ban, letting Heaven’s gate swing free,


    was sculpted with such lifelike fashioning,


    shown before us with his gentle air,


    that he appeared to be a living thing,


    
      40

    


    not a mute image. Anyone would swear


    that he said “Ave!,” for she who turned the key


    that opened the great love was also there.


    In her demeanor, unmistakably,


    “Ecce ancilla Dei” was outlined


    
      45

    


    as clearly as a seal in wax would be.


    Said my sweet master: “Do not set your mind


    on one part only.” I was standing right


    beside him, at the side where one will find


    the heart. I moved my eyes so that I might


    
      50

    


    look beyond Mary to see what was shown


    on the same side as my prompter, and my sight


    fixed on another story in the stone.


    I walked past Virgil for a better view,


    so as to see the whole scene on my own.


    
      55

    


    The cart was there, and there the oxen drew


    the holy ark, on whose account men dread


    to take roles they are not appointed to.


    The seven choirs sculpted up ahead


    made two of my senses argue. One of those


    
      60

    


    said “They are singing.” “No,” the other said.


    And likewise with the imaged smoke that rose


    up from the incense and provoked a war


    of yes and no between my eyes and nose.


    Robes hitched, the humble psalmist leaped before


    
      65

    


    the blessèd vessel, dancing. In that case


    he showed that he was less than king, and more.


    Opposite him, gazing from her place


    in a palace window, Michal viewed the sight


    with scorn and sadness carved upon her face.


    
      70

    


    I walked a little way so that I might


    look more closely at another story


    beyond where Michal was, all gleaming white.


    Represented there in his high glory


    I saw the Roman prince whose decency


    
      75

    


    had moved the heart of Gregory before he


    brought about his greatest victory.


    I speak of Trajan here, the emperor.


    A grief-struck widow, weeping bitterly,


    stood by his bridle. Thronging horsemen were


    
      80

    


    trampling the soil around him. Overhead


    I saw the wind make their gold eagles stir.


    Amid them, it appeared the widow said:


    “I beg you, lord, avenge my murdered son.


    My heart is torn in two since he is dead.”


    
      85

    


    He seemed to answer her: “It will be done


    when I return from war. Wait till I do.”


    “If you do not, my lord?” she said, like one


    whose grief is urgent. “Then the person who


    sits in my place will do it.” “In what way


    
      90

    


    will another’s virtue be of use to you


    if you neglect yours?” “Be consoled, I say.


    I shall do right by you before I go.


    Justice compels and pity calls me to stay.”


    He who has seen no new thing chose to show


    
      95

    


    this visible speech. We think it new because


    on Earth it is a thing we do not know.


    While I was savoring these images


    of such humility, even more dear


    to me because of who their Maker was,


    
      100

    


    the poet murmured: “People are headed here,


    a crowd, but moving with slow steps. Now they


    will show us to the stairs to the next tier.”


    My eyes, which always were inclined to stray


    toward any new thing they have not seen yet,


    
      105

    


    did not take long to turn themselves his way.


    I would not have you be dismayed or let


    your good intentions, reader, be defeated


    by hearing how God has us pay the debt.


    Do not dwell on the way the pain is meted.


    
      110

    


    Think of what follows, think that the misery


    by judgment day, at worst, will be completed.


    “Master,” I said, “they do not look to be


    people coming. No matter how I stare,


    my eyes refuse to tell me what I see.”


    
      115

    


    “The heavy kind of torment that they bear


    has bent them low,” he said. “At first my own


    vision could not decide just what was there.


    Look closely. Disentangle from each stone


    what moves beneath it and you will see too


    
      120

    


    how each one beats his breast as they atone.”


    O haughty Christians, weary wretches who


    have weak and blinded minds, who are contented


    to trust in taking backward steps, do you


    not apprehend that we are worms, intended


    
      125

    


    to turn into the angelic butterfly


    making its way to judgment undefended?


    You undeveloped insects, tell me why,


    since you are half-formed worms, still grubs at best,


    your spirit is puffed up and soars so high.


    
      130

    


    Sometimes a sculpted figure is compressed


    in a corbel holding up a roof, with knees


    drawn up and pushing hard into the chest.


    One feels a real discomfort when he sees


    this unreal form, like the uneasiness


    
      135

    


    that overtook me when I looked at these


    sinners who were bent double, more or less


    as the weight was more or less that each one bore.


    Even the one most steadfast in distress


    seemed to say, weeping: “I can bear no more.”

  

  
    CANTO XI


    “Our Father who art in Heaven, not held by


    any constraint, but by Thy demonstration


    of greater love for the first things made on high,


    hallowed be Thy name and might in exaltation


    
      5

    


    by every living thing, for it is right


    to render thanks for Thy sweet emanation.


    Thy kingdom come, and let its peace alight


    upon our souls, for if it is not given


    we cannot come to it, strive as we might.


    
      10

    


    Thy will be done on Earth by men who are driven


    to sing Hosanna and let their wills be led


    by Thine, as angels do, as it is in Heaven.


    Give us this day, we pray, our daily bread,


    without which those who strive most to pass through


    
      15

    


    this bitter desert must fall back instead.


    Forgive us our trespasses as we too


    forgive those who trespass against us, rather


    than hold us to the judgment we are due.


    And lead us not into temptation, Father,


    
      20

    


    to which we are so readily inclined,


    but deliver us from evil, from the Other,


    the ancient foe who so infects the mind.


    Lord, this last prayer is not for us, because


    we have no need, but for those who remain behind.”


    
      25

    


    Thus praying Godspeed for themselves and us,


    under the sort of burden that we see


    in dreams sometimes, with slow and onerous


    trudging, all in unequal misery,


    wearily circling the first ledge they went,


    
      30

    


    purging the world’s soot. If they constantly


    offer prayers there for our betterment,


    what should those who are still here do or say,


    those whose wills have roots in good intent?


    Should we not help them wash their stains away


    
      35

    


    to lighten them and purify them, so


    they may rise to the wheeling stars one day?


    “Now, so may mercy and justice both bestow


    your burden’s end and give you wings to fly


    as high as you desire them to go,


    
      40

    


    please show us where the nearest path might lie


    to the next stairway. Show us the lowest hill,


    if there is more than one way there, for my


    journey’s companion bears the burden still


    of Adam’s flesh, and such oppressive dress


    
      45

    


    makes his climb slow, despite his eager will.”


    Although it was impossible to guess


    which one replied to what my guiding light


    had just said to those spirits, nonetheless


    we heard these words: “Come with us to the right


    
      50

    


    along the bank, to a path to the ascent


    where even a living man can scale the height.


    And were it not for this impediment,


    with my proud neck subdued beneath the weight


    of this oppressive stone and my face bent


    
      55

    


    down toward the ground, I would be looking straight


    at this live man—is he someone I know?—


    and trying to make him pity my sad state.


    I was the son of a Tuscan lord, although


    I don’t know if his name has reached your ears:


    
      60

    


    Guglielmo Aldobrandesco. I was so


    arrogant, owing to my ancestors’


    deeds and my ancient bloodline, that I grew


    forgetful of that common mother of ours


    and scornful of all men, which brought me to


    
      65

    


    my death, as is well known to the Sienese


    and every child in Campagnatico too.


    I am Omberto. All of my family’s


    lives, like mine, have been destroyed by pride,


    which dragged them down into calamities.


    
      70

    


    For this, until God has been satisfied,


    I bear this load among the dead because


    I never carried it before I died.”


    Listening, I bent down to where he was,


    and one of the encumbered souls, not he


    
      75

    


    who spoke, turned round beneath his burden as


    I stooped and trudged to keep them company.


    Straining to keep me constantly in view,


    he saw me, knew me, and called out to me.


    “Oh,” I answered, “Oderisi who


    
      80

    


    is the glory of Gubbio and the art they call


    illumination in Paris, is that you?”


    “Brother, Franco Bolognese has all


    the glory now,” he said. “His pages seem


    to smile much more than mine. My glory’s small.


    
      85

    


    While I was still alive, I’d never dream


    of being so gracious, for my heart was set


    solely on my desire to be supreme.


    For pride like that, here’s where we pay the debt.


    I turned to God while I could still choose sin.


    
      90

    


    Otherwise, I would not have come here yet.


    What empty fame our human powers win!


    The green branch is so brief, unless an age


    of barbarism should be ushered in.


    Once Cimabue thought he held the stage


    
      95

    


    in art, but his is faded fame at best,


    and now it’s Giotto who is all the rage.


    In poetry, we see one Guido wrest


    the glory from another, and one whose fame


    will harry both of them out of the nest


    
      100

    


    may be already born. The world’s acclaim


    is wind, blown every way, and we see how


    each new direction blows in a new name.


    Say you die old. A thousand years from now


    will you have more fame than if you came to die


    
      105

    


    while you still said ‘moo-moo’ instead of ‘cow’?


    And a thousand years is shorter, measured by


    the eternal, than the blink of an eye would be


    to one circling of the slowest sphere in the sky.


    Look at the one who crawls in front of me.


    
      110

    


    Once throughout Tuscany his name had been


    ringing. Now even in Siena he


    rates barely a whisper, though he ruled there when


    it routed the rampaging Florentines,


    as whorish now as they were proud back then.


    
      115

    


    Earthly renown is like the browns and greens


    of grass. The very One who made it sprout


    will make it wither, using the same means.”


    “Your true words humble me, beyond all doubt,”


    I said, “and ease a swelling that had grown.


    
      120

    


    But who’s the man that you just spoke about?”


    “Provenzan Salvani, here to atone


    because of his presuming,” he replied,


    “to try to make Siena all his own.


    He’s borne this burden ever since he died,


    
      125

    


    with no rest. In such coin a soul repays


    for being too bold on the other side.”


    I said: “I thought that if someone delays


    repentance till the edge of life is near,


    for just as long as he has lived he stays


    
      130

    


    below before ascending to a tier,


    unless good prayers help move him toward the sill.


    How has he been allowed to come up here?”


    “In Siena’s marketplace, while he was still


    in his great glory, taking on the strain


    
      135

    


    of humiliation of his own free will,


    to liberate his good friend from the pain


    of Charles’s jail, he made his stand, although


    it made him tremble in his every vein.


    I say no more. This is unclear, I know,


    
      140

    


    but your own townsmen, not too long from now,


    will help your understanding of it grow.


    You asked how he came early. That was how.”

  

  
    CANTO XII


    Like oxen yoked together, side by side


    we went along, that burdened soul and I,


    as long as was allowed by my good guide.


    When he said: “Leave that man and hurry by,


    
      5

    


    let each propel his bark as best he can


    with strength to pull the oars and sails raised high,”


    I stood upright, as it befits a man


    to walk that way, although my thoughts stayed low,


    still humbled and bent over. I began


    
      10

    


    to move on, and we both began to show,


    as I was pleased to follow where he led,


    how rapidly and lightly we could go.


    “Now turn your eyes down as you walk ahead,


    for it will please you and will ease your way


    
      15

    


    to see the bed beneath your feet,” he said.


    Just as the stones of a church floor portray


    images of the buried dead who sleep


    below there, so that thoughts of them will stay


    alive, only for pious souls who keep


    
      20

    


    faith with their memory, and sting the heart


    many a time, provoking them to weep,


    so, likewise, scenes were carved into the part


    that juts out from the sloping mountain, where


    they were more lifelike, done with greater art.


    
      25

    


    My eyes looked to one side, and I saw there


    the noblest-fashioned creature fall from high


    in Heaven’s realm like lightning through the air.


    My eyes moved to the other side: pierced by


    the celestial bolt, Briareus was downed.


    
      30

    


    Heavy and in death’s chill I saw him lie.


    My eyes saw Pallas, Mars, Thymbraeus round


    their father, all still armed. Their eyes were wide,


    staring at giants’ limbs strewn on the ground.


    My eyes saw Nimrod as he gazed beside


    
      35

    


    his great work’s wreck in dazed perplexity


    with those from Shinar who had shared his pride.


    Ah, Niobe, next it is you I see


    traced on the road, with your seven children slain


    and seven more, your eyes in agony.


    
      40

    


    Ah, Saul, how dead you seemed where you had lain


    pierced by your sword on Gilboa, where the dew


    was never felt again, nor was the rain.


    Ah, mad Arachne, here half turned into


    a spider already, wretchedly you squat


    
      45

    


    on the shreds of your own work that ruined you.


    Ah, Rehoboam, your image now is not


    so fierce, as here, overwhelmed with fear, you flee


    although no one pursues your chariot.


    Now the hard road showed the penalty


    
      50

    


    that Alcmaeon had made his mother bear


    in payment for the ill-starred jewelry.


    Now the pavement showed the temple where


    his sons surprised Sennacherib and threw


    themselves on him, and left his body there.


    
      55

    


    Now it showed the queen Tomyris, who


    spread ruin and cruel slaughter when she said


    to Cyrus: “Bloodthirsty? Here’s blood for you!”


    Now it showed how the Assyrians fled


    in total rout when Holofernes was


    
      60

    


    cut down, and showed the remnants of him dead.


    My eyes saw Troy in ashes, cavernous.


    Ah, Ilion, how humbled and how low!


    Now the carving made it clear to us.


    What master of the brush or pen could show


    
      65

    


    such skill with shapes and lines? Who would not give


    a cry of awe on seeing each tableau?


    The dead seemed dead, the living seemed to live,


    as clearly as to those who had been there,


    as I bent down, they were so evocative.


    
      70

    


    Be sure to walk with heads high in the air,


    children of Eve, and never, in your pride,


    look down to see your evil thoroughfare!


    We had gone further round the mountainside


    and much more of the sun’s course had been sped


    
      75

    


    than I knew, for I’d been preoccupied,


    when he, who always kept his eyes ahead


    as he went, spoke: “This is no time to stay


    lost in your thoughts, head down. Look up instead.


    There, readying himself to come our way,


    
      80

    


    is an angel. See the sixth handmaid go in,


    having performed her service to the day.


    Be reverent in face and bearing then,


    so he will send us up to the next tier.


    And think: this day will never dawn again.”


    
      85

    


    It had become so usual to hear


    his warnings not to lose time that there was


    no likelihood his words would be unclear.


    Now the fair creature was approaching us,


    dressed all in white. His face exhibited


    
      90

    


    the radiant aspect of the tremulous


    morning star. He spread his arms, then spread


    his wings. “Now come. The stairway is nearby.


    From here you may ascend with ease,” he said.


    “The summons is to all, but few reply.


    
      95

    


    Humans, you’re born to rise, so why do you


    fall at a puff of wind out of the sky?”


    He led us where the rock was split in two,


    struck my brow with his wings, then promised me


    safe passage my entire journey through.


    
      100

    


    Just as, on the right side, the climb to see


    the church above Rubaconte, which overlooks


    the city ruled with such integrity,


    is broken by a stairway in the rocks


    carved there in a time when men relied


    
      105

    


    on honest measures and strict record books,


    here the ascent is eased on the steep slide


    that drops from the next circle, though there may


    be high stone walls pressed close on either side.


    We could hear singing as we turned that way.


    
      110

    


    “Beati pauperes spiritu!” it was,


    sung in tones sweeter than words could convey.


    How unlike those of Hell are these entrances:


    here we are met with song, there with the sound


    of lamentations fierce and tortuous.


    
      115

    


    Now we went up the sacred steps. I found


    in mounting there that I was feeling so


    much lighter than I had on level ground,


    and I said: “Master, I would like to know


    what weight’s been lifted from me. Tell me how


    
      120

    


    I’m hardly feeling wearied as I go.”


    “When all the P’s that are still on your brow,


    which have grown fainter, are completely gone,”


    he said, “just as the first of them is now,


    good will shall work so thoroughly upon


    
      125

    


    your feet that they, instead of wearying you,


    will joy in being urged to hurry on.”


    And then, like someone in the avenue


    with something on his head and unaware


    of what the people are reacting to


    
      130

    


    until his hand moves up and finds what’s there,


    fulfilling the responsibilities


    that his eyesight lacks the means to share,


    my right hand touched where he who kept the keys


    had traced the letters, and there seemed to be


    
      135

    


    under my fingers only six of these.


    Observing this, my leader smiled at me.

  

  
    CANTO XIII


    Now we had climbed to find, at the stair’s end,


    a second cut in that mountain where we go


    to have ourselves de-sinned as we ascend.


    There was another terrace here, although


    
      5

    


    as this one circled round the hill, it made


    a sharper curve than did the one below.


    There are no souls, no images displayed,


    only the cliff face and the bare road here,


    only the stone, of a dull and livid shade.


    
      10

    


    “Now if we wait for people to appear,”


    the poet said, “and show the way ahead,


    our choice may be delayed too long, I fear.”


    He looked hard at the sun, then pivoted


    on his right side, and in that way proceeded


    
      15

    


    to swing his left side round, and then he said:


    “Sweet light above, in which my trust is seated


    as I walk this new road, I hope you may


    provide us guidance here, for it is needed.


    You warm our world and you light up our day,


    
      20

    


    and unless other reasons intervene


    your rays should always guide us on our way.”


    We had already covered what we mean


    in our world when we say a mile, and we


    were going fast, because our will was keen,


    
      25

    


    when moving toward us came a company


    of spirits, heard but unseen, in the sky


    calling us to love’s table courteously.


    Above us we could hear the first voice cry


    “Vinum non habent,” and it carried on


    
      30

    


    repeating it when it had passed us by.


    Before it quite died out, another one


    cried out “I am Orestes” as it flew


    over and past us as the first had done.


    “What are these voices, father?” I called to


    
      35

    


    my master, as a third one flew above,


    crying: “Love those who have done harm to you!”


    “This is the circle for the scourging of


    envy,” he answered, “and the lash is bound


    and braided all with cords made out of love.


    
      40

    


    Curbing it calls for the opposing sound.


    And, as I judge, you soon will hear it all


    before the pass of pardon has been found.


    Look steadily ahead, let your eyes fall


    upon a huddled group of people that


    
      45

    


    are sitting with their backs against the wall.”


    With widened eyes, I soon was looking at


    the ones he’d spoken of. The cloaks they wore


    were colored like the stone on which they sat.


    And when we had moved on a little more,


    
      50

    


    I could hear cries of “Mary, pray for us,”


    “Michael,” “Peter,” “All saints!” I am sure


    no man on Earth could be so feelingless


    that he would not be pierced to utter sighs


    of pity at the suffering that there was.


    
      55

    


    When I’d drawn near enough to recognize


    with clarity what I was looking at,


    a heavy grief milked tears out of my eyes.


    They seemed wrapped in coarse haircloth, and each sat


    with back propped on the rock wall and head propped


    
      60

    


    upon the next one’s shoulder, much like that


    position that the blind men will adopt


    on the indulgence days, when you will see


    each of them begging alms with his head dropped


    upon his neighbor’s shoulder, so that he


    
      65

    


    moves hearts with words and with the piteous


    sight he presents, which makes as strong a plea.


    The sun gives nothing to the blind, just as


    Heaven denies the largesse of its light


    to spirits in the place where I now was.


    
      70

    


    Their eyelids had been pierced through and stitched tight


    with iron wires, the way that hunters do


    with a young falcon in its restless fright.


    It felt like an offense to look into


    faces of those who couldn’t look at me,


    
      75

    


    and so I turned to my wise counsel, who


    had read my silent meaning perfectly.


    Not waiting for my question, he replied:


    “Speak to the point and speak with brevity.”


    Virgil walked next to me on the outside


    
      80

    


    where anyone might fall, for in that space,


    I saw, no parapet had been supplied.


    On my other side the spirits sat in place,


    saying devotions as the tears came out


    the horrid seams and trickled down each face.


    
      85

    


    I turned and said: “O you who without doubt


    are guaranteed to see the light of Heaven,


    which is the only goal you care about,


    I pray that God’s own grace will soon have shriven


    your conscience of its scum, freeing the flow


    
      90

    


    of the pure stream of memory. I am driven


    to beg your graciousness. I wish to know,


    are any Italians here? For good might be


    done for such spirits, if it should be so.”


    “Of one true city, O my brother, we


    
      95

    


    are citizens. You mean, ‘Are any here


    who, while they were pilgrims, lived in Italy?’ ”


    I thought this came from one who wasn’t near


    but further on from where I stood, and I


    moved closer so that my words would be clear.


    
      100

    


    One looked expectant. If you wonder why


    I thought so, it was how she raised her head


    the way blind people do, with chin held high.


    “Shade, who abase yourself to climb instead,


    if you’re the one who spoke to me, then please


    
      105

    


    tell me your name or where you are from,” I said.


    And she: “I who weep here was Sienese.


    I mend my sinful life and beg that He grant


    Himself to me, as do the rest of these.


    Though named Sapìa, I was not sapient.


    
      110

    


    I found more joy in someone else’s grief


    than all of the good fortune I was sent.


    If you think this unworthy of belief,


    hear how these feelings made my madness stir


    when the arc of my remaining years was brief.


    
      115

    


    My townsmen and their adversaries were


    at war near Colle. What God had ordained


    was what I prayed that He would make occur.


    My countrymen were driven back with pained


    and bitter steps. I saw them on the run,


    
      120

    


    and I was filled with joy so unconstrained,


    I raised my brazen face and thereupon


    told God: ‘Now I don’t fear You anymore!’


    as did the blackbird for a bit of sun.


    I sought my peace with God as my life wore


    
      125

    


    down to its ending. Penitence nonetheless


    would not have pared my sentence if not for


    Pier Pettinaio’s constant readiness


    to offer prayers for me, out of his own


    great charity and grief at my distress.


    
      130

    


    But who are you, who ask us to make known


    what our condition is, and, I surmise,


    breathe as you speak and walk with eyes unsewn?”


    “When I return here I will lose my eyes,


    but not for long,” I said. “The times are rare


    
      135

    


    that envy’s made me look at things crosswise.


    But the lower ring—fear of the torments there


    fills my spirit with anxiety.


    I can almost feel the weight I’ll have to bear.”


    “Who’s led you up to us,” she said to me,


    
      140

    


    “if you think you’re going back there?” I replied:


    “The one who stands beside me silently.


    I am alive. Soul chosen to abide


    in glory, ask, if you would have me move


    my mortal feet for you on the other side.”


    
      145

    


    “This is an amazing thing you tell me of!


    Please, now and then, remember me in prayer,


    you who have been marked by God’s great love.


    If you’re ever in Tuscany, by what you care


    most to achieve I beg you to restore


    
      150

    


    my name among my kin. You’ll see them there


    among that foolish people hoping for


    success with Taramone. As they lost


    with the Diana, here they will lose more,


    but here the admirals will lose the most.”

  

  
    CANTO XIV


    “Who is that walking round our mountainside


    before death gives him wings to fly and who


    can shut his eyes at will or peel them wide?”


    “I don’t know, but there’s someone else there too.


    
      5

    


    You ask, you’re closer. But be sure to be


    civil to him so that he’ll answer you.”


    So spoke two spirits huddled intimately


    at my right side. Then each one raised his face


    in my direction, and one spoke to me:


    
      10

    


    “O soul still set inside its body’s case


    yet going on toward Heaven all the same,


    console us out of charity. What place


    have you come from to here? And what’s your name?


    We marvel at this grace that God bestows


    
      15

    


    as at things that never were until you came.”


    “Rising in Falterona,” I said, “there flows


    a streamlet winding through mid-Tuscany


    for a hundred miles and more, and still it goes.


    From its banks I brought this body. It would be


    
      20

    


    pointless to give my name, for to this day


    it’s one that’s yet to ring resoundingly.”


    “If I am understanding what you say,”


    the spirit who had spoken first replied,


    “then it’s the Arno you describe that way.”


    
      25

    


    The other asked him: “Why did he decide


    to cover up its name, like somebody


    with something terrible he wants to hide?”


    “I don’t know why, although it seems to me,”


    the first one said to satisfy his debt,


    
      30

    


    “that valley’s name should pass from memory.


    From its source where Pelorus has been cut


    from the rugged chain, with peaks that swell so high


    hardly another range surpasses it,


    down to where it surrenders what the sky


    
      35

    


    has taken from the sea, and in that fashion


    gives the rivers a renewed supply,


    the men there run from virtue with a passion,


    as if it were a foe, a snake. A curse is


    on the place, or else it’s the expression


    
      40

    


    of evil ways. Their nature has grown worse, as


    the people of that wretched valley now


    are almost like a grazing herd of Circe’s.


    First it flows through a land of swine and sow


    who should eat acorns and not human fare,


    
      45

    


    and after that it trickles on somehow,


    going lower till it finds a lair


    of snarling curs who bark more than they bite.


    Sneering, it turns its snout away from there.


    Lower, the more it swells, the more the sight


    
      50

    


    of those dogs turned to wolves is there to greet


    this damned, unlucky ditch at left and right.


    It drops again, through hollow pools, to meet


    foxes whose cunning hearts are never stirred


    to fear traps, since they’re so skilled at deceit.


    
      55

    


    I won’t be still even though I’m overheard.


    It will be wise for him to mind the true


    spirit that speaks behind my every word.


    I see your grandson as a hunter who


    will chase the wolves who gather at that same


    
      60

    


    wild stream, and fill their hearts with terror too.


    He sells their living flesh, then to his shame


    slaughters them like old cattle as he shears


    the life from many and honor from his name.


    Out of the dismal wood he reappears


    
      65

    


    covered with blood. That forest will not come


    back to full growth in a thousand years.”


    Just as the face of someone hearing some


    grave news turns stricken and dispirited,


    no matter where the peril has come from,


    
      70

    


    the other spirit, who had turned his head


    to hear, seemed filled with sadness and dismay


    as he took in what his companion said.


    His look and what the other had to say


    had made me wonder who these two might be,


    
      75

    


    so I began to ask them straightaway.


    At that the one who’d spoken previously


    began again: “So you ask me to do


    for you what you refuse to do for me.


    But since God wills so much grace to shine through


    
      80

    


    your being, I won’t be ungenerous.


    He who was Guido del Duca faces you.


    I would turn livid, back when my blood was


    inflamed with envy, any time I saw


    anyone savor any happiness.


    
      85

    


    From what I sowed then, now I reap this straw.


    Humans, why pine for what you cannot share,


    forbidden as it is by nature’s law?


    The pride of the house of Calboli sits there


    beside me, the glorious Rinier, although


    
      90

    


    his excellence has yet to find an heir.


    And not just his. From the mountains to the Po,


    from Reno to the sea, all are without


    the good required for truth and pastime. Go


    throughout that land, and when you look about


    
      95

    


    you’ll see such poisonous thickets that the plow


    and proper planting couldn’t root them out.


    Where are good Lizio and Mainardi? How


    have we lost Carpigna and Traversaro? Mean,


    base Romagnoles, you’ve all turned bastard now!


    
      100

    


    A Fabbro in Bologna, a Bernardin


    di Fosco in Faenza sprouting high


    from low seed—when again will such be seen?


    Don’t marvel, Tuscan, that I weep and sigh


    for Guido da Prata and Ugolin d’Azzo, he


    
      105

    


    who lived among us in the days gone by,


    Federigo Tignoso and his company,


    Traversaro and Anastagi, noble courts


    that have no heir in either family,


    the ladies and the knights, the toils and sports


    
      110

    


    inspired by courtesy and pure love once,


    where wickedness now motivates all hearts.


    O Bertinoro, why don’t you vanish, since


    your leading clan and many another one


    have left you to escape your pestilence?


    
      115

    


    Bagnacavallo does well to have no son,


    Castrocaro does ill, Conio worse still,


    who trouble themselves to sire the counts they spawn.


    After their devil drops, the Pagani will


    be better off, but they never will reclaim


    
      120

    


    the public face of being honorable.


    O Ugolin de’ Fantolin, your name


    is safe, because you aren’t looking for


    a younger degeneration to breed shame.


    On your way, Tuscan. It will give me more


    
      125

    


    pleasure to weep now than to speak with you.


    Our conversation’s made my heart grow sore.”


    Those two dear souls stayed silent, though we knew


    they heard us leave, which seemed to certify


    that we had picked the right path to pursue.


    
      130

    


    As we moved on alone, we were met by


    words that were hurled at us, words that were said


    in a voice like lightning when it cracks the sky,


    “All who discover me will strike me dead,”


    and, as it happens when the cloud has burst


    
      135

    


    and then the thunder fades away, it fled.


    Our ears had respite as that voice dispersed,


    but suddenly a second one was thrown,


    a clap of thunder following the first:


    “I am Aglauros who was turned to stone.”


    
      140

    


    Instead of forward, I moved right, because


    I wished to be near Virgil. It had grown


    quiet on all sides. Then he said: “That was


    the hard bit meant to rein in man, which ought


    to keep him within bounds. But what he does


    
      145

    


    is take the bait. You let yourselves be caught


    on the old adversary’s hook, and so


    by then the curb and lure both count for naught.


    The heavens call you, wheel above and show


    their timeless beauties to you, which you miss


    
      150

    


    because you fix your eyes on Earth below.


    He who sees everything smites you for this.”

  

  
    CANTO XV


    From the beginning of the day until


    the third hour, in the sphere that takes delight


    in frisking like a child—the sun had still


    that span of time to pass in its slow flight


    
      5

    


    toward nightfall. It was vespers there, and so


    in this part of the world it was midnight.


    My nose felt sunlight as we pressed to go


    around the mountain, and we now could see


    the sun full in our faces, dropping low.


    
      10

    


    I felt amazement at a mystery,


    for all at once it seemed the splendor weighed


    upon my forehead much more heavily,


    and so I lifted up my hand and made


    a visor, trying to keep my eyes protected


    
      15

    


    by blocking the excess of light with shade.


    And in the way a beam of light’s reflected


    in water or a mirror and is bent


    immediately on contact and projected


    up at an angle equal to its descent,


    
      20

    


    an angle plotted on the opposite


    side of the plumb line, as experiment


    and science show, the path before us hit


    my eyes directly with reflected light,


    and they were quick to turn away from it.


    
      25

    


    “Sweet father,” I exclaimed, “what is that sight


    coming toward us? I can’t keep my eyes


    protected from its glare, try as I might.”


    He answered me: “It should be no surprise


    that you’re still stunned by Heaven’s family.


    
      30

    


    A messenger has come to bid us rise.


    You find these things hard now, but soon you’ll see


    that they’re providing great delight instead,


    to the height of your natural capacity.”


    We reached the blessèd angel, and he said


    
      35

    


    “Enter here” in a joyful voice to us,


    “you’ll find the stairs are much less steep ahead


    than the others.” “Beati misericordes” was


    being sung behind, accompanied by


    “Rejoice now, you who are victorious.”


    
      40

    


    Now we were all alone, my guide and I.


    I thought, as we went on with our ascent,


    to profit from him if he’d clarify


    with his wise words: “What was it that he meant,


    the Romagnole, when he said that not to share


    
      45

    


    is unnatural?” “He knows the full extent


    of the cost of his great fault,” he said, “so there


    is nothing strange in hearing him berate it


    in hopes that there might be less pain to bear.


    Because your appetites are concentrated


    
      50

    


    where sharing shrinks the size of each one’s part,


    envy keeps the bellows well inflated


    that fan your sighs. If your desire would start


    to be moved by love of the highest sphere above


    toward heavenly things, such fear would leave your heart.


    
      55

    


    The more who say ‘ours’ there, then the more of


    the good that each possesses, and inside


    that cloister’s walls more brightly burns the love.”


    “Now I am hungrier to be satisfied


    than if I had just held my tongue,” I said,


    
      60

    


    “for in my mind the doubts are multiplied.


    How can it be that a good distributed


    to many people makes them richer than


    if it were shared by just a few instead?”


    “Because you are still thinking like a man


    
      65

    


    concerned with worldly things, from the true light


    you harvest only darkness,” he began.


    “Good, infinite and ineffable, goes right


    to love from its heavenly home, just as we see


    a ray of sunlight drawn to something bright.


    
      70

    


    As it finds love, to that precise degree


    it gives it back again, and in that case


    eternal goodness grows continually.


    The more there are loving souls in that high place,


    the more there is to love, and love will increase,


    
      75

    


    like mirrors that are reflecting face to face.


    And if these words of mine still don’t appease


    your hunger, you will meet Beatrice, and then


    she will make your every craving cease.


    Seek meanwhile to erase the five wounds in


    
      80

    


    your forehead, that they may be healed soon by


    hurting, as the other two have been.”


    I was about to say “You satisfy . . .”


    when I saw we had reached another ring.


    I was struck silent by my eager eye.


    
      85

    


    There it seemed I was envisioning


    in an ecstatic moment the display


    of a temple filled with a great gathering.


    I heard a woman about to enter say,


    exclaiming with a mother’s tender care,


    
      90

    


    “My son, why have you treated us this way?


    Your father and I have sought you everywhere,


    in sorrow.” What had first appeared was gone


    when she had ceased her speaking, and then there


    appeared another woman, and upon


    
      95

    


    her cheeks was water grief distills when bred


    out of a great resentment toward someone.


    “If you are lord of the city,” she now said,


    “over whose naming the gods’ anger flared,


    the city out of which all learning spread,


    
      100

    


    avenge yourself on those bold arms that dared,


    Pisistratus, to embrace our daughter.” Thus


    she spoke, and then it seemed that he declared,


    with calm face, in words mild and decorous:


    “What shall we do to those wish us harm,


    
      105

    


    if those who love us are condemned by us?”


    And after that I saw a furious swarm


    stoning a youth to death with their unending


    cries of “Kill! Kill!” Under the raging storm


    he sank down to the ground, already bending


    
      110

    


    beneath the weight of death, his eyes turned toward


    the sky making gates to Heaven, his prayer ascending


    to the high Lord. In agony he implored


    God to forgive his murderers, as he


    bore the look that unlocks pity. When restored


    
      115

    


    to things that have their own reality


    outside of it, my soul could validate


    how true my unfalse errors proved to be.


    Seeing me act like someone in a state


    of coming round from sleep, my leader said:


    
      120

    


    “What is it that keeps you from walking straight?


    For more than half a league, you’ve moved with spread


    and stumbling legs, with eyes veiled and unclear,


    as though fatigue or wine had dulled your head.”


    “Sweet father,” I replied, “if you will hear,


    
      125

    


    I’ll tell you, in that time my legs were gone


    away from me, the things I saw appear.”


    He answered: “With a hundred masks upon


    your face, your thoughts could never be concealed


    from me, not even the most trivial one.


    
      130

    


    So that your heart would not refuse to yield


    to the eternal fountain’s peaceful flow—


    that is why these visions were revealed.


    When I asked you ‘What is it?,’ it was no


    question from one whose eyes do not see past


    
      135

    


    an unresponsive body. I did so


    to make your feet move eagerly and fast.


    The sluggish need a spur so that they might


    seize their hour when they awake at last.”


    So we went forward through the evening light,


    
      140

    


    straining to see the road ahead because


    the bright beams of the low sun filled our sight.


    Then rolling slowly in our path there was


    a cloud of smoke as black as night, and there


    was no place to escape. It came toward us,


    
      145

    


    taking away our sight and the pure air.

  

  
    CANTO XVI


    The gloom of Hell, or black night lacking in


    all stars and planets, under a bare sky clouded


    as much as it can be, had never been


    so thick a curtain as the one that shrouded


    
      5

    


    my sight, nor had I ever known the sort


    of gritty smoke that choked my throat and crowded


    around me now. My loyal, wise escort,


    knowing that I was forced to close my eyes,


    drew near and gave his shoulder for support.


    
      10

    


    I walked on like a blind man who relies


    upon his guide to steer him safely where


    dangers, maybe fatal, may arise,


    and, passing through that foul and acrid air,


    more than once I heard my leader say:


    
      15

    


    “We may be separated, so take care.”


    I could hear voices. Each one seemed to pray


    for peace and mercy granted by the Lord,


    the Lamb of God, who takes our sins away.


    “Agnus Dei” was the phrase that poured


    
      20

    


    from each of them, and in one measure, so


    that they all seemed to be of one accord.


    “These voices that I hear, I want to know,


    master, are they spirits?” “Yes. They seek


    to loose the knot of anger as they go.”


    
      25

    


    “And who are you, who cleave our smoke, and speak


    as if your time is still distributed


    according to the year and month and week?”


    A voice called out those words. My master said:


    “Answer, and then question him to see


    
      30

    


    if this way brings us upward and ahead.”


    “Creature,” I said, “who cleanse yourself to be


    worthy to see Him who created you,


    you’ll hear a marvel if you follow me.”


    “I’ll come as far as I’m permitted to,


    
      35

    


    and we will stay connected by our sound,”


    he told me, “if the smoke cuts off our view.”


    I said: “In the swaddling clothes that are unbound


    by death, I journey upward through this place.


    Through the misery of Hell I have come round.


    
      40

    


    Since God lets me so far into His grace


    that I may see His court, as is decreed,


    in a manner quite beyond all modern ways,


    tell me who you were and if indeed


    this is the pass to the next place, and we


    
      45

    


    will be guided by your words as we proceed.”


    “Marco by name, a Lombard, I used to be.


    I knew the world. The worth that men don’t try


    to aim their bows at now was dear to me.


    You’re heading for the ascent.” To this reply


    
      50

    


    he added these words: “And I pray that you


    will pray for me when you have gone on high.”


    “Upon my faith,” I said, “I swear to do


    what you desire. But I have a doubt within,


    and I will burst unless I talk it through.


    
      55

    


    Simple enough at first, it now has been


    doubled beyond dismissing, now that I’m


    coupling your words with those that I heard then.


    The world is as you say, a pit of slime,


    barren of every virtue that we know,


    
      60

    


    pregnant with filth and filthier all the time.


    Tell me the cause of it, so I may show


    others the truth. Some blame the heavens, and some


    say that the source of it is here below.”


    “Alas!” he said, a cry that was wrung from


    
      65

    


    a heavy sigh. Then: “Brother, the world is blind,


    and clearly it’s the place from which you come.


    The heavens are where you who are living find


    all causes, as if by necessity


    they move and thus pull all the rest behind.


    
      70

    


    If this were really true, free will would be


    destroyed in you, and it would not be right


    to joy in virtue or grieve at villainy.


    The heavens inspire your movements. Though I might,


    I don’t say all of them. But nonetheless,


    
      75

    


    for good and evil you are given a light,


    and free will, which may first feel weariness


    fighting the heavens, but it follows through,


    if nurtured well, and meets with all success.


    Even in freedom, you are subject to


    
      80

    


    a better nature and a greater force.


    These two create your mind. That part of you


    the heavens don’t rule. Has the world gone off course?


    The cause is in you. There it must be sought.


    In this I’ll be your scout and your true source.


    
      85

    


    Loved by Him before it has been brought


    into existence, seeming to take the role


    of a child who laughs and cries without a thought,


    there issues from His hand the simple soul.


    Moved by a joyous maker, all she knows


    
      90

    


    is pleasure. With delight her only goal,


    she first tastes trivial goods. Beguiled by those,


    she follows them, if we do not allow her


    a guide or bridle to keep her love close.


    So laws were needed, with the bridle’s power.


    
      95

    


    There was a ruler needed, one who sighted


    the one true city, or at least its tower.


    The law exists, but no one has applied it,


    because the shepherd who now goes before


    may chew the cud, but his hooves are not divided.


    
      100

    


    The people see their guide go grabbing for


    the goods they crave themselves, so naturally


    they graze on that, and ask for nothing more.


    Bad leadership, as you can clearly see,


    is the real reason that the world is so


    
      105

    


    corrupted, not innate depravity.


    Rome, that made the world good, used to show


    two roads, illumined by two suns. They were


    the road of God and of the world below.


    Now one has been the other’s conqueror.


    
      110

    


    The sword and shepherd’s crook are now agreed,


    forcefully joined, and, just as must occur,


    it has a bad result, since neither need


    fear the other. If you doubt what I say,


    think of ripe grain. Each plant’s known by its seed.


    
      115

    


    Lands watered by the Po and Adige


    once teemed with valor and courtesy. Then came


    resistance to Frederick, and so today


    they may be traveled without fear or blame


    by men who shun their betters, loath to face


    
      120

    


    or speak with decent people, out of shame.


    Three old men still live on whose antique grace


    rebukes the new days, waiting a long while


    for God to take them to a better place.


    Currado da Palazzo’s one, and I’ll


    
      125

    


    name good Gherardo, and Guido da Castel,


    better called ‘the simple Lombard,’ in French style.


    Rome’s church falls in the muck—so you must tell—


    confounding the two powers, and at once


    befouls its burden and itself as well.”


    
      130

    


    “My Marco, you reason well,” was my response.


    “Now it is clear why Levi’s progeny


    have been excluded from inheritance.


    You mentioned a Gherardo. Who is he,


    this remnant of an extinct species who


    
      135

    


    reproves our latter-day barbarity?”


    “Your words deceive me, or they put me to


    a test. You’re speaking Tuscan, yet you say


    Gherardo’s name is meaningless to you?


    I have no added name for him. He may


    
      140

    


    be known through his daughter, Gaia. Now, I fear,


    I must say God be with you. On this way


    I can proceed no more. It’s growing clear,


    light cuts the smoke, and I must leave you, for


    the angel waits. He mustn’t see me here.”


    
      145

    


    So he turned back, not listening anymore.

  

  
    CANTO XVII


    Recall, if fog has ever enveloped you


    up in the mountains, reader, and trying to see


    like moles through lids was all that you could do,


    how, when the moist, thick mist would start to be


    
      5

    


    scattered, the sun’s disk would feebly try


    to pierce through it, and you will readily


    perceive the image in your own mind’s eye


    of how I saw the sun begin to show


    as it was setting in the evening sky.


    
      10

    


    I matched my leader’s sure footsteps to go


    out of the fog into the light of day,


    which was already dead on the shores below.


    Imagination, that takes us away


    from outward things till we’re oblivious


    
      15

    


    although a thousand trumpets loudly play,


    when senses starve you, what’s your stimulus?


    By a light formed in Heaven you are stirred,


    or by the will that guides it down to us.


    To my imagination now occurred


    
      20

    


    the horrid deed of her who was assigned


    to be transformed from woman to the bird


    that most delights in singing. This confined


    my thoughts so thoroughly that from outside


    nothing at all could penetrate my mind.


    
      25

    


    To my high fantasy a crucified


    figure rained down. He seemed contemptuous


    and fierce in his appearance as he died.


    Around him were the great Ahasuerus,


    Esther his wife, and honest Mordecai,


    
      30

    


    blameless in word and deed. Then this scene was


    burst just like a bubble broken by


    floating above the stream that must provide


    its sustenance. Imagination’s eye


    now showed a weeping girl who loudly cried:


    
      35

    


    “O queen, why has your rage impelled you to


    destroy your own existence? You have died


    so as not to lose Lavinia, but it’s true


    that you have lost me, mother, and instead


    of mourning another’s ruin, I mourn you.”


    
      40

    


    As when, in sleep, closed eyes are buffeted


    by sudden light and sleep is dissipated,


    flickering and then finally going dead,


    so my imaginings disintegrated


    with my face struck by a light more radiant


    
      45

    


    than those to which we are habituated.


    I heard a voice say “Here is the ascent”


    as I was turning to locate my place.


    The voice erased all previous intent


    and gave me a strong eagerness to trace


    
      50

    


    the sound’s source. Satisfaction could be won


    only through an encounter face to face.


    But, just as by its own excess the sun


    obscures its image, burdening our sight,


    so now my powers failed me with this one.


    
      55

    


    “This divine spirit comes to guide us right,


    taking us to the rise before we start


    to ask, and hides himself in his own light.


    As men care for themselves, he takes our part.


    One who sees need but waits to be implored


    
      60

    


    already means to say no in his heart.


    Before the sun sets, let our steps accord


    with such a welcome and start climbing there,


    or else we must wait till the light’s restored.”


    So said my guide. Together now we were


    
      65

    


    walking to the staircase to begin


    ascending. When I stepped on the first stair,


    it seemed a great wing fanned my face, and then


    “Beati pacifici” rang out clear,


    “who are harboring no wicked wrath within.”


    
      70

    


    The sun’s last rays had now begun to spear


    so high in the darkening sky that overhead


    on all sides the stars started to appear.


    Silently within myself I said


    “My strength, why are you melting from me?” for


    
      75

    


    I felt as if my legs were going dead.


    We scaled the steps until there were no more,


    and at the top we stopped and stood in place,


    just like a ship that’s beached along the shore.


    I listened with a sharpened ear in case


    
      80

    


    I might hear things in this new ring, until


    I started speaking as I turned to face


    my master: “Say, sweet father, if you will,


    what wrongs are purged in this round. Although we


    have stilled our feet, don’t let your speech be still.”


    
      85

    


    He said: “Here love of good which failed to be


    alert to its duty is restored, and they


    ply the once idle oar more vigorously.


    To understand more clearly what I say,


    now turn your mind to my discourse, and you


    
      90

    


    will gather up some good fruit from our stay.


    There was no creature or Creator who


    was ever without love, whether it is


    of the mind or natural. You know this too.


    Natural love is always errorless.


    
      95

    


    The other may pursue an evil treasure,


    or feel too tepidly or to excess.


    It cannot be the cause of wicked pleasure


    when it is focused on the Primal Good


    and judges lesser goods in proper measure.


    
      100

    


    If it shows more or less care than it should


    in virtue, or seeks vice, in that event


    the made thing spurns its Maker. So, I would


    assume you see that, as is evident,


    love is the seed of every virtuous trait


    
      105

    


    and every deed deserving punishment.


    We know that love can never deviate


    from the well-being of the loved one. Thus,


    all creatures are secure against self-hate.


    Since none can think themselves autonomous,


    
      110

    


    free from the First Cause, you must realize


    hatred of God is impossible for us.


    The evil that we love, if I surmise


    rightly, is for our neighbor, and we know


    three ways, within your clay, that it may rise.


    
      115

    


    One feels that his own excellence can grow


    at the expense of another one’s good name


    and longs to see that other one brought low.


    One fears he’ll lose his honor, power, fame,


    and favor, through another one’s success.


    
      120

    


    To enjoy the other’s failure is his aim.


    One feeds a grievance that he will express


    in thoughts and schemes of vengeance that are meant


    to cause another injury and distress.


    The sinners who are down below repent


    
      125

    


    this threefold love. And now hear what I say


    of love that seeks good to a wrong extent.


    Each spirit apprehends in a vague way


    a good where peace resides, and strives to be


    one with it. There the spirit longs to stay.


    
      130

    


    If lukewarm love was nudging you to see


    and seize it, on this tier you’ll feel the sting


    of pain when you’ve repented properly.


    There is another good that doesn’t bring—


    and isn’t—happiness. It is not good’s core


    
      135

    


    and essence, not its root and flowering.


    The love abandoned to it is wept for


    above us on three tiers. I don’t make known


    how it is threefold. I will say no more,


    so that you may seek for it on your own.”

  

  
    CANTO XVIII


    My lofty teacher looked at me to find,


    now that he’d stopped speaking, whether he


    in his discourse had satisfied my mind.


    Though spurred by a new thirst, I silently


    
      5

    


    asked myself: “Is he growing irritated


    at this excessive questioning from me?”


    But that true father gathered my unstated


    desire and meekness. By new words of his


    my urge to speak again was validated.


    
      10

    


    “Master, how clarified my vision is,”


    I said, “in your light that makes visible


    all that your lesson says and distinguishes.


    My dear kind father, I beg you to tell


    more of that love to which you have assigned


    
      15

    


    all good acts and their opposites as well.”


    “Focus,” he said, “the keen eyes of your mind


    on me, and see the misinterpretation


    of those who think to guide although they’re blind.


    The mind, made quick to love at its creation,


    
      20

    


    responds to all things where it has detected


    pleasure, soon as it’s given stimulation.


    From what is real an image is selected


    by your perceptive power and displayed


    within you. There the mind is then directed.


    
      25

    


    If mind tends toward it when attention’s paid,


    that tendency is love. Thus, within you,


    through pleasure, a bond with nature is remade.


    As fire does what it was born to do,


    urged upward by its form in constant quest


    
      30

    


    for where its matter best endures, so too


    the rapt mind feels desire and doesn’t rest


    from this, a spiritual motion, till


    it finds joy in the thing that it loves best.


    So now it may be clear to you how full


    
      35

    


    of error they are who state assertively


    that all love in itself is laudable,


    perhaps because its substance seems to be


    always good. But sometimes seals are blurred,


    although the wax is of high quality.”


    
      40

    


    “Your words, and my wit following what I’ve heard,


    have shown me love’s true nature,” I replied,


    “and yet a greater doubt has now occurred.


    If love comes to us only from outside,


    and soul walks just on that one foot, there is


    
      45

    


    no merit whether it goes straight or wide.”


    “As far as reason can see into this,


    I’ll speak. But beyond that you must submit


    questions of faith,” he said, “to Beatrice.


    Every substantial form that’s separate


    
      50

    


    from matter and united with it too


    holds its specific power within it.


    The only way it is perceived is through


    operation. Through its effects—as plants


    show life by green leaves—it comes into view.


    
      55

    


    Humanity has no idea from whence


    awareness of the primal concepts came,


    or the desire for its primal wants.


    These impulses within you are the same


    as bees’ urge to make honey, and therefore
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    this primal will deserves no praise or blame.


    Your innate reason counsels, to ensure


    that to this will all others bend, which should


    keep the threshold of consent secure.


    And from this principle is understood


    
      65

    


    merit’s basis, in its gathering


    and winnowing the bad loves from the good.


    Those who pierced to the root in their reasoning


    and recognized this innate liberty


    gave ethics to the world. Now, positing


    
      70

    


    the proposition that necessity


    kindles each love that rises in you, still


    you have the power to curb it properly.


    Beatrice calls this noble trait free will.


    Be sure that you recall this, as she might
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    speak of these things to you.” Above the hill


    the moon was moving, as it neared midnight,


    like a polished copper bucket, with a shine


    that made the stars seem fewer to our sight,


    on the path where the sun ignites a line,
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    as seen from Rome, between Sardinia


    and Corsica, in the course of its decline.


    That noble shade, who made Piétola


    into the village that is more renowned


    than any of the towns of Mantua,
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    had eased the burden by which I’d been bound.


    I’d reaped his answers, which were plain and clear,


    and now my thoughts roamed drowsily around.


    At once I felt my drowsing disappear


    because a crowd, about to overtake us,


    
      90

    


    was rushing round the terrace at our rear.


    As Asopus and Ismenus saw the raucous


    Thebans throng and trample on their banks


    on ancient nights, roaring their need for Bacchus,


    I saw these galloping, oncoming ranks
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    swinging round like a scythe, but I could tell


    good will and righteous love had spurred their flanks.


    They quickly reached us, as the entire swell


    of souls came running. Two were in front, and they


    were weeping as they shouted out as well.
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    “Mary raced to the hills,” I heard them say.


    “To conquer Lérida made Caesar race


    to Spain right after he had struck Marseille!”


    “Run, run! Don’t let too little love erase


    the time,” the others cried. “Let our intense


    
      105

    


    fervor for doing good replenish grace.”


    “Souls who were lukewarm in benevolence,


    whose present zeal, it may be, satisfies


    for previous delay and negligence,


    this live man—this is no lie—wants to rise
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    to the next tier with the sun’s awakening.


    Tell us, therefore, where the passage lies.”


    My leader said this to the hurrying


    spirits, and one answered. “Follow us,”


    he said, “and you will find the opening.
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    Our urge to move on is so vigorous,


    we cannot stop to talk. Forgive us, please,


    if our penitence seems impolite. I was


    San Zeno’s abbot, in Verona. These


    were days when good Barbarossa ruled, whose very
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    name still carries grief to the Milanese.


    There’s one man halfway to the cemetery


    who very soon will be disconsolate


    and rue his power over that monastery.


    He put his son, born illegitimate,
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    twisted in body, more so in his brain,


    where the rightful pastor ought to sit.”


    To guess if he said more would be in vain,


    he’d gone so far ahead. But this I knew:


    I’d heard those words I happily retain.
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    And he who was my help and comfort through


    my every need now said: “Those coming here


    are biting at sloth. Turn round and see these two.”


    “All those,” they said, as they brought up the rear,


    “for whom the sea was parted died before
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    Jordan saw its inheritors appear.


    And those with Anchises’ son who failed to endure


    the toil to the end surrendered themselves to be


    living life without glory evermore.”


    When they had moved on, and that company
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    were now no longer visible to us,


    I felt a new thought form itself in me,


    and that thought led to many various


    thoughts with which my mind began to teem,


    and rambling there I closed my eyes, and thus


    
      145

    


    my musings were transmuted to a dream.

  

  
    CANTO XIX


    That hour when the day’s heat is subject


    to Earth’s chill, or to Saturn’s, as may be,


    and cannot temper the moon’s cold effect,


    that hour when the geomancers see


    
      5

    


    Fortuna Major rising in its flight


    where darkness will be scattered presently,


    I dreamt a woman came to me, with sight


    asquint, with twisted feet, and stuttering,


    her hands deformed, her skin a pasty white.
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    I gazed at her, and as the sun will bring


    warmth back to limbs grown numb in the night’s chill,


    my look had the effect of loosening


    her tongue and straightening her limbs until


    she stood up quickly and her countenance


    
      15

    


    was colored in accordance with love’s will.


    With her tongue freed, she started in at once


    to sing. I couldn’t turn away from her,


    the power of her song was so intense.


    “I’m the sweet Siren. Every mariner
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    who hears me goes astray. There’s no denying


    my song’s delight, for none is lovelier.


    My song seduced Ulysses, who was trying


    to sail on. Most who hear my voice are sure


    to stay with me, I am so satisfying.”
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    She had not closed her mouth yet when a pure


    and holy lady stood there at my side,


    ready to confound the Siren’s lure.


    “O Virgil, Virgil, who is this?” she cried


    in fierce outrage, and Virgil, as he headed
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    her way, gazed at the lady, steady-eyed.


    He roughly seized the other one and shredded


    her clothes and showed her belly, from which flew


    a stench that woke me up, it was so fetid.


    I moved my eyes. “I have called out to you
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    at least three times,” I heard my master say.


    Rise now. We need to find the passage through.”


    I stood up. In the open light of day


    the holy mountain’s rings were radiant.


    The new sun warmed our backs along the way.
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    I followed in his steps. My brow was bent


    with the weight of thought, thus making me appear


    like the half arch of a bridge. So on we went.


    “Come. Here’s the passageway.” These words came clear


    in kind and tender tones so rarefied


    
      45

    


    they’re never sounded in our mortal sphere.


    The speaker, with his swanlike wings spread wide,


    then turned us toward where we were to ascend,


    between two rock walls, up the mountainside.


    He moved his feathers so that we were fanned,


    
      50

    


    declaring those “qui lugent” blest and bound


    to be given consolation in the end.


    “What’s wrong, that you keep looking at the ground?”


    my guide began, when we had climbed a bit


    higher than where the angel had been found.
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    I answered: “A new vision has upset


    my mind, so that I go on in distress.


    I find I can’t stop thinking about it.”


    He said: “You’ve seen that ancient sorceress—


    they atone for her alone upon each ring
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    above—and how men are freed from her. Let this


    suffice, and let your heels beat earth. Now bring


    your eyes round to the lure of the great spheres


    spun here before you by the eternal King.


    Just like a falcon, when at first he peers
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    down at his feet, then, drawn by appetite,


    spreads his wings out at the cry he hears,


    so I became, and so I went up, right


    where split rock makes a path for one who’s bound


    for where the circling starts on the next height.
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    And when I found myself on the fifth round,


    I saw a group of people there who lay


    weeping, with their faces to the ground.


    “Adhaesit pavimento anima mea”:


    the deep sighs coming from these people made it


    
      75

    


    hard to discern these words I heard them say.


    “O God’s elect, whose pains are mitigated


    by hope and justice, can you let us know


    where the way to the high levels is located?”


    “If you’ve come here exempt from lying low


    
      80

    


    and wish to find the quick way, then walk on


    with the ridge on your right hand as you go.”


    The poet asked the question and someone


    just ahead of us spoke out, which made me see


    what was concealed. I turned my eyes upon


    
      85

    


    my master, who then nodded happily,


    seeing my face appearing to beseech


    fulfillment of a craving. So, set free


    for what I wished to do, I walked to reach


    the one among those spirits who’d replied,


    
      90

    


    who had drawn my attention by his speech.


    I said: “O soul whose tears have fructified


    what’s needed to see God again, may I


    ask you to set your greater care aside


    a moment? Say who you are, why you all lie
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    backs up, and how I might help when I may go


    back to the land where I have yet to die.”


    “Why Heaven turns our backs round so that they go


    to face it you will learn, but understand,


    before I speak of it, scias quod ego
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    fui successor Petri. Between Sestri and


    Chiavari descends one of the loveliest


    of rivers. From its name in that fair land


    my family takes the title of its crest.


    In a bit more than a month I learned the great
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    mantle’s burden when I struggled lest


    it fall in mud. All else is a feather’s weight.


    I converted late, alas, but when made head


    of Rome’s flock I saw how lives deviate


    from truth. I saw the kind of life I’d led


    
      110

    


    could rise no higher. The heart was not content,


    which sparked my love for this other life instead.


    Till then I’d been a wretched spirit, bent


    on avarice, turned away from God. You see


    how here and now I bear my punishment.
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    Our purging, turned face downward, vividly


    declares what avarice does. No sinners know


    upon this mount a harsher penalty.


    Just as we locked eyes on the passing show


    of worldly things and never looked above,
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    here justice turns our eyes toward Earth below.


    Just as our avarice snuffed out our love


    of good, with righteous actions cast aside,


    here justice holds us so we cannot move,


    held captive, with our hands and our feet tied.
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    So long as it is the just Lord’s intent,


    so long, stretched and unmoving, we’ll abide.”


    I had knelt down beside him, for I meant


    to speak. When I began, he could detect


    just from my tone that I was reverent.
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    “Why do you kneel?” he asked. “Out of respect,”


    I answered him, “for your great dignity.


    My conscience smote me when I stood erect.”


    “Straighten your legs! Stand, brother, and don’t be


    misled. Like you and others, I obey
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    and am the servant of one Potency.


    Have you read the holy Gospel’s words ‘Neque


    nubent’ and grasped the meaning of the thing?


    If so, you may see why I speak this way.


    Now go. I’d have you leave. By lingering
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    you keep me from the tears I weep to stir


    the thing you spoke of to its ripening.


    I have a niece, Alagia, who is pure


    within her heart, unless my family


    by bad example is corrupting her.
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    Back there she’s all that I have left to me.”

  

  
    CANTO XX


    Against a better will, a will fights poorly,


    and so, displeased but pleasing him, I chose


    to draw the half-soaked sponge from the well early.


    Just as a sentry on a rampart goes


    
      5

    


    walking close to the battlement, my guide,


    as he moved forward, kept the rockface close,


    since those whose eyes squeeze out the liquefied


    evil that fills the world as their tears fall,


    drop after drop, were toward the outer side.


    
      10

    


    God curse you, ancient she-wolf! Among all


    the beasts who take their prey you have no peer,


    your hunger endless and insatiable.


    O heavens, whose revolutions bring change here


    below, as some believe, when will the one


    
      15

    


    who’ll drive away the beast at last appear?


    With footsteps short and slow we went upon


    our way. I marked the piteous litany


    of all those shades who wept and carried on,


    and just a little way ahead of me


    
      20

    


    a voice cried “Oh, sweet Mary!” in the way


    of a woman struggling in delivery.


    “The hostelry in which you came to lay


    your sacred burden down most truly shows


    how poor you were,” the voice went on to say,


    
      25

    


    and then I heard, “You, good Fabricius, chose


    to live in virtue and in need, instead


    of having wealth in wickedness,” and those


    words so pleased me that I pressed on ahead


    to be acquainted with the penitent


    
      30

    


    by whom I had assumed they had been said.


    And next he spoke of Nicholas, who spent


    freely so that the three young maidens could


    be led in honor to the sacrament.


    I said: “O soul who speaks of so much good,
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    who were you? Why do you alone record


    these noble deeds? Please tell me. If you would,


    your words will not be lacking for reward


    if I return to finish the short way


    left of that life whose ending it flies toward.”
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    “Then I will tell you, not because I may


    find solace from there, but because I see


    such grace in you, alive,” I heard him say.


    “I was the root of that malignant tree


    that shades all Christian lands, and this has meant
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    picking good fruit there is a rarity.


    There’d be quick vengeance if Lille, Douay, Ghent,


    and Bruges had power. From the One who sees


    and judges all, I beg that power be sent.


    I was called Hugh Capet. From me came these
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    Philippes and Louis, every single one


    who has ruled France in recent centuries.


    In Paris I was born, a butcher’s son.


    There was a gray-garbed monk, last of the old


    line of French kings, and when their time was done
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    I found I had begun to tightly hold


    the reins of state. With many a new friend


    and all the new possessions I controlled,


    I saw my son’s head picked out to ascend


    and wear the widowed crown. It’s through his line
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    that all those consecrated bones extend.


    The Provence dowry stripped this race of mine


    of its sense of shame. My house was previously


    of small account, but tolerably benign.


    But then, through use of force and trickery
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    pillage began. It next, to make amends,


    seized Ponthieu, Normandy, and Gascony.


    Charles came to Italy and, to make amends,


    made a victim out of Conradin, and then


    shoved Thomas back to Heaven, to make amends.
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    I see a day, not far off, when again


    a Charles leaves France, intending to enhance


    his own renown and that of his kinsmen.


    He comes without a weapon, just the lance


    that Judas jousted with. He thrusts it in
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    and bursts the paunch of Florence. That advance


    wins him no land, but only shame and sin,


    and it will lie the heavier on him, too,


    the lighter the remorse he feels within.


    I see a third, once dragged from his ship, who


    
      80

    


    sells his own daughter, haggling for a good


    price as pirates with slave women do.


    O avarice, what greater damage could


    you do to my family? You’ve grown more dear


    to them these days than their own flesh and blood.


    
      85

    


    To make past and future crimes seem less severe,


    the fleur-de-lis comes to Anagni and,


    through His vicar, Christ is captured here.


    I see Him mocked anew, and He must stand


    the vinegar and gall, and then the nails,


    
      90

    


    slain now with living thieves on either hand.


    I see the new Pilate so cruel that this fails


    to sate him, so he moves, with no decree,


    against the Temple with his greedy sails.


    O Lord, how long is it until I see
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    and glory in the vengeance You now hide,


    sweetening Your wrath in secrecy?


    My words about the Holy Spirit’s bride,


    His only one, which made you turn my way


    and ask to have that saying clarified,
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    are the response to every prayer we pray


    in daylight hours, but then our refrain


    is contrary when night succeeds the day.


    We chant then of Pygmalion, whose insane


    desire for gold made him a treasonous
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    and thieving parricide. And of the pain


    of avaricious Midas, whose woe was


    caused by the greedy wish that led him to


    be seen forever as ridiculous.


    And we recall that senseless Achan who
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    plundered the spoils, seeming to make him


    here feel the sting of Joshua’s wrath anew.


    Sapphira and her husband we condemn.


    We hail the hoof-kicks rained on Heliodorus.


    The ill fame sounds around the mountain rim
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    of Polymnestor who killed Polydorus.


    Our final cry is: ‘Crassus, the sole source


    for what gold tastes like, come, describe it for us!’


    Sometimes, one loud, one soft, we may discourse,


    according to our zeal’s intensity,
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    now with lesser, now with greater force.


    I’m not the only one who chanced to be


    telling of good, as we do day by day,


    though no one else was speaking close to me


    when you first heard me.” We had gone away
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    from him and we were hurrying to get by


    on the narrow path as nimbly as one may


    when suddenly, like something falling, I


    felt the whole mountain shiver, and I went


    cold like someone going forth to die.
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    Not even Delos knew such violent


    tremors before Latona nested there


    to bear the two eyes of the firmament.


    There rose such shrieking clamor everywhere,


    my master drew beside me. “While I guide
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    your steps,” he said, “hold yourself free from care.”


    It seemed to me that all the voices cried


    “Gloria in excelsis Deo!” Those


    were the words, at least, of the spirits at my side.


    Like the shepherds who first heard that hymn, we froze,
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    standing suspended, only moving when


    the quake stopped and the song came to its close.


    So we resumed our holy pathway then,


    looking at the shades stretched out below,


    who’d taken up their weeping once again.
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    Never did ignorance assail me so,


    if memory does not fail me, and ignite


    within me such a burning urge to know,


    but I didn’t dare to ask the things I might


    since we were rushing from that place, and none
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    of the answers I was seeking was in sight.


    So, pensive and yet timid, I moved on.

  

  
    CANTO XXI


    The natural thirst whose pangs can only be


    quenched by the water begged for by the poor


    Samaritan woman was tormenting me.


    Haste spurred me on as my guide went before
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    along the obstructed path where those souls lay.


    I grieved at the just vengeance they endure.


    And lo, as Luke describes for us the day


    that Christ, newly arisen from the dead,


    appeared to two who were passing by that way,
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    a shade pursued us as we moved ahead.


    We were looking at the souls and failed to sense


    that he was there behind us till he said:


    “Brothers, God grant you peace.” We turned at once


    to look at him, and Virgil, courteously
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    making a proper gesture in response,


    answered: “May the true court that cast me


    into eternal exile ensure you are


    brought in peace to the blessèd company.”


    The shade replied: “If God sees fit to bar
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    you two from Him”—meanwhile we moved in haste—


    “who has led you along His stairs this far?”


    My teacher said: “The marks the angel traced


    on this man’s brow should make it obvious


    that where the good reign is where he’ll be placed.
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    Since she whose spinning is continuous,


    both day and night, has not for him worked through


    the thread that Clotho loads for each of us,


    his soul, sister to mine and to yours too,


    could not attempt this climb alone, for it


    
      30

    


    cannot see in the manner that ours do.


    I, therefore, from the wide throat of the pit


    was brought to guide him, and I shall do so


    as far as my own teaching will permit.


    But in the meantime, tell us, if you know,
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    why the whole mountain shook just now and why


    the souls shrieked, to the wave-washed beach below.”


    He’d put the thread right through the needle’s eye


    of my desire by asking. With the very


    hope alone, my thirst had grown less dry.
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    The other one responded to his query:


    “According to the mountain’s holy laws


    all must be orderly and customary.


    This place is free from change. What Heaven draws


    out of itself and to itself up here,


    
      45

    


    and nothing else, may function as a cause.


    No rain, no snow, no hail, no frosts appear


    and no dew forms above the small staircase,


    the one with three steps, on a lower tier.


    Of clouds, both thick and thin, there’s not a trace,
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    nor lightning, nor Thaumas’s daughter, she


    who often moves below from place to place.


    Dry vapor comes to the top step of the three,


    where Peter’s vicar’s feet are set, although


    it never rises higher. Possibly
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    trembling, both great and small, occurs below,


    but here no tremors come from the trapped winds


    inside the Earth. Why this is, I don’t know.


    Trembling comes when a soul feels cleansed of sins,


    the moment it feels pure enough to rise
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    or start ascending. Then the great shout begins.


    Of its purity the will alone supplies


    the proof. Freed now for its new convent, bent


    to the will, the soul is taken by surprise.


    Soul willed before, but it could not consent.
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    Desire, through heavenly justice, blocked the will.


    Having sought sin, it now seeks punishment.


    Five centuries and more I’ve lain here. Still,


    despite the pain, it’s only now that I


    feel free within to cross a better sill.
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    That’s why you felt the mountain quake and why


    you heard the pious souls on the terraces


    praise God—and may He lift them soon on high.”


    These were his words. The worse that one’s thirst is,


    the sweeter is the drink, and so I prize,
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    much more than I can say, that speech of his.


    “I see the net that binds you,” said my wise


    leader, “how you unmesh it, the reasons for


    the mountain’s quaking and your joyous cries.


    If it please you, say who you were. Let your
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    discourse make clear to me why you’ve been made


    to lie here for five centuries and more.”


    “In the time when the good Titus, with the aid


    of the highest King, avenged the wounds red with


    the dear blood for which Judas had been paid,
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    I had the name, on the other side of death,


    that lasts the longest and reaps most renown,”


    he told us. “I had fame, but I lacked faith.


    Though I was from Toulouse, Rome drew me down


    into herself because of my sweet song
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    and found me worthy of the myrtle crown.


    In men’s mouths my name, Statius, is still strong.


    I sang of Thebes, then great Achilles, yet


    beneath this second weight, as I went along


    I fell. The sparks of the divine flame lit
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    the fire that blazed up in my poetry.


    More than a thousand have been sparked by it.


    I mean the Aeneid, mother and nurse to me.


    Without it, what would all my verse have meant?


    The weight of one dram is what I would be.
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    To have lived when Virgil did, I would consent


    to one more cycle of the sun until


    I leave this exile, though my term is spent.”


    Though Virgil turned to me and, keeping still,


    gave a look that said “Be still,” not everything
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    that happens can be governed by the will,


    for tears and laughter both so quickly spring


    from our emotions, in those who are most sincere


    they’re least controlled by will. As if signaling,


    I gave a quick smile, making the spirit peer


    
      110

    


    deeply and silently into my eyes,


    where the expression is most fixed and clear.


    He said: “So may your arduous enterprise


    come to a good ending, tell me why


    you smiled just then,” which made me realize
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    that I was caught, trapped in the middle by


    one who bade me speak and one who stayed


    my tongue from speaking, so I gave a sigh.


    My master understood. “Don’t be afraid


    to speak,” he said. “Give him the answer to
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    the inquiry he earnestly has made.”


    And so I told him: “Ancient spirit, who


    may wonder why I smiled, be ready then.


    I have a greater wonder here for you.


    This one who keeps my eyes on Heaven when
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    we move along is Virgil, whose poetry


    gave you the strength to sing of gods and men.


    If you believed another cause might be


    behind my smile, dismiss it, and replace


    that thought with fact. What you said prompted me.”
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    He was already bending to embrace


    my teacher’s feet. Said Virgil: “Brother, no.


    You are a shade, a shade is what you face.”


    The other answered: “Let what I did show


    how love for you within me is so warm


    
      135

    


    I forgot our emptiness, acting as though


    we still inhabited our solid form.”

  

  
    CANTO XXII


    We’d left the angel who had helped us find


    our way to the sixth ring, but not before


    he had erased one of the scars that lined


    my brow, proclaiming that those who thirst for
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    justice are blest, although he only said


    “sitiunt” and added nothing more.


    Lighter than in the passages that led


    to other rings, I rose with ease as I


    followed those swift shades who walked ahead.


    
      10

    


    Then Virgil said: “Love that is kindled by


    virtue has always kindled love, as long


    as its own flame is visible to the eye,


    for from the hour when Juvenal came among


    the shades in Limbo and he let me know


    
      15

    


    of your affection, I have felt a strong


    good will toward you. No one was ever so


    bonded to someone that he never knew.


    Therefore, these stairs seem short to me, although


    I ask as a friend—and pardon me if too


    
      20

    


    much boldness slacks my reins, but I request


    that we may talk the way that friends would do—


    how could avarice lodge within your breast


    along with that great wisdom which was fed


    by the fine diligence that you possessed?”


    
      25

    


    Statius smiled a bit at what he’d said.


    “Your every word’s a token,” he replied,


    “of the great love you have exhibited,


    but there are times when reason will provide


    conclusions based on false appearances


    
      30

    


    because the truths that underlie them hide.


    From what you asked me, it is obvious


    you think, perhaps because of my location,


    in the past life I sinned through avarice.


    Greed was too distant from my inclination.
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    Thousands of moons have run their course since then,


    punishing me for lack of moderation.


    If I had not corrected myself when


    I pondered those lines where you seem to state


    your anger at the natural bent of men,
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    ‘To what end do you fail to regulate,


    O cursèd love of gold, men’s hungerings?,’


    I’d have joined the wretched jousts to roll a weight.


    I saw then that our hands could spread their wings


    too widely when they spend, and I grew wise,
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    repenting of that sin and other things.


    On the last day, how many will arise


    shorn, unrepentant owing to ignorance


    in life and at the hour of their demise!


    Know too that when sins counter other sins
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    as opposites, their verdure’s parched away


    in the same circle as those other ones.


    So therefore, if to purge my sins, I lay


    with those bemoaning avarice at my side,


    the contrary offense compelled my stay.”


    
      55

    


    “Now, when you sang the savage fratricide


    wrought by Jocasta’s double-edged distress,”


    the singer of bucolic songs replied,


    “in lines inspired by Clio, I would guess


    your faithfulness to the faith had not begun,


    
      60

    


    without which all good works are powerless.


    If this is so, what candles or what sun


    dispelled your darkness, that your sails then turned


    to follow the fisherman?” And the other one:


    “You pointed me toward Parnassus, and I learned


    
      65

    


    through you to drink deep from the spring that flows


    within its caves. By your light I discerned


    the path to God. You were like a man who shows


    his lamp at night behind him, not for his eye,


    but enlightening all who follow where he goes,


    
      70

    


    writing: ‘The centuries are renewed, whereby


    Justice and man’s first age return, and new


    progeny descends from Heaven on high.’


    Through you I was a poet, and through you


    a Christian. But in order to make plain
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    what I’ve outlined, I’ll color it in too.


    The world was big with the richly ripened grain


    of the true faith, as sown prolifically


    by messengers of the eternal reign.


    Those lines I’ve quoted from your poetry


    
      80

    


    agreed with these new preachers, so I then


    started to seek out their company.


    I came to know their holiness, and when


    Domitian persecuted them, I shed


    tears at the outcries of those tortured men.
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    While on the other side, I comforted


    and succored them. At other sects I’d sneer,


    because of the pure lives these Christians led.


    Before my poem made the Greeks appear


    by Theban rivers, I had been baptized.


    
      90

    


    Still outwardly a pagan, out of fear


    I hid the truth and kept my faith disguised.


    Four centuries in the fourth ring paid for


    the lukewarm way in which I’d compromised.


    You raised the veil which had let me ignore


    
      95

    


    the hidden good of which I have just told.


    Since climbing gives us time to talk some more,


    Terence and Plautus from the days of old,


    Caecilius and Varius—please tell


    if they are damned, and if so, in which hold.”
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    “All these and Persius and I, as well


    as many more, are with that Greek who fed


    most fully at the Muses’ breasts. We dwell


    in the dark prison’s highest circle,” said


    my leader. “It is often that we speak
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    about that mountain still inhabited


    by our nurses. Antiphon’s not far to seek,


    or Euripides, Agathon, Simonides,


    and many another laurel-wearing Greek.


    Among those that you wrote about, one sees


    
      110

    


    Antigone, Deïphyle, and Argìa.


    Ismene, sad as ever, is with these,


    and she who showed the fresh spring of Langìa,


    the daughter of Tiresias, Thetis too,


    and, with her sisters, there is Deïdamìa.”
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    And at that point, both of the poets grew


    silent as, freed from walls and stairways, they


    stood looking round them to explore the view.


    And by this time four handmaids of the day


    were passed. At the chariot pole now, the fifth one


    
      120

    


    tilted its bright tip upward. “I would say,”


    my guide began, “we should, as we go on,


    turn our right shoulders to the outer side


    and circle as we usually have done.”


    In this case we let custom be our guide


    
      125

    


    and walked along with less anxiety


    because that worthy soul seemed satisfied


    with this. The others walked ahead of me,


    talking between themselves, and I attended,


    learning about the art of poetry.
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    The pleasant conversation was soon ended.


    A tree stood right before us which was full


    of sweet fruit, luscious and delicious-scented.


    Its odd shape seemed to be intentional.


    It tapered top to base, unlike a fir,
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    so climbing there would be impossible.


    From the high rock, which was a barrier


    to our advance, we saw clear liquid spout,


    spraying the tree, up where the high leaves were.


    The poets approached the tree. A voice called out
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    from amid the foliage: “You may not eat.


    This is a food that you must do without.


    Mary cared more that all should be complete


    and honorable at the wedding feast


    than for the mouth she uses to entreat
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    for you now. Roman women of old were pleased


    with sipping water. Daniel’s disesteem


    for banquets meant his wisdom was increased.


    The earliest age was like a golden dream,


    with hunger giving acorns succulence
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    and thirst supplying nectar to each stream.


    Honey and locusts were the sustenance


    of the Baptist in the desert, leading to


    eternal glory and magnificence,


    just as the Gospel has revealed to you.”

  

  
    CANTO XXIII


    I peered into the green leaves in the way


    it’s done by someone staring at a tree,


    wasting his life pursuing birds all day.


    “My son, come on, for now we have to be


    
      5

    


    moving along,” my more than father said,


    “to use the time we have more usefully.”


    I quickly turned. My steps as quickly sped


    behind the sages, and their conversation


    erased the cost of pushing on ahead.


    
      10

    


    And then I heard, in song and lamentation,


    “Labïa mëa Domine,” voiced so


    that it evoked both grieving and elation.


    “What do I hear, sweet father? Do you know?”


    I asked. He answered: “Shades, as I would guess,


    
      15

    


    loosening the knot of what they owe.”


    As pilgrims all absorbed in thought progress


    and, seeing strangers, eye them with intent


    glances, but keep moving nonetheless,


    a crowd of souls, silent and reverent,


    
      20

    


    came up behind us, passed us, and went on,


    gazing at us meanwhile in wonderment.


    Sunken and shaded in the eyes, each one


    was ashen-faced, so wasted that the skin


    was a scant cover for the skeleton.
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    I doubt that Erysichthon grew so thin


    when withered to the rind and filled with dread


    over the hunger gnawing him within.


    Silently within myself I said:


    “Behold the ones who lost Jerusalem,
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    when Mary’s beak pierced her own son!” Each head


    had eye sockets like rings without a gem.


    Anyone who sees OMO appear


    in man’s face would have here discerned the M.


    Not knowing how, who could believe the mere
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    scents of fruits or waters, which beget


    craving, could have led to what was here?


    And why were they so famished? I had yet


    to learn why they were so emaciated


    and sadly scurvy. One with eyes deep-set


    
      40

    


    in his head’s caverns turned and contemplated


    my visage with a fixed intensity.


    “O, what a grace this is to me!” he stated.


    I never would have guessed who he might be


    by looking at him, but his voice shed light


    
      45

    


    on what his face concealed so thoroughly.


    That spark lit up my memory, and the bright


    image of the features altered there


    told me I had Forese’s face in sight.


    “Don’t be distracted by the scabs I bear,”
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    he said, “that make my skin a sickly gray,


    or the absence of the flesh I used to wear.


    Now tell me all about you. Who are they,


    those two souls I saw leading you apace,


    who are standing there? Please tell me right away.”
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    “When you had died, I wept to see your face,


    and it could start me weeping,” I replied,


    “to see it so distorted in this place.


    Tell me how you were stripped away inside.


    Let me keep still while still stunned. A man tends


    
      60

    


    to botch his words when he’s preoccupied.”


    “From the eternal Counsel a power descends


    into the water and the tree back there.


    That power makes me thin. The penitents


    are weeping here while their songs fill the air.
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    Hunger and thirst resanctify them, whose


    appetites made them take more than their share.


    The sweet aromas that the fruits diffuse


    and that the water’s spray emits have stirred


    our zeal to eat and drink. This pain renews


    
      70

    


    as we go circling round the ring, respurred


    constantly. Though I called it pain, indeed


    ‘solace’ would be the more appropriate word,


    because the same impulses that will lead


    us to the trees caused Christ to gladly say
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    ‘Eli,’ when by His heart’s blood we were freed.”


    “Forese,” I responded, “since the day


    you changed the world for a better life ahead,


    not even five full years have passed away.


    Now, if your power to sin more had gone dead


    
      80

    


    before the coming of the hour when we


    turn in sweet grief to God and are re-wed,


    how have you climbed so far so rapidly?


    I would have thought to find you lingering


    where time’s repaid with time till souls are free.”
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    “My Nella’s copious weeping was the thing


    that brought me here so fast,” he said, “so I


    may drink the sweet wormwood of suffering.


    Through her devout prayers, made with many a sigh,


    I was freed from the slope where spirits start


    
      90

    


    by waiting, and passed all the circles by.


    The more that her good works set her apart,


    the more she’s precious and dear to God above,


    my widow, whom I loved with all my heart.


    For women’s modesty, the Barbagia of


    
      95

    


    Sardinia is more worthy than that other


    Barbagia in whose den I left my love.


    What would you have me say to you, sweet brother?


    For when this hour is not much older, there


    will be, as I envision it, another
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    when priests up in their pulpits will declare


    Florence’s brazen women must not be


    strutting about with breasts and nipples bare.


    What spiritual or secular decree


    was ever needed for barbarian or
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    Saracen women to dress modestly?


    If they knew what swift Heaven has in store


    for them, these shameless creatures, I believe,


    would open their mouths wide to howl and roar.


    If foresight granted here does not deceive,
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    before the babe now sung to sleep has one


    hair sprouting on his cheek, they’re sure to grieve.


    You see me staring. So is everyone.


    Tell me the truth now, brother, and don’t hide


    the reason why your body blocks the sun.”
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    “If you recall the old days,” I replied,


    “what you have been with me and I with you,


    those memories should leave you mortified.


    I was turned just days ago from the life we knew”


    (I pointed to the sun above my head)


    
      120

    


    “when the sister of this one was in full view.


    By the soul who walks before me I’ve been led


    in this true flesh of mine. With him I went


    all through the deep night of the truly dead.


    From there he’s strengthened me in the ascent


    
      125

    


    and circling of this mountain’s terraces,


    where souls are straightened that the world has bent.


    He says he’s bringing me where Beatrice


    will be, and when I’m in her company,


    from then on I will be bereft of his.
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    It’s Virgil who has said these things to me”


    (I pointed to him) “and the other one’s


    the shade for whom the slopes shook mightily


    just now, and the mountain freed him from its bonds.”

  

  
    CANTO XXIV


    Talk didn’t slow our going, and the going


    didn’t slow talking, as we went ahead


    the way a ship does with a fair wind blowing.


    The shades, who looked to me like things twice dead,


    
      5

    


    threw looks of wonder from their sunken eyes


    on seeing that I was alive. I said,


    continuing my speech: “Perhaps his rise,


    because he walks with someone else, is slow,


    much slower than it might be otherwise.


    
      10

    


    But where’s Piccarda? Tell me, if you know.


    And of these shades who stare while I pass by,


    is anyone worth noting as I go?”


    “My sister—whether sweeter to the eye


    or in spirit, I can’t say—triumphs in grace,


    
      15

    


    rejoicing in her crown upon the high


    Olympus,” he said, adding: “In this place


    naming of names may properly be done,


    because the fasting hollows every face.”


    He pointed to a soul and said: “This one


    
      20

    


    is Bonagiunta of Lucca. That one past


    the Luccan, he whose face is the most drawn,


    held Holy Church in his embrace at last.


    From Tours, he purges here the savory


    Vernaccia-soaked Bolsena eels through fast.”


    
      25

    


    He called out many a spirit’s name to me.


    All seemed content with this, for not one look


    of anger or resentment did I see.


    I saw that Ubaldin de la Pila took


    bites at the air, and so did Boniface,


    
      30

    


    who’d pastured many with his shepherd’s crook.


    I saw Messer Marchese. In idleness


    at Forlì he would drink, but never to


    his fill, though then his thirst had been much less.


    Lighting on one the way that people do,


    
      35

    


    I picked the Luccan out of the array.


    He seemed to think me someone that he knew.


    He muttered, but I thought I heard him say


    “Gentucca” from where justice had applied


    the sting of what has stripped their flesh away.


    
      40

    


    “You seem quite keen to speak to me, but I’d


    suggest you speak more clearly. When you’re done,


    that way,” I said, “we’ll both be satisfied.”


    “A woman who’s born but has not yet put on


    her wimple,” he said, “will cause my city to


    
      45

    


    please you, though it’s reviled by everyone.


    Go with this prophecy. If you construe


    my muttering amiss, the current of


    events to come will make it clear to you.


    But tell me if in front of me I have


    
      50

    


    the man who made the new rhymes that commence


    with ‘Ladies who have intelligence of love.’ ”


    “I’m one,” I told him, “who, in consequence


    of taking note when love inspires me,


    writes as love dictates to my inward sense.”


    
      55

    


    “Now I see the knot that bound the Notary,


    Guittone, and me, that we could not embrace


    this sweet new style I hear. With clarity,”


    he said, “I see how closely your pens trace


    the paths that he who dictates may provide.


    
      60

    


    With us that certainly was not the case.


    That’s all you’ll find, no matter how you’ve tried,


    that separates one from the other style.”


    Then he was silent, and seemed satisfied.


    As birds that pass the winter by the Nile


    
      65

    


    will form ranks in the air and then take flight,


    hastening through the sky in single file,


    so all those shades around us, who were light


    through leanness and their own desire, moved fast


    once more, and turned their faces from our sight.


    
      70

    


    And just as someone lets his friends go past


    when he is wearied from his run, and then


    walks till his heaving chest is calm at last,


    Forese let the others go, and when


    the holy flock had passed, he stayed behind


    
      75

    


    and asked me: “When will I see you again?”


    “Who knows how long I’ll live? Still, I will find


    my heart,” I said, “here in anticipation


    on this shore, for the place I was consigned


    to live in sinks each day in degradation,


    
      80

    


    stripping away all good, and surely bound


    for its own doom and wretched ruination.”


    “Take heart. I see the guiltiest one dragged round


    at a beast’s tail,” he said, “toward that deep place


    where absolution is not to be found.


    
      85

    


    The beast goes faster, faster with each pace,


    then dashes him and leaves him there to lie


    with a smashed body and disfigured face.


    Not long,” and here he looked up at the sky,


    “will those wheels turn before events will show


    
      90

    


    the meanings that I do not clarify.


    Now stay behind, for here the time is so


    precious that I can no longer be


    held back by the slow pace at which you go.”


    Like a horseman breaking from his company
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    to win the honor of being first to ride


    forward to engage the enemy,


    he parted from us and began to stride


    ahead, while I remained with that great pair


    of marshals of the world there at my side.
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    He went so far, my eyes pursued him there


    in the same way my mind pursued a clear


    sense of the meaning that his words might bear,


    till I saw green, fruit-laden boughs appear


    on a new tree. The road had made a swing


    
      105

    


    around a curve, and now the tree was near.


    Beneath it, souls were crying out something,


    I don’t know what, and lifting up their hands


    like greedy little children whimpering


    while he who has the thing they beg for stands


    
      110

    


    holding it overhead as though to play


    with their desires and frustrate their demands.


    Then they seemed disabused, and went away.


    We neared the tree that leaves unsatisfied


    so many pleas from those who weep and pray.
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    “Don’t stop. Don’t come close. Up the mountainside


    is a tree that Eve ate from, and from that one


    the plant that grew to this one was supplied,”


    a voice called from the branches, whereupon


    Virgil and I and Statius huddled close


    
      120

    


    on the side where the rock rises, and moved on.


    “Recall,” the voice was saying now, “how those


    two-chested creatures, cloud-formed and accursed,


    fought Theseus when their wine-fueled passion rose.


    Recall how Hebrews shown as soft by thirst
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    were spurned by Gideon when he led the raid


    from the hills to Midian.” Holding at first


    to one side as we passed the tree, we made


    our way while hearing sins of gluttony


    and the miserable wages that they paid.
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    Proceeding down the empty road, we three


    went a thousand steps or so, and we were all


    deep in our own thoughts, walking silently.


    “What are you thinking,” came a sudden call,


    “you three who are walking onward all alone?”
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    I startled like a skittish animal,


    looking up to see who spoke. I’ve never known


    metal or glass so glowing and so red


    in any furnace as the light that shone


    from one who stood before us now and said:
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    “Here is the turn for making the ascent.


    If you seek peace, this is the way ahead.”


    The sight of him was so magnificent


    it blinded me. Like one who finds his way


    by sounds, I followed where my teachers went.
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    Seeded with grass and flowers, the breeze of May


    awakens and bestirs itself to bear


    its fragrant tidings of the dawning day.


    Just so, I felt a wind upon me there,


    felt feathers moving as they generated


    
      150

    


    the sweet scent of ambrosia in the air.


    “Blessed are they who are illuminated


    so much by grace,” I heard, “that appetite


    within them is not grossly stimulated,


    who hunger for no more than what is right.”

  

  
    CANTO XXV


    Now was the time for climbing, as the sun


    had left the meridian circle to the Bull


    and night had left it to the Scorpion.


    Like someone who admits no obstacle


    
      5

    


    because the urging of necessity


    that spurs him onward is so powerful,


    we all moved up into the gap, we three.


    On either side the walls so tightly pressed


    that we went up the stairway separately.


    
      10

    


    As a young stork, in its desire to test


    its wings in flight, raises them but draws


    back once again through fear to leave the nest,


    so my desire to ask a question was


    kindled, then quenched. My mouth moved as if I


    
      15

    


    would speak, but out came only hems and haws.


    Though we were moving quickly forward, my


    sweet father said: “You have drawn speech’s bow


    right to the iron tip, so now let fly.”


    Then I confidently said: “How they can grow


    
      20

    


    so lean when there is no need in this land


    for nourishment is what I wish to know.”


    He said: “Remember Meleager’s brand,


    how he burned out the moment it burned out,


    and then you will more clearly understand.


    
      25

    


    Or think of how your image moves about


    inside a mirror, matching what you do.


    What’s hard should now seem easy, I don’t doubt.


    But here is Statius. I would ask him to


    help your desire to be satisfied.


    
      30

    


    I pray that he will heal your wounds for you.”


    “If I presume, with you here, to provide


    eternal views to him, my excuse will be


    that no request of yours can be denied.


    Now hear and heed my words, and you will see,


    
      35

    


    my son,” said Statius, “how my speech explains


    the ‘how’ that lies behind your inquiry.


    The perfect blood is like food that remains


    uneaten, taken back. Stored in the heart,


    not drunk up by the thirsty veins, it gains
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    an informing power that it will impart


    to shape the body’s members, like that other


    blood flowing in the veins to form each part.


    Digested once more, it descends to gather


    in a place best left unnamed, from there to run


    
      45

    


    through nature’s vessel onto the blood of another.


    One and the other mingle there: the one


    is passive, the other active, owing to


    the perfect place in which it had begun.


    Conjoined, the latter clots and then gives new
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    life to the blood it has thickened to create


    the material for what it means to do.


    The active force is now a soul, its state


    much like a plant’s, though differentiated:


    this one’s en route, while that one is complete.
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    That force is now sensate and animated,


    like a sea sponge. Then it starts forming those


    organs whose powers it has germinated.


    Now it unfolds and spreads, son, as it flows


    from the begetter’s heart, so nature may
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    plan for each part. From animal it grows


    to child, although you don’t yet see the way


    it does. It was this very point that led


    a wiser mind than yours to go astray.


    He saw no organ for it, so he said
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    that the potential intellect stands apart,


    is separate from the soul. Hear me instead


    and take the coming truth with an open heart.


    When the fetal brain’s articulation is


    perfected by the work of nature’s art,
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    then the First Mover is so pleased by this


    that He will breathe into this brain the air


    of a new spirit, which with plenteous


    power absorbs all that is active there


    into its own substance, to combine
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    into one soul—live, sensate, self-aware.


    To be less startled by these words of mine,


    think how the heat the sun sends comes to be


    wine, when blended with juice from the vine.


    When the thread of Lachesis entirely


    
      80

    


    runs out, soul leaves the body, carrying


    both human and divine in potency.


    While other faculties cease functioning,


    intellect, will, and memory grow more


    acute in all their actions. Traveling
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    miraculously to one or the other shore


    at once, the soul now comes to realize


    which of the roads it has been destined for.


    As soon as space surrounds it where it lies,


    the formative power spreads as if it were
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    fashioning living parts in shape and size.


    And just as moisture-saturated air


    grows bright with a variety of tints


    because of another’s rays reflected there,


    so here the soul that has arrived imprints
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    its form on air, which, molded virtually,


    will then assume the spirit’s lineaments.


    As flame will follow fire in fealty,


    form’s following of spirit is displayed


    in all its movements to the last degree.
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    Since soul can thus be seen, it’s called a shade,


    and that way, even to its very eyes,


    all of its sense organs will be made.


    That’s how we speak and laugh, that’s how our sighs


    and tears are issued, which, it may well be,
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    you’ve heard as you proceeded up the rise.


    Our shapes are reconfiguring as we


    endure desires and feelings that we bear.


    This is the answer to your inquiry.”


    We’d reached the twisting of the last turn, where
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    we went round to the right and walked into


    a new concern that waited for us there.


    From the cliff wall a flash of fire blew,


    pushed back by strong gusts from the precipice


    which made a narrow path we could pass through,
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    one by one. I squeezed my way through this,


    afraid of both sides as I inched along:


    here, flames; there, falling into the abyss.


    “Here it is needful that you keep a strong


    rein on your sight,” I heard my leader say,
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    “for it is far too easy to step wrong.”


    Then came “Summae Deus clementiae.”


    I heard it sung from deep in the great blaze,


    which made me more inclined to turn that way.


    I saw souls walking through the flames. My gaze


    
      125

    


    kept alternating, now toward them, and then


    down to my footsteps, as I glanced both ways.


    “Virum non cognosco” they cried when


    the song was ended, then began to sing,


    in a soft tone, the entire hymn again.


    
      130

    


    “Diana kept to the forest” was the thing


    they called next, “driving Helice out because


    Venus had pierced her with a poisoned sting.”


    Then they resumed their song, and then there was


    naming of husbands and wives whose chastity


    
      135

    


    was true to marriage and to virtue’s laws.


    Thus they continue, so it seems to me,


    the whole time that the flames hold them in thrall:


    such diet and such regimen must be


    the means of healing the last wound of all.

  

  
    CANTO XXVI


    On the edge, in single file, we made our way.


    From time to time my caring master said:


    “Be mindful here: pay heed to what I say.”


    The sun struck my right shoulder. Up ahead


    
      5

    


    I watched the western vista start to fade


    as the sun turned its blue to white instead.


    My shadow fell across the flames and made


    them glow more brightly. This slight oddity


    captured the eye of many a passing shade,


    
      10

    


    and it inspired them initially


    to speak of me as something singular:


    “His is no spirit form, it seems to me.”


    Some among them came toward me as far


    as they could, careful to remain immersed


    
      15

    


    within the flames that burned them. “You who are


    following where the others have gone first,


    not tardily, perhaps from reverence,


    please answer one who burns in fire and thirst.


    Not just to me do your words have relevance.


    
      20

    


    The others here are thirsting for them too,


    more than Hindus and Ethiopians


    thirst for cold water. Tell us what you do


    to make yourself a wall against the sun,


    as if death’s net had not entangled you.”


    
      25

    


    Thus one addressed me, and I would have done


    what he had asked, had I not been amazed


    at something new to fix my mind upon.


    A group of souls walked where the roadway blazed,


    coming the other way. My wonderment
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    now left me in suspension as I gazed.


    The groups exchanged quick kisses as they went,


    not stopping. I heard many of them sound


    brief greetings, and with these they seemed content.


    Just so, ants swarming darkly on the ground
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    touch muzzles as if seeking to discover


    each other’s pathways and what crumbs they’ve found.


    As soon as they have greeted one another,


    before the foot is given a forward thrust,


    each one starts trying to outshout the other.
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    “Sodom and Gomorrah!” those who’ve just


    arrived cry out; the rest: “Pasiphaë has gone


    into the cow for the bull to serve her lust.”


    Then, just as cranes fly off in flocks, with one


    to Riphaean peaks and one to the vast expanse
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    of desert, as some flee frost and some the sun,


    so these groups pass each other and advance,


    as each resumes its own appropriate shout


    and each, in tears, takes up its former chants.


    The ones who had been asking me about
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    myself now once again came close to me.


    Their looks made clear they wished to hear me out.


    This was the second time they’d let me see


    their eagerness. “O souls whom I can call


    assured of peace, whenever it may be:


    
      55

    


    green or mature, my body did not fall


    and leave my limbs,” I told them, “far from here.


    I wear them still, the blood and joints and all.


    I climb to make my blindness disappear.


    A lady wins me grace from up above


    
      60

    


    to bring my mortal portion through your sphere.


    So may you soon enjoy the granting of


    your greatest longing and be taken to


    that spacious Heaven which is filled with love,


    so I may write it down, please tell me who


    
      65

    


    you are, and who those others are who bounded


    behind your backs and hurried off from you.”


    The rustic from the hills who stands surrounded


    by town scenes, silent, raw, and stupefied


    by all he sees, could not look more astounded


    
      70

    


    than did these souls. When their amazement died—


    as within hearts of lofty tendency


    these feelings will more readily subside—


    “How blest you are, with the opportunity


    to ship the goods of all that you have seen


    
      75

    


    for a better death,” said he who’d questioned me.


    “The ones who are not with us were unclean


    in that same sin for which, when Caesar came


    in triumph, someone shouted at him: ‘Queen!’


    So they departed calling out the name


    
      80

    


    of Sodom, as you heard, so that they might


    fan the purging fire with their shame.


    Our sin, however, was hermaphrodite.


    Flouting the laws of humans to enjoy


    the life of beasts, we followed appetite.


    
      85

    


    So, when we leave those others, we employ


    in shame the name of her who chose to squat


    beastlike in the wooden beast decoy.


    And now you know our guilt, and you know what


    we did. If you’d have me enumerate


    
      90

    


    our names, there is no time, and I cannot.


    But where I am concerned, I freely state


    I’m Guido Guinizzelli, here because


    I repented well before it was too late.”


    I responded as that pair of brothers does,


    
      95

    


    finding their mother where his sorrow drove


    Lycurgus’ rage, though my reaction was


    not at such heights: here was the father of


    me and of other ones, my betters, who


    practiced the sweet and graceful rhymes of love.


    
      100

    


    Lost in my thoughts, not hearing, speechless too,


    I gazed at him, but walked no closer than


    I was: the flames were impossible to pass through.


    Then, when my sight was sated, I began


    to pledge my service in such words that they


    
      105

    


    compel belief as from a sincere man.


    And he responded: “What I hear you say


    creates a trace within me, one I know


    that Lethe cannot dim or wear away.


    From what your voice and your expression show,


    
      110

    


    if those are true words that your oath averred,


    just why is it that you esteem me so?”


    “Because of your sweet verse, whose every word,


    whose very ink, will be revered,” I said,


    “as long as modern practice is preferred.”


    
      115

    


    He pointed to a figure up ahead.


    “Brother, a finer craftsman, certainly,


    was that one, in the mother tongue. He led


    in prose romance and in love poetry,


    surpassing all the rest. Let the fools shout


    
      120

    


    about the supposed superiority


    of that fellow from Limoges, for they, without


    heeding art or reason, always base


    their judgments on what they hear talked about.


    Back in the old days there was such a case.


    
      125

    


    Guittone’s greatness was their only cry


    until, for most, truth came to take its place.


    Now, if that bounteous privilege to fly


    up to the heavenly cloister is given to you,


    that college where Christ is abbot, then on high


    
      130

    


    say me a paternoster, at least through


    the part germane to us upon this height,


    who now have no more power to sin anew.”


    And then, perhaps because another might


    have needed space, he vanished through the flame


    
      135

    


    as fish dive to the bottom, out of sight.


    Toward the one he’d pointed out I came


    and told him my desire already had


    prepared a place of welcome for his name,


    and he responded graciously, and said:
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    “I cannot hide myself, nor would I so,


    for that your courteous speech has made me glad.


    I am Arnaut. I weep, and sing, and go.


    I look on my past follies with chagrin.


    I look ahead to bliss that I shall know.


    
      145

    


    I pray you now, by the power that guides you in


    your climb to the stairs’ summit, bear in mind


    my suffering when it is time.” And then


    he hid in the fire where they are refined.

  

  
    CANTO XXVII


    As when, there where its Maker’s blood was shed,


    it warms the Earth with its first beams of light,


    while Ebro has the high Scales overhead


    and Ganges’ waves burn at the noontide’s height,


    
      5

    


    so the sun stood, and day was winding down


    when God’s glad angel came into our sight.


    He stood beyond the flames, upon the stone,


    and sang “Beati mundo corde” in


    a voice so much more vibrant than our own.


    
      10

    


    “You cannot move ahead except within


    the flames, blest souls. Enter, and to the sound


    of distant song do not be deaf.” And when


    he said these words as he drew near, I found


    that suddenly I felt myself to be


    
      15

    


    like someone who is put into the ground.


    Hands clasped before me as I bent to see


    the fire, a sight I once was witness to,


    of human bodies burned, came back to me.


    Then my good escorts turned toward me. “It’s true,


    
      20

    


    there may be torment to be had, my son,


    but death,” said Virgil, “will not come to you.


    Think back. Think back. What would I let be done,


    now that we’re near to God, if I once led


    you safely on the back of Geryon?


    
      25

    


    Now rest assured, were you deposited


    in the fire’s belly for ten centuries,


    it could not singe one hair upon your head.


    And if you think that I deceive you, seize


    your garment in your hands and hold its edge


    
      30

    


    close to the fire. Try it if you please.


    Cast fear aside and come in from the ledge.


    Turn this way and display your confidence.”


    Against my conscience, I refused to budge.


    “You see, my son, this wall is what prevents


    
      35

    


    your going forward to see Beatrice.”


    He seemed a bit irked at my rigid stance.


    At Thisbe’s name, the dying Pyramus


    opened his eyes to see her once more when


    the mulberry turned crimson. So it was


    
      40

    


    that, softening my stubbornness, I then


    faced my wise leader when I heard him say


    the name my mind hears ever and again.


    He shook his head and said: “So, shall we stay


    on this side?” Then he smiled as one does to


    
      45

    


    a child won with an apple. On his way


    into the fire, he asked Statius, who


    had walked a while between us, if he would


    go after us as we proceeded through.


    Once in the flames, I would have, if I could,


    
      50

    


    leaped into molten glass just to get out


    of heat beyond all measure where I stood.


    As we walked, my sweet father talked about


    Beatrice, to give me encouragement:


    “I see her eyes already, I don’t doubt.”


    
      55

    


    A singing voice gave guidance as we went,


    from the other side. Heeding it constantly,


    we came out at the start of the ascent.


    “Venite, benedicti Patris mei”


    was sounded from within a blazing light,


    
      60

    


    one that was too intense for me to see.


    “The evening comes as the sun drops from sight,”


    it went on. “Do not linger here, but go


    before the west has darkened into night.”


    Our path, which cut straight through the rock, was so


    
      65

    


    positioned that my body blocked the last


    rays of the sun behind me, which was low.


    When only a short distance had been passed,


    I and my sages knew the sun was down


    because my shadow was no longer cast.


    
      70

    


    Before the vast horizon’s breadth had shown


    one solid hue, before night had begun


    to claim all its dominions for its own,


    each of us chose a step to sleep upon.


    The mountain’s nature worked to enervate


    
      75

    


    our strength and our desire to go on.


    As goats frisk on the hillsides in a great


    outburst of energy before they eat


    and then grow peaceful while they ruminate,


    silent in the shade in the day’s heat,


    
      80

    


    tended while resting by the shepherd who,


    leaning upon his staff, is on his feet,


    and as the herdsman lies the whole night through


    outdoors with his quiet flock, lest ravenous


    wild beasts attempt to scatter it, so too


    
      85

    


    were we three, lying on the steps. I was


    the goat, they were the shepherds, with the high


    walls of the rock on either side of us.


    Little else was visible to the eye,


    but from that little it was evident


    
      90

    


    the stars were larger, brighter in the sky


    than usual. I gazed at them and went


    on ruminating. Sleep, where things appear


    sometimes before the actual event,


    took hold of me. I think the hour was here


    
      95

    


    when Cytherea, who seems to always be


    aflame with love, first shone from the eastern sphere


    onto the peak. In a dream I seemed to see


    a young and lovely lady as she strayed,


    singing and picking flowers on the lea.


    
      100

    


    “Whoever wants to know my name,” she said,


    “say I am Leah, and I move my fair


    hands so that a garland may be made.


    To please myself in the mirror I will wear


    these flowers. My sister Rachel does not rise


    
      105

    


    from her mirror. All day long she’s sitting there.


    She is as pleased to see her lovely eyes


    as I am to adorn myself. For her,


    seeing; for me, doing satisfies.”


    And now, just as the predawn splendors were


    
      110

    


    arising, heartening to travelers who


    are nearer home each time that they occur,


    all of the shadows of the nighttime flew


    away around me. My sleep flew away,


    and, seeing my masters risen, I rose too.


    
      115

    


    “The sweet fruits mortals hunger for, which they


    are seeking zealously on many a bough,


    will ease your cravings on this very day.”


    These were Virgil’s words to me. I vow


    there never was a gift that had brought more


    
      120

    


    pleasure than what he’d given to me now.


    Wish upon wish arose within me for


    reaching the height. As I went up each stair


    I felt wings growing so that I might soar.


    We hastened up the steps. When we were where


    
      125

    


    the staircase ended, I saw Virgil turn


    to me with a steady look as we stood there:


    “My son, you have seen the temporal fires burn


    and the eternal. Now we are on this hill


    at a place beyond which I can’t discern.


    
      130

    


    I’ve brought you here with intellect and skill.


    You’re past the steep and past the narrow ways.


    Let your own pleasure guide you where it will.


    See the warm sun that shines upon your face,


    see the soft grass, the flowers, the young trees


    
      135

    


    Earth of itself produces in this place.


    Until the lovely eyes whose weeping pleas


    sent me to you arrive rejoicingly,


    here you may walk or sit and take your ease.


    Expect no further word or sign from me.
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    Follow your will. You would be wrong not to,


    for it is upright now, wholesome and free.


    Over yourself I crown and miter you.”

  

  
    CANTO XXVIII


    Now eager to explore and make my way


    in and around the sacred forest where


    the dense green tempered the first light of day,


    I left the cliff, no longer waiting there


    
      5

    


    but walking slowly, very slowly, through


    the soil that breathes a fragrance in the air.


    A sweet breeze, one that never varied, blew


    upon me with no more intensity


    than even the tenderest of winds would do.


    
      10

    


    With it, the fluttering boughs on every tree


    inclined toward where the holy mountain sent


    the day’s first shade, yet it was clear to me


    the boughs were not so bowed as to prevent


    the small birds in the tops of all the trees


    
      15

    


    from practicing their arts, for on they went


    singing joyously as the light breeze


    of early morning stirred the leaves that then


    kept such accompaniment to those melodies


    as grows from branch to branch at those times when,


    
      20

    


    in the pine forest on Chiassi’s shore,


    Aeolus sets Sirocco free again.


    With my slow steps, it wasn’t long before


    I was so deep into the wood that I


    couldn’t see my point of entry anymore.


    
      25

    


    My going further forward was blocked by


    a stream, and on its bank I saw grass go


    bending left as the little waves leaped high.


    All of the purest waters that we know


    would seem beclouded when matched with that one,


    
      30

    


    so clear that it hides nothing, even though


    it flows quite darkly as it makes its run


    under the endless shade, where not one ray


    may ever reach it from the moon or sun.


    My feet stopped, but my eyes went on their way


    
      35

    


    to the other side of the rivulet, to see


    the varied fresh blooms of eternal May,


    when, as a sudden sight may instantly


    provoke in us a wonderment so strong


    it causes every other thought to flee,


    
      40

    


    a lady appeared, alone, singing a song


    and culling flowers from the blooms that spread


    and painted the whole path she moved along.


    “Fair lady, basking in the warm beams shed


    by love, if we take outward looks for true


    
      45

    


    testimony of the heart,” I said,


    “there’s something I desire you to do.


    So I may understand the words you sing,


    come closer to the stream, I beg of you.


    Seeing you here has me remembering


    
      50

    


    where Proserpine was, in what circumstances


    her mother lost her and she lost the spring.”


    And as a lady turns round when she dances—


    her feet, held close together, barely go


    above the ground, and neither one advances—


    
      55

    


    so she turned toward me, over the bright show


    of red and yellow flowerets, and she,


    like a virgin keeping her eyes low,


    provided satisfaction of my plea,


    coming so close that I could recognize


    
      60

    


    the meanings borne by the sweet melody.


    When she had come to where the stream’s waves rise


    to lightly bathe the grass right next to it,


    she gave the gift of lifting up her eyes.


    I doubt the eyes of Venus had been lit


    
      65

    


    more brightly when her own son’s arrow found


    a target that it had not meant to hit.


    Smiling, she stood on the far bank and wound


    garlands from the many hues that grow


    in that high land with no seed in the ground.


    
      70

    


    Three paces separated us, although


    Hellespont—eternal curb on human pride


    where Xerxes crossed—was never hated so


    when Leander swam from the Abydos side


    to Sestos as this stream now was by me


    
      75

    


    because its waters would not then divide.


    “You are newcomers here. For you to see


    me smiling in this place that was assigned


    as the nest of the human race may possibly


    perplex you,” said the lady, “but you’ll find


    
      80

    


    that the psalm of Delectasti should


    shed light to pierce the cloud in every mind.


    You in front, who implored me, if you would


    ask questions, do so now. I have come here


    ready to speak till all is understood.”


    
      85

    


    “The forest’s music and the stream appear


    to me,” I said, “unable to consist


    with something someone recently made clear.”


    “Just how these things you wonder at exist,


    proceeding from their cause, I will make known,”


    
      90

    


    she told me, “and dispel the troubling mist.


    The highest Good, who pleases Himself alone,


    made man good, for good, gave this place to be,


    as a token of eternal peace, man’s own.


    Through his own fault, he stayed here fleetingly.


    
      95

    


    Through his own fault, he traded innocent


    play and pure joy for toil and misery.


    To keep him shielded from the turbulent


    vapors that rise from sea and land, which go


    far as they can toward heat in their ascent,


    
      100

    


    the heavenbound mountain was empowered to grow


    to this height, so that storms do not appear


    higher than the locked gate down below.


    Since all air circles in the atmosphere


    with the first circling flow, unless somewhere,


    
      105

    


    at any point, something should interfere,


    this height, completely free in the pure air,


    is struck by its motion. In its density


    the forest starts resounding everywhere.


    The struck plants all possess such potency


    
      110

    


    that they are pushed to impregnate the breeze,


    which whirls and spreads the seed extensively.


    Man’s Earth, by nature of its qualities


    of soil and sky, conceives and then gives birth


    to various plants through various properties.


    
      115

    


    If this were heard, men wouldn’t think it worth


    expressing their astonishment at how


    plants grow with no known seeding on their Earth.


    Know that the holy plain, where you stand now,


    is filled with every seed, and here fruits grow


    
      120

    


    that elsewhere are not plucked from any bough.


    The stream before you doesn’t take its flow


    from mists that cold condenses, which provide


    for rivers that now surge and now are slow,


    but from a sure and constant fount, supplied


    
      125

    


    by God’s will with the waters that then run


    freely into streams on either side.


    Drink here, the memory of sin is gone.


    Drink at the other, the mind will reclaim


    the memory of every good deed done.


    
      130

    


    This is called Lethe, and the other’s name


    is Eünoè. All who would benefit


    must drink from this one and the other stream.


    No other sweetness tastes so exquisite.


    And even though your thirst might be quenched through


    
      135

    


    what I have told you thus far, I will yet,


    for grace, supply a corollary too.


    I doubt you’ll be displeased if I have told,


    when I am done, more than I promised you.


    Upon Parnassus, in the days of old,
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    the poets may have had this place in mind


    when they were dreaming of the age of gold.


    Here was the innocent root of humankind.


    Here are all fruits, and spring eternally,


    and the nectar they tell of.” I looked behind
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    my back at my two poets, and could see


    they’d heard these last words with a smile, and then


    I turned around the other way to be


    facing the lovely lady once again.

  

  
    CANTO XXIX


    Her words done, she took up the singing of


    the psalm “Beati quorum tecta sunt


    peccata!” like a lady touched by love.


    Like nymphs that walked alone, as was their wont,


    
      5

    


    through shaded woods, where one of them would look


    to flee the sun, which another one would hunt,


    she walked against the current of the brook,


    along the bank. And I kept pace as I


    matched her small steps with the small steps I took.


    
      10

    


    Not even a hundred paces had gone by


    between us when the banks bent equally,


    so that I once more faced the eastern sky.


    We had not journeyed very far when she


    turned right around and held me in her sight.
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    “My brother, look and listen,” she told me.


    Then came a moment when I thought there might


    have been a sudden lightning flash, because


    the forest flooded everywhere with light.


    But lightning bolts are instantaneous.


    
      20

    


    This lasted, and it more intensely glowed,


    and in my mind I asked just what it was.


    All through the shining air sweet music flowed.


    Now with a righteous zeal my heart was pained,


    reproachful of the daring that Eve showed.


    
      25

    


    While Earth and Heaven did as was ordained,


    one woman, newly formed and all alone,


    refused the veil, under which, had she restrained


    herself in due devotion, I’d have known


    all these ineffable joys much earlier


    
      30

    


    and had them so much longer for my own.


    Walking enraptured where those first fruits were


    of eternal pleasure, I began to long


    for even more of such joys to occur.


    In front of us the very air grew strong,


    
      35

    


    bright as a flame beneath each leafy bough,


    and now we heard the sweet sound as a song.


    O holiest Virgins, if I’ve kept my vow


    through vigils, hunger, and cold, necessity


    compels my plea to be rewarded now.


    
      40

    


    It is right that Helicon should flow for me,


    that Urania and her choir help me say


    things difficult to think, in poetry.


    I saw what I mistook for an array,


    ahead of us, of seven golden trees,


    
      45

    


    because the sight was still so far away


    and common forms deceive the eye at these


    distances, where their features are not clear.


    The faculty that readies what one sees


    for reason’s processing, when I drew near,


    
      50

    


    saw candlesticks, and this time it was right.


    The singing brought “Hosanna” to my ear.


    Above, the great display blazed, much more bright


    than is the moon in a clear midnight sky


    just in the middle of her monthly flight.


    
      55

    


    I turned then in astonishment to my


    good Virgil, and his eyes looked back at me


    with similar amazement in reply.


    I looked back at those lofty things, to see


    they moved toward us, so slowly they would make


    
      60

    


    new brides seem to be pacing hastily.


    The lady chided me: “Why do you take


    such notice of the living lights, and show


    no interest in what follows in their wake?”


    Some people walked behind the lights as though


    
      65

    


    following leaders, and their clothes were white,


    purer than any whiteness that we know.


    The water to my left absorbed the light.


    As in a mirror, every time I took


    a glance there, my left side came into sight.
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    When I came to the point where just the brook


    kept them apart from me, I waited there


    in order to obtain a better look.


    I saw the flames were moving on, and where


    they’d been I saw some streaks of light, as though


    
      75

    


    huge brushes had been painting on the air.


    Up in the sky the streaks remained, a row


    of seven bands in all the hues that tint


    Delia’s girdle and the sun’s bright bow.


    I couldn’t see how far away they went.


    
      80

    


    The space between the outer bands was near


    ten paces, by my visual measurement.


    Twenty-four elders I now saw appear,


    all crowned with lilies, walking two by two,


    under the lovely sky I’ve told of here.


    
      85

    


    Together they sang “Benedicta are you


    among the daughters of Adam’s line, and may


    your beauties evermore be blessèd too.”


    I watched those chosen ones, and then, when they


    had passed the flowers and the grass that are


    
      90

    


    forever fresh on the bank across the way,


    coming behind them, in the way that star


    will follow star up in the sky, were four


    live creatures crowned with green leaves, and they were


    each plumed with six wings, and the wings all wore


    
      95

    


    so many eyes that they could be the eyes


    of Argus, were he living. Spending more


    rhymes on describing them would be unwise


    when there are other needs that must constrain


    such lavishness, so I economize.
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    But read Ezekiel, whose works contain


    depictions of them as he saw them come


    on wind, cloud, fire, from the cold domain.


    I saw them just as he had pictured them,


    except their wings. There he and I divide,


    
      105

    


    and John affirms my view and parts from him.


    Surrounded by them, in the space inside


    proceeded a triumphal chariot.


    About a griffin’s neck its lead was tied.


    Around the inmost banner he had put


    
      110

    


    his upstretched wings. Three other bands of light


    flanked either wing, so that no band was cut.


    The wings rose high, beyond the reach of sight.


    He was all golden in the places where


    he was a bird. The rest was red and white.


    
      115

    


    Rome never made a chariot so rare


    to gladden Africanus or Augustus,


    nor could the chariot of the sun compare,


    the one that went off course and burned to dust as


    help was implored by an Earth that was devout


    
      120

    


    and Jove responded with mysterious justice.


    Forming a ring, three ladies danced about


    by the right wheel. One was so red that in


    a fire she could scarcely be picked out.


    The second seemed as if her bones and skin


    
      125

    


    were made of emerald, and then the last


    looked like new snow. I watched their circle spin.


    The white one seemed to have the lead, which passed


    on to the red, whose singing was the call


    from which they took their tempo, slow or fast.
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    Four ladies, purple-clad, made festival


    by the left wheel. I saw that there were three


    eyes in the head of her who led them all.


    Next there came two old men. Dressed differently


    from one another, they were similar


    
      135

    


    in noble bearing and in gravity.


    One of them seemed to be a follower


    of the great Hippocrates, whom nature made


    to aid the creatures most beloved by her.


    The other, on the contrary, displayed
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    a sword that was so bright and sharp that when


    I saw it, across the stream, I felt afraid.


    Behind them came four humble-seeming men.


    An old man, all alone and somnolent


    but keen of visage, walked behind them then.
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    These seven were dressed the same as those who went


    before them two by two, although instead


    of lily crowns they wore a complement


    of roses and other flowers that were red.


    Above their brows they were aflame, someone
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    who saw them from a distance would have said.


    There was thunder when the chariot had drawn


    across from me. As if those worthies were


    forbidden by some power to go on,


    they stopped behind their banners, and did not stir.

  

  
    CANTO XXX


    When the first heaven’s septentrion—which knows


    no veil but sin’s cloud, and which does not rise


    or set, and which had shown to all of those


    souls who were there how they should exercise


    
      5

    


    their duty, as the seven stars below


    guide helmsmen toward the land where the port lies—


    had stopped, the men of truth, in a double row


    between those seven and the griffin, bent


    their faces toward the chariot as though


    
      10

    


    toward their own peace. One, as if heaven-sent,


    sang out three times: “Veni, sponsa de


    Libano,” and the rest took up the chant.


    As at the last trump, when the blest will say


    hallelujahs with remade tongues, rising from


    
      15

    


    their graves, so from the chariot straightaway


    I witnessed ministers arising, some


    hundred of them ad vocem tanti senis,


    messengers of eternal life to come.


    They all were calling “Benedictus qui venis”


    
      20

    


    and strewing flowers round them with the cry


    “Manibus, oh, date lilia plenis.”


    Sometimes, at the new day’s onset, I


    have seen the rosy-tinted east amid


    the clear blue light prevailing in the sky,


    
      25

    


    and since the tempering vapors partly hid


    the sun’s bright face, my eyes endured the view


    for longer than they usually did.


    In the same way, a cloud of flowers flew


    up from the hands of angels, to alight


    
      30

    


    around the chariot and within it too,


    and in the cloud a lady came in sight.


    Green-mantled over flame-bright robes, she wore


    an olive crown above a veil of white.


    My spirit, which had not experienced for


    
      35

    


    long years the awe and trembling that had been


    stirred by her presence, though I had no more


    clear sight of her just yet, was even then


    roused by a hidden power that she sent


    and felt old love’s great strength once more. And when


    
      40

    


    my eyes were stricken by that dominant


    power which had already pierced my breast


    back before my boyhood years were spent,


    I turned around to my left side, possessed


    of the confidence of a child who runs to see


    
      45

    


    his mama when he’s frightened or distressed,


    to say to Virgil: “All the blood in me


    is pounding in agitation. I’m aware


    of the tokens of the ancient flame.” But he,


    Virgil, had left us bereft. He wasn’t there,


    
      50

    


    Virgil, the sweetest father one ever knew,


    Virgil, to whom I’d given my soul’s care.


    Not even everything we had lost through


    our ancient mother was enough to stem


    tears that stained cheeks which had been washed with dew.


    
      55

    


    “Dante, don’t weep yet, don’t weep for him,


    hold back your tears, though Virgil may be gone.


    Another sword will cause you to weep them.”


    An admiral stands at stern or bow upon


    the deck to have a good view of the men


    
      60

    


    who serve the other ships, and urge them on,


    and just so, at the chariot’s left side, when


    I heard my name (which of necessity


    I set down now, just as I heard it then),


    I saw the lady who was previously


    
      65

    


    veiled within the angelic festival


    looking from across the stream at me.


    Crowned with Minerva’s leaves, that veil, which still


    covered her head and from there was descending,


    made a clear view of her impossible.


    
      70

    


    Comporting herself regally and tending


    to be severe, she spoke like one who is


    reserving her fiercest words until the ending.


    “Look truly. Truly, I am Beatrice.


    How did you deign to climb the mountain? Weren’t


    
      75

    


    you aware this is a place of happiness?”


    I looked down, saw myself in the clear current,


    then looked back quickly at the grass, because


    the shame that flushed my brow was quite apparent.


    She seemed to me the way a mother does


    
      80

    


    when treating her child harshly, for there can


    be a bitter taste when pity’s rigorous.


    She paused. Just then the angels’ song began,


    “In te, Domine, speravi,” though


    they chanted the psalm’s words no further than


    
      85

    


    “pedes meos.” Even as the snow


    will ice in the live rafters of Italy’s


    spine when Slavic winds begin to blow,


    and then, like melting candle wax, unfreeze


    and drip within itself when from the land


    
      90

    


    without a shadow comes the warming breeze,


    I had no tears or sighs until the band


    of those who always tune their melodies


    to the eternal spheres were singing, and


    the sweet notes of these tender entities


    
      95

    


    took my part, as if saying openly


    “Lady, why shame him with such words as these?”


    Then the ice that bound my heart began to be


    water and breath. I felt the anguish pour


    from my chest through eyes and mouth and out of me.


    
      100

    


    On the same side of the chariot as before,


    the lady, unmoving, turned her words to say


    to the pitying angels when she spoke once more:


    “You keep your vigil in the eternal day,


    so neither sleep nor night makes you miss one


    
      105

    


    step of the world as it goes on its way.


    I am more concerned that he who weeps upon


    the other shore may understand, and know


    grief equal to the guilt of what he’s done.


    Not only by the spheres above, which show


    
      110

    


    each seed to its appointed end and place


    according to the ruling stars that go


    with it, but by the bounty of God’s grace,


    which rains from vapors so high over us


    they lie beyond where human sight can trace,


    
      115

    


    in his new life this man’s potential was


    so great that with each proper disposition


    the outcome should have proved quite marvelous.


    The land most capable of strong fruition,


    when ill-sown, tended with indifference,


    
      120

    


    falls into the most rank and wild condition.


    Still, I sustained him with my countenance


    for a time, and with my youthful eyes I led


    and drew him toward his proper goal. But once,


    at the threshold of my second age, I had


    
      125

    


    changed lives, he then turned from me to begin


    following after others in my stead.


    When I rose from flesh to spirit, growing in


    beauty and virtue, in his eyes I grew


    less pleasing and less dear than I had been.


    
      130

    


    His steps pursued a way that wasn’t true,


    chasing false images of good that lead


    with promises but never follow through.


    Each inspiration that I could succeed


    in winning, whether dreams or otherwise,


    
      135

    


    to warn him with, fell short. He paid no heed.


    He fell so low that every enterprise


    to save him failed, except to make him see


    the lost souls down in Hell with his own eyes.


    I went to the gateway of the dead, where he


    
      140

    


    who brought him to be here among us stayed.


    He heard the prayers I offered tearfully.


    God’s high decree would be breached if he made


    Lethe’s crossing and could come to know


    its water’s savor without having paid


    
      145

    


    the scot of penitence that makes tears flow.”

  

  
    CANTO XXXI


    “O you,” she said, “on the blest stream’s other shore,”


    turning toward me the point of her oration,


    whose edge had felt quite sharp to me before.


    She went on speaking with no hesitation:


    
      5

    


    “Say, say if it is true, for there must be


    confession joined to such an accusation.”


    My strength was so confounded within me


    that when my voice began to move, it then


    died out before its organs set it free.


    
      10

    


    She paused a moment. Then she spoke again:


    “What are you thinking? Answer, for the flow


    has not yet cleansed your memories of sin.”


    Fear and confusion mixed within me so,


    the “yes” that came from me required sight


    
      15

    


    to hear it clearly, as it was so low.


    Sometimes a crossbow will be drawn so tight


    that string and bow snap, and the arrow flies


    to hit its mark with less force than it might.


    So too did my voice fail in all its tries.


    
      20

    


    I burst beneath that heavy load, which drew


    pouring from me a spate of tears and sighs.


    “In those desires that I stirred in you,”


    she then continued, “to pursue that good


    beyond which nothing’s worth aspiring to,


    
      25

    


    what chains restrained you and what ditches stood


    athwart your pathway, working to impair


    your hope of going forward as you should?


    What gains appealed, what comforts looked so fair


    on others’ faces, so that you were led


    
      30

    


    to feel obliged to keep a dalliance there?”


    After a bitter sigh, I barely had


    the voice with which to fashion a response.


    My lips were sorely struggling as I said


    these words while weeping: “When your countenance


    
      35

    


    was hidden from my eyes, the passing show


    with its false pleasures lured my steps at once.”


    “Had you been still or said this was not so,


    the guilt that you confess would still be known.


    The Judge who tries you cannot help but know.


    
      40

    


    The grinding wheel turns backward and the stone


    blunts the blade when the voice that tells the wrong


    here in our high court is the sinner’s own.


    That you may bear shame, as you move along,


    for your mistake and thus be fortified


    
      45

    


    another time against the Sirens’ song,


    listen, and lay the seed of tears aside:


    learn how my buried flesh should have turned you round


    in the opposite direction when I’d died.


    Never in art or nature had you found


    
      50

    


    anything fairer than the exquisite


    limbs that encased me, now dust in the ground,


    and if you had been failed by consummate


    beauty, what mortal thing should once again


    have beckoned so that you desired it?


    
      55

    


    Indeed, you should have risen quickly when


    deceit’s first arrow flew, and followed me,


    who was no longer part of such things then.


    You should not have allowed your wings to be


    drooping and vulnerable to further threats,


    
      60

    


    young girls or other passing novelty.


    The bird who’s just come from its mother lets


    two or three strikes be tried. The full-fledged one


    flies from the arrows and eludes the nets.”


    Shame-riddled, fit for a comparison


    
      65

    


    to a child looking mutely at the floor


    conscience-stricken, ruing what he’s done,


    I stood there. Then she said: “Is your heart sore


    at what you hear? Then lift your beard and look,


    and what you see will grieve you even more.”


    
      70

    


    The force that’s needed to uproot the oak,


    with our winds or with those that blow instead


    from Iarbas’ land, is less than what it took


    to fight resistance and to lift my head


    at her command. I knew well, at the sound


    
      75

    


    of “beard,” the venom lodged in what she’d said.


    When I had raised my chin, my vision found


    those primal creatures resting peaceably


    after having strewn the flowers round.


    My eyes, though they were still unsure, could see


    
      80

    


    Beatrice turned toward the beast that has


    two natures in one person. Now, to me,


    under her veil, beyond the stream, she was


    finer than her past self, by even more


    than she’d outshone the rest when among us.


    
      85

    


    The nettle of remorse made me feel sore.


    Of those things that had lured me with their spell,


    I hated most what I’d loved most before.


    Overcome with contrition, down I fell,


    and what I then became while I was lying


    
      90

    


    senseless, she who caused it knows full well.


    Then, when my heart had done revivifying


    my outward sense, above me was the sight


    of her I had found alone, and she was crying


    aloud to me: “Hold on to me! Hold tight!”


    
      95

    


    Into the stream she’d drawn me, all the way


    up to my throat. She skimmed the surface, light


    as a shuttle, pulling me. “Asperges me”


    was sung so sweetly as I neared the blest


    shore that I can’t recall the sound today,


    
      100

    


    still less describe it. Then the lady pressed


    her arms about my head and I was downed


    into the current, forcing me to taste


    and swallow water. Up onto the ground


    she drew me, cleansed. The fair four each extended


    
      105

    


    an arm above me as they danced around.


    “In Heaven we’re stars, here nymphs. Before she descended


    to Earth, we were ordained as handmaids to


    Beatrice. By us she is attended.


    We’ll bring you to her eyes, but so that you


    
      110

    


    may take their joyous light in, in our stead


    those three, who see more deeply than we do,


    will sharpen yours,” they sang. Then I was led


    to stand beside the breast of the griffin, where


    Beatrice, turned to face us, stood. They said:


    
      115

    


    “We’ve brought you to these emeralds. Don’t spare


    to gaze into them now, as formerly


    Love aimed his arrows straight toward you from there.”


    A thousand desires, hotter than flames could be,


    held my eyes on those shining eyes held on


    
      120

    


    the griffin with a fixed intensity.


    Reflected in them like the mirrored sun,


    the double creature shone and showed to me


    one nature first and then the other one.


    Think, reader, if I was amazed to see


    
      125

    


    these changing images at variance


    with the real object’s impassivity.


    While my soul, filled with awe and jubilance,


    was tasting of the food that takes away


    hunger and creates it all at once,


    
      130

    


    those other three, whose bearing showed that they


    were of a higher order, now came forward,


    dancing to their angelic roundelay.


    “Turn, Beatrice, let your holy eyes turn toward


    your faithful one. To see you in this place


    
      135

    


    has cost him many steps.” So they implored.


    “Unveil your mouth. For grace, do us this grace.


    Reveal your second beauty to his sight,


    which you conceal by covering your face.”


    O splendor of eternal living light,


    
      140

    


    who that has drunk deep at Parnassus’ spring


    or grown pale in its shade would not feel quite


    burdened by an attempt at rendering


    the way that you appeared when, then and there,


    with Heaven’s harmony overshadowing,


    
      145

    


    you showed yourself to me in the open air?

  

  
    CANTO XXXII


    My eyes were so fixed as they set about


    to quench a ten-year thirst, were so intent


    that every other sense had been put out.


    Walled off on either side, indifferent


    
      5

    


    to all else, when they saw the blest smile there,


    back into that familiar net they went.


    My face was forcibly drawn leftward, where


    I heard the voices of the goddesses


    all calling out to me: “Too fixed a stare!”


    
      10

    


    The same condition that our vision is


    put into when we’ve had the sun in view


    put me into a state of sightlessness.


    But when my eyes had been adjusted to


    the lesser (here I mean a lesser sight


    
      15

    


    than that from which they forcibly withdrew),


    I saw the glorious cohort had wheeled right,


    and now they all were turned around to meet


    the sun and the seven lights. Just as, in flight,


    to save themselves the troops in front retreat


    
      20

    


    under their shields, their standard still displayed,


    before the column’s turning is complete,


    the knights of the divine domain’s brigade


    who led the march had all passed by before


    reversal of the chariot’s yoke was made.


    
      25

    


    Back to their wheels the ladies went once more,


    and not one feather did the griffin stir


    in moving the holy burden that he bore.


    The inside wheel, whose arc was narrower,


    was followed by the lovely lady who


    
      30

    


    had drawn me through the ford. We went with her,


    Statius and I. Walking the wood that grew


    empty because of her who’d heeded what


    the serpent said, we timed our footsteps to


    angelic song. Perhaps an arrow shot


    
      35

    


    three times would mark the distance we had gone


    when Beatrice came down from the chariot.


    “Adam,” I heard murmured by everyone,


    and then they formed a circle round a tree.


    Its flowers and its foliage? It had none.


    
      40

    


    The higher the boughs, the more extensively


    they spread, at heights that men who know the trees


    of India would be amazed to see.


    “You are blest, griffin, for you will not seize


    and gnaw this bark. When its sweet tastes subside,


    
      45

    


    it gives the belly wretched agonies,”


    the others, ringing the sturdy tree, all cried.


    “Thus is preserved the seed of all righteousness,”


    the creature of two natures then replied.


    He brought the yoke that he had pulled to this


    
      50

    


    great tree and left it tied there to the tall


    widowed trunk, its place of genesis.


    When the great light at last begins to fall


    downward and it mingles with the glow


    of rays that follow the heavenly Fish, then all


    
      55

    


    our plants begin to swell and once more grow,


    each its own hue, before the sun begins


    to yoke his steeds under other stars. Just so,


    the tree renewed itself and bloomed in tints


    brighter than violets, paler than the rose,


    
      60

    


    on boughs that had been bare a moment since.


    I didn’t understand the hymn that those


    around me sang. It’s one not known to us.


    I couldn’t hear the music to its close.


    If I could show just how the pitiless


    
      65

    


    eyes, upon hearing about Syrinx, slept,


    and learned how costly that long vigil was,


    I would portray the way that slumber crept


    upon me as a painter would do, one


    working from models. Let someone adept


    
      70

    


    at it paint drowsiness, while I move on


    to my waking up: a brightness, a call to me—


    “Get up! What’s this?”—and my veil of sleep was gone.


    When shown the blossoms of the apple tree


    whose fruit, which angels hunger for, is making


    
      75

    


    marriage feasts in Heaven eternally,


    Peter, James, and John were overtaken


    by sleep, then woke at the word that can make men


    fallen in deeper slumbers reawaken.


    They found their company diminished then


    
      80

    


    with Moses and Elijah gone, and were


    aware their Master’s robes had changed again.


    So too with me. On waking, I found her


    bent over me, the tender-hearted guide


    who’d led me by the river earlier.


    
      85

    


    Mind filled with doubt, “Where’s Beatrice?” I cried.


    “She’s sitting on the tree’s root on the ground


    under the new foliage,” she replied.


    “See the seven with her, circled round.


    The griffin leads the rest, who rise on high,


    
      90

    


    singing a song with a deeper, sweeter sound.”


    If she said any more than that, then I


    heard not a word, for she who had blocked me


    from every other thought had caught my eye.


    Alone on the bare ground, she seemed to be


    
      95

    


    left there to guard that chariot which stood


    where the biform beast had tied it to the tree.


    And neither Auster nor Aquilo could


    blow out the lights the seven nymphs all bore,


    making a cloister for her in the wood.


    
      100

    


    “Now you will be a forester here for


    a short time, then with me a citizen


    of the Rome where Christ is Roman, evermore.


    To benefit the sinful world of men,


    observe the chariot, then be sure that you


    
      105

    


    write what you’ve seen, when you are there again.”


    Thus Beatrice. I hastened—I, who threw


    myself at the feet of her commands—to place


    my mind and vision where she wished me to.


    Never did fire fall at such swift pace


    
      110

    


    out of the densest cloud in its descent


    from the remotest boundary of space


    as the bird of Jove, who made a vehement


    plunge through the tree, sheering bark as well


    as flowers and new foliage as he went.


    
      115

    


    He hit the chariot full on when he fell,


    turning it like a ship out on the sea


    tossed port and starboard by the raging swell.


    A fox leaped in the chariot. To me


    it looked so lean and gaunt it seemed like one


    
      120

    


    that never had been nourished properly.


    Scorning it for the foul deeds it had done,


    my lady made it turn, and off it tore


    as fast as such a starveling thing can run.


    The eagle swooped from the same place as before


    
      125

    


    right down into the chariot, to coat


    its inside with the plumage that he wore.


    A voice called down from Heaven. In its throat


    I heard the sorrow of a burdened heart:


    “How badly laden is my little boat!”


    
      130

    


    The earth between the two wheels split apart.


    A dragon rose up there, and then right through


    the chariot’s floor I saw its swift tail dart.


    As wasps withdraw their stingers, it withdrew


    its evil tail, and fled away content,


    
      135

    


    taking part of the chariot’s floor too.


    Like grass on fertile soil, the plumage went


    to cover it, which led me to surmise


    that its appearance may have been well meant,


    and then the feathers, right before my eyes,


    
      140

    


    covered the yoke and wheels in less time than


    the lips are parted when somebody sighs.


    Transformed, the holy structure then began


    generating heads, and I saw seven sprout,


    one at each corner, three on the yoke’s span.


    
      145

    


    Upon those three, two oxlike horns stood out,


    with one horn on the foreheads of the rest.


    There never was such a monster, I don’t doubt.


    Securely placed, like a fortress on the crest


    of a high peak, eyes roving everywhere,


    
      150

    


    a harlot perched upon it, barely dressed.


    I also saw a giant standing there.


    He seemed concerned that he might lose her, so


    he stood close by her. Now and then that pair


    would kiss, but when he saw the wanton throw


    
      155

    


    her wandering and lascivious eyes on me,


    he thrashed her savagely from head to toe,


    and, fueled with rage, aflame with jealousy,


    untied the monster and then dragged it for


    some distance through the wood, till I could see


    
      160

    


    nothing of the weird beast and the whore.

  

  
    CANTO XXXIII


    “Deus, venerunt gentes”: the ladies all


    started the sweet psalmody. Now three,


    now four, they chanted, letting their tears fall.


    Scarcely less changed than Mary was when she


    
      5

    


    stood grieving at the Cross, now Beatrice


    listened to them with sighs and sympathy.


    She stood erect, colored as fire is.


    The other virgins stilled their song, and they


    awaited her reply, and she said this:


    
      10

    


    “Modicum et non videbitis me,


    O my most cherished sisters, et iterum


    modicum et vos videbitis me.”


    She set all seven before her, and then, from


    her gesture it was clear she wished the rest—


    
      15

    


    the lady, the sage who’d stayed, and me—to come


    after her. I doubt that she had pressed


    her feet to ground ten times before her two


    eyes struck mine, and she said these words, expressed


    with a serene look: “Walk more quickly, do,


    
      20

    


    and place yourself so you may be close by


    to hear me, should I wish to speak to you.”


    When I fulfilled my duty to comply,


    “Brother,” she said at once, “now you are here,


    why don’t you seek to question me?” And I,


    
      25

    


    like servants in excessive awe when near


    to their superiors, who cannot bring


    their voices past their teeth to speak out clear,


    responded in a voice now faltering:


    “You know my need, and you know how you can


    
      30

    


    provide, my lady, every needful thing.”


    “I wish you to find freedom,” she began,


    “from fear and shame, so that I may expect


    that you’ll stop speaking like a dreaming man.


    Know that the vessel which the serpent wrecked


    
      35

    


    was, and is not. Let him who caused it pay


    heed to God’s vengeance, which no sops deflect.


    For he will finally have an heir someday,


    the eagle who plumed the chariot so it went


    from being a monster to becoming prey.


    
      40

    


    Surely I see, foretelling the event,


    when stars already near, which are secure


    against all hindrance and impediment,


    assure that, by God’s will, it will occur


    that a Five Hundred Ten and Five comes to


    
      45

    


    slay the thief and the giant who sins with her.


    Perhaps my words are not persuading you.


    Obscure as Themis and the Sphinx, they block


    your understanding, just as their words do.


    Soon deeds will be the Naiads that unlock


    
      50

    


    this hard enigma, and will do it with


    no damage to the harvest or the flock.


    Commit my words to memory forthwith,


    and as you hear them from me, teach them then


    to those whose life there is a race to death.


    
      55

    


    Be certain you are not concealing, when


    you write these things, the story of the tree,


    which has been plundered here yet once again.


    Whoever steals from or does injury


    to this tree, since God made it holy for


    
      60

    


    His use alone, commits a blasphemy.


    Eating there, yearning then for Him who bore


    the torment for that taste by which man fell,


    the first soul mourned five thousand years and more.


    Your wit is sleeping if you cannot tell


    
      65

    


    there are reasons the tree towers overhead


    and is inverted at its top as well.


    And if your vain thoughts had not overspread


    your mind like Elsa’s water, with your delight


    a Pyramus to the mulberry, instead


    
      70

    


    you’d know that morally, just as the sight


    of such details should show you on their own,


    God’s interdiction of the tree was right.


    But since I see your mind is turned to stone,


    and being petrified, is darkened too


    
      75

    


    and dazzled by the light my words have shone,


    I hope you’ll bear those words inside of you,


    depicted, if not written, in the way


    that pilgrims wreathing staves with palms will do.”


    “Like images pressed into wax that stay


    
      80

    


    as the seal has imprinted them, my brain


    now bears your stamp,” I then began to say,


    “but tell me why it is that my eyes strain


    after your longed-for words as they take wing.


    The more I strive, the more I look in vain.”


    
      85

    


    “So you may know the school you’re following


    and see if it follows my words, so you may


    realize that your way is wandering


    as far from God’s as Earth is far away


    from the remotest and most rapidly


    
      90

    


    spinning sphere.” Her words led me to say:


    “Not even once, in all my memory,


    have I estranged myself from you, and so


    no pangs of conscience for it gnaw at me.”


    Smiling, she replied: “If you have no


    
      95

    


    remembrance of it, think that you had been


    drinking from Lethe a short while ago.


    If smoke means fire, then the proof is in


    your lack of memory that your desire,


    when it was pointed elsewhere, was a sin.


    
      100

    


    But from this moment onward, my entire


    discourse will be in words as clear to you


    as your defective vision may require.”


    With slower steps, and more resplendent too,


    the sun was holding its meridian


    
      105

    


    circle, which varies with one’s point of view,


    when, as an escort leading others on


    comes to a halt if up ahead there seems


    some unexpected thing, or signs of one,


    the seven ladies paused at the extremes


    
      110

    


    of a pale shade, the sort that mountains throw,


    under green leaves and dark boughs, on cold streams.


    There Tigris and Euphrates seemed to flow


    from one source and, like fond friends, lingeringly,


    upon their separate ways they turned to go.


    
      115

    


    “O light, O glory of humanity,


    what stream is this that, starting from the same


    source, grows separate from itself?” To me


    who’d put this question, her rejoinder came:


    “Ask Matelda to tell you.” But before


    
      120

    


    I did, like one who seeks relief from blame


    that lovely lady said: “All this and more


    I have already told him, and it is


    not hidden from him by Lethe, I am sure.”


    “It may be that a greater care than this,


    
      125

    


    which often steals their memories from men,


    has shrouded his mind’s eyes,” said Beatrice,


    “but see Eünoè flowing by, and then


    bring him there and, as you have often done,


    quicken his stunned powers once again.”


    
      130

    


    And as a noble spirit does not shun


    a task, but makes it her own will to do


    what someone else wills when that other one


    gives the first sign, that lovely lady who


    took my hand, facing Statius, demonstrated


    
      135

    


    womanly grace and told him: “You come too.”


    With more space, reader, I’d have celebrated


    that water’s taste, at least to some extent.


    It was so sweet I never could be sated.


    But I have filled up all the pages meant


    
      140

    


    for this, the second canticle, and so


    the curb of art must stifle my intent.


    Returning from the holiest water’s flow,


    remade in the same way that new trees are


    renewed with new leaves, I was primed to go,


    
      145

    


    pure and prepared for rising to the stars.

  

  
    PARADISO

  

  
    CANTO I


    The glory of Him who moves the whole creation


    pervades the cosmos, shining everywhere,


    with here more and there less illumination.


    I saw that heaven with the largest share


    
      5

    


    of His light. What I saw, no one has wit


    to know or tell, when he descends from there:


    when intellect draws near its ultimate


    desire, it drives into its depths until


    it goes where memory cannot follow it.


    
      10

    


    What of that holy kingdom my mind still


    stores in itself and holds as treasure yet


    will serve me for my song’s material.


    O good Apollo, for this last task, let


    me be a worthy vessel, on whose brow


    
      15

    


    your own beloved laurel may be set.


    The one peak of Parnassus has till now


    sufficed, but both of them are needed in


    the arena that remains to me. Allow


    your spirit into me and breathe within


    
      20

    


    my very breast, as when you came to wrest


    Marsyas from his sheath of limbs and skin.


    O divine Power, honor my request


    so the shadow of the blest realm I have


    stamped in my mind may be made manifest,


    
      25

    


    and you will see me at the tree You love,


    crowning myself with those leaves that my theme


    and You Yourself will make me worthy of.


    So seldom are they culled now to proclaim


    a Caesar’s or a poet’s victory


    
      30

    


    (for which our human wills bear fault and shame)


    that when it spurs one to strive eagerly


    for it, the Peneian frond should inspire


    delight in the glad Delphic deity.


    A little spark grows into a great fire.


    
      35

    


    Perhaps if prayers of better voices cry


    after mine, Cyrrha may answer their desire.


    The world’s lamp rises to us mortals by


    varied gates. From the one that brings the day


    where four circles and three crosses tie,


    
      40

    


    it comes forth with a preferable array


    of stars and a better pathway, tempering


    and stamping the world’s wax in its own way.


    Its rising near that gate had made it bring


    morning there, evening here, pouring its light


    
      45

    


    on the other hemisphere, enveloping


    our own in darkness, when my eyes caught sight


    of Beatrice, turned left, gazing more steadily


    into the sun than any eagle might.


    Just as emerging from the first will be


    
      50

    


    a second ray, rising to the source, just as


    a pilgrim’s thoughts turn toward home wistfully,


    her action, moving through my eyes to pass


    to my imagination, made me peer


    at the sun, against our custom. Much that has


    
      55

    


    not been conceded to our powers here


    is granted there, by virtue of that site


    created to be humans’ proper sphere.


    I could not look for long, and yet not quite


    so brief a moment as to witness none


    
      60

    


    of how it glowed like iron heated white.


    Day seemed to join with day, as if the One


    who has the power chose to beautify


    the heavens with a sudden second sun.


    Beatrice, staring with a steady eye,


    
      65

    


    watched the eternal wheels, but as for me,


    I turned to look at her, not at the sky.


    And I became as Glaucus was when he


    ate of the herb and thus forevermore


    became one with the gods beneath the sea.


    
      70

    


    Transhumanation we have no words for.


    Let my example serve for those who by


    God’s grace have the experience still in store.


    Whether I was, O Love that rules the sky,


    just the last part of me that You created


    
      75

    


    is known to You, whose light lifted me high.


    The wheel You eternalize through our unsated


    desire drew me with the harmony


    that You attune, that You have modulated.


    Then so much of the sky appeared to be


    
      80

    


    ablaze with sun that rain or river’s flow


    never made lakes of such immensity.


    The new sound and the bright light made me grow


    eager to understand the cause of this,


    more eager than I’d ever been, and so,


    
      85

    


    knowing me as well as I did, Beatrice,


    before my lips were opened, calmed my shaken


    mind by opening hers to say: “You miss


    what would be clear to you if you’d awaken


    from false imaginings so strong they clot


    
      90

    


    your sense perceptions. You are quite mistaken


    to think you’re still on Earth. Lightning has not


    ever gone so quickly from its origin


    as you are going back to yours.” Through what


    her brief and smiling speech conveyed, I’d been


    
      95

    


    freed from my first perplexity, but found


    a new one I’d become entangled in.


    “Loosed from one major wonder, I am bound


    by another one,” I said. “How have I come


    to pass through these light bodies all around?”


    
      100

    


    After a sigh of pity escaped from


    her lips, she looked at me as mothers may


    when children babble in delirium.


    “All things have order,” she began to say,


    “within them, with the universe made through


    
      105

    


    this method to resemble God that way.


    Herein the higher creatures come to view


    the eternal Worth’s imprint. That is the end


    the system I’ve described is leading to.


    And in this order, then, all natures bend


    
      110

    


    closer to or further from their source,


    just as their differing destinies intend,


    toward differing ports as each pursues its course


    through the great sea of being with its own


    instinct supplied to guide its way across.


    
      115

    


    This carries fire upward toward the moon.


    This is the mover of each mortal heart.


    This binds the Earth together into one.


    Not only creatures that lack reason’s art


    are struck by this bow. Even those possessed


    
      120

    


    of intellect and affection feel its dart.


    The Providence that wills this has expressed


    Its light to calm the heaven in which lies


    the sphere that spins more quickly than the rest.


    As to a place appointed, we now rise


    
      125

    


    through the power of that bow, whose bolt will hit


    a joyful mark no matter where it flies.


    It’s true, a shape will often fail to fit


    into the form the art intends to show,


    deaf to the craftsman’s calls to bend to it,


    
      130

    


    just as the creature now and then will go


    swerving somewhere other than the higher


    course, since it has power to do so.


    Down toward the Earth clouds will discharge their fire.


    Likewise, to Earth the primal impulse flies,


    
      135

    


    diverted by illusory desire.


    Your rising should not cause you more surprise


    than that streams run down mountains from the crest


    to base, if I am right in my surmise.


    If, freed from every hindrance that oppressed,


    
      140

    


    you had remained below, it would amaze,


    like a live flame that’s perfectly at rest.”


    Toward Heaven then she once more turned her gaze.

  

  
    CANTO II


    O you in your little bark, you who are so


    eager to listen, you who have sailed behind


    my great ship that is singing as I go,


    look to your shore, not the water. If you find


    
      5

    


    that you lose sight of me, you might then be


    lost on a vast ocean, sailing blind.


    I sail upon a never traveled sea,


    Apollo steers, Minerva moves the air,


    and the nine Muses show the Bears to me.


    
      10

    


    You other few, who held your heads up where


    you sought bread of the angels early on,


    sustaining but not satisfying fare,


    you may indeed commit your ship upon


    the deep brine, in the wake made by my prow


    
      15

    


    before the water smooths and it is gone.


    And your amazement will be greater now


    than was the glorious seafarers’ surprise


    at Colchis, finding Jason at the plow.


    The innate thirst we have, which never dies,


    
      20

    


    for the deiform realm bore us there


    nearly as fast as we see moving skies.


    Beatrice looked up. I looked at her.


    As fast as a crossbow’s bolt will rapidly


    strike, fly, and be released into the air,


    
      25

    


    I saw I’d come where I was drawn to see


    a wonder. Since it was impossible


    to hide my thoughts from her, she said to me,


    as joyful now as she was beautiful:


    “Turn your grateful mind to God. He has seen fit


    
      30

    


    to make us one with the first star of all.”


    We seemed wrapped in a cloud, one brightly lit,


    dense and flawless, polished and smooth-sided


    as is a diamond with sun striking it.


    In itself the eternal pearl united


    
      35

    


    us two with it, as water will take in


    a ray of light while staying undivided.


    If I was body (we cannot begin


    to grasp the way two bodies come to be


    in one space, as they must with one within


    
      40

    


    the other), then we should more eagerly


    desire to see the Essence that will show


    how God and our nature formed a unity.


    What we now take on faith we then will know,


    made manifest instead of demonstrated,


    
      45

    


    like primal truths that all accept as so.


    “To Him by whom I have been elevated,


    my lady, from the mortal world’s domain,


    I give my most devoted thanks,” I stated.


    “But what are those dark spots here that show plain


    
      50

    


    to men on Earth below,” I asked her then,


    “inspiring them to tell wild tales of Cain?”


    After she’d smiled a little, she said: “When


    the senses’ key cannot unlock the door


    and false conclusions have been reached by men,


    
      55

    


    amazement’s arrows should not pierce you, for,


    even when going where the senses led,


    reason’s wings are short, too short to soar.


    But tell me what you think they are, instead.”


    “I think the differences are owing to


    
      60

    


    bodies that are rare or dense,” I said.


    And she: “You’ll see how far that is from true


    if you will follow carefully the right


    argument that I present to you.


    The eighth sphere shows you many lights, all quite


    
      65

    


    varied in quality and quantity,


    displaying diverse faces to your sight.


    Were rare and dense the cause, then they would be


    informed, all of them, by one solitary


    power, here more, there less, some equally.


    
      70

    


    Now, formal principles are necessary


    for different powers, but you cancel out


    all principles except one in your theory.


    And if the darkness that you ask about


    were caused by rarity, it would mean that


    
      75

    


    this planet, in some parts, would be without


    its matter, or that, just as lean and fat


    distribute in a body’s mass, so too


    this volume’s leaves were placed in alternate


    layers. Therefore, if the first case were true,


    
      80

    


    in an eclipse, as in all illumination


    of a rare substance, light would then shine through.


    But that’s not so. And if my demonstration


    can undermine the second case, you’ll know


    the incorrectness of your speculation.


    
      85

    


    Let us assume the rare part fails to go


    all the way through. Its opposite will then


    at some point block the passage there, and so


    a ray of light will be thrown back, as when


    a glass behind which lead is hidden throws


    
      90

    


    all colors it has gathered back again.


    But you will now maintain that the light shows


    more faintly there because it has to start


    from further back, and weakens as it goes.


    The fountainhead of every human art


    
      95

    


    has been experiment. Should you agree


    to test them out, these thoughts will soon depart.


    First, take three mirrors. Two of them will be


    equally far from you. Between these two


    the third one meets your eyes more distantly.


    
      100

    


    Have a light set behind you. Once you do,


    all three mirrors will receive the light


    and all three will reflect that light to you.


    Although the image in the far one might


    be smaller than the others, even so,


    
      105

    


    when matched with those two, it must be as bright.


    Just as the sun’s rays beat upon the snow,


    stripping it to its substance, canceling


    the cold and color that it used to know,


    now that your intellect is stripped, I’ll bring


    
      110

    


    a light to you that’s so alive that when


    you gaze at it you’ll see it shimmering.


    There is a body that’s revolving in


    the heaven of God’s peace. In its power is


    the essence of all that is contained therein.


    
      115

    


    The next sphere then metes out its essences


    to all its stars, through many variations


    distinct from and contained by it, just as


    the other spheres, with differentiations,


    direct their separate powers by the need


    
      120

    


    of their own ends and their inseminations.


    These organs of the universe proceed


    as you see, grade by grade, receive what’s poured


    from above and then act downward. Now take heed


    of how I pass along this way and toward


    
      125

    


    the truth you’re seeking, so that you may know,


    alone, in future, how to take the ford.


    The power and motion that these blest spheres show


    must come from the blest movers’ inspiration,


    just as the smith’s art guides the hammer’s blow.


    
      130

    


    The heaven with beautiful illumination


    is seal of the stamp that the deep mind produces,


    the deep mind that propels its circulation.


    Just as within your dust the soul diffuses


    throughout your various members and will be


    
      135

    


    shaped to their varied potencies and uses,


    the Intelligence spreads Its goodness bounteously,


    which the stars multiply, and while they do


    It keeps revolving in its unity.


    The varied powers bind diversely to


    
      140

    


    the precious bodies that they vivify,


    just as life binds and vivifies in you.


    This mingled power, from a source marked by


    glad nature, shines right through that body as


    gladness shines through the pupil of an eye.


    
      145

    


    This is the basis of the differences


    you see from light to light, not rare and dense.


    This formal principle is what gives us


    the bright and dark, shaped by its excellence.”

  

  
    CANTO III


    The same sun that had warmed my young breast once


    with love had now, with proof and refutation,


    displayed to me sweet truth’s fair countenance.


    I raised my head, to give an affirmation


    
      5

    


    that I had been corrected and persuaded,


    as far as seemed to fit the situation,


    but I found my attention concentrated


    upon a sudden sight, and as it drew


    me to itself, thoughts of confession faded.


    
      10

    


    And as through clear transparent glass or through


    tranquil limpid waters that are yet


    not so deep that their bed is lost from view,


    the outlines of our features will be met


    so faintly by our eyes that they are seen


    
      15

    


    no more clearly than a pearl that’s set


    on a pale brow, I saw some faces keen


    to speak, and the mistake that captured me


    reversed the error that sparked love between


    fountain and man, for I thought instantly


    
      20

    


    that I had mirrored images in sight.


    I turned round to see whose, but I could see


    nothing, and so I turned back to the light


    of that sweet spirit by whom I was led.


    She smiled. Her holy eyes were shining bright.


    
      25

    


    “My smiling at your childish thoughts,” she said,


    “should not surprise you, for your thinking is


    still not prepared to trust the truth. Instead,


    as usual, it turns to emptiness.


    The ones you saw are placed here because they


    
      30

    


    failed in their vows. They are real substances.


    Speak to them. Hear and trust in what they say.


    They are fulfilled by the true light, and aren’t,


    thanks to the peace it gives, allowed to stray.”


    I turned to one shade that, as was apparent,


    
      35

    


    was the most keen to speak, and, like a man


    whose great zeal makes him nearly incoherent,


    “O well-created spirit,” I began,


    “who taste the rays of life eternal we


    who have not savored of its sweetness can


    
      40

    


    not know of, kindly tell your name to me,


    and make your fate and those of others known.”


    And she responded, smiling eagerly:


    “Our love won’t bar the door to those who’ve shown


    a right will, any more than would the One


    
      45

    


    who wants His court’s will to be like His own.


    Down in the world I was a virgin nun.


    If you will search your memory—although


    I am more lovely, in comparison


    to what I was on Earth—then you will know


    
      50

    


    I am Piccarda, placed with this blest band,


    blest in this sphere, the one that is most slow.


    Our feelings, whose flames now are only fanned


    in the Holy Spirit’s pleasure, are elated


    to be conformed to the order He has planned.


    
      55

    


    There is a reason why we’re relegated


    to what seems a low fate. In some respect


    our vows had been neglected or evaded.”


    I said: “In all your faces I detect


    something quite wondrous. This divinity


    
      60

    


    transforms the image that I recollect.


    That will explain my lagging memory,


    yet what you say is helping to restore


    the outline of your features. But tell me,


    though you are happy here, do you wish for


    
      65

    


    a placement somewhere farther up above


    so you might see more and be cherished more?”


    She smiled a bit, as did the others of


    that company, then answered with such bliss


    she seemed to blaze with the first flames of love:


    
      70

    


    “Love’s power calms our will with peacefulness


    so what we have becomes what we desire.


    Brother, we have no other thirst than this.


    Were we to feel a longing to aspire,


    our dreams would be discordant with the will


    
      75

    


    of Him who has assigned us here, not higher.


    This is, as you will see, impossible,


    if you recall that by necessity


    love rules us, and think what is natural


    to love. It is our essence now to be


    
      80

    


    bounded by the will of Him who reigns,


    thus making our wills one, harmoniously.


    Where we are ranked upon the various planes


    pleases the kingdom as it does the King,


    who draws our wills to what His will ordains.


    
      85

    


    His will’s our peace, the sea that everything


    moves to, both what its own self fashions there


    and that which is of nature’s fashioning.”


    I grasped that Heaven is Paradise everywhere,


    although the highest Good’s grace does not fall


    
      90

    


    down upon every soul in equal share.


    Just as when sometimes we have eaten all


    we want of one food but crave something new,


    and while we’re giving thanks for one, we call


    for another, so with words, with gestures too,


    
      95

    


    I sought to learn about the web she’d woven


    but failed to pull the shuttle fully through.


    “Great merit and a perfect life enheaven


    a lady higher than here. In your world,” she said,


    “some robe and veil by the rule that she has given,


    
      100

    


    women intending till death to be wed


    night and day to that Spouse who will consent


    to all vows love shapes to His will. I fled


    the world when I was young, and off I went


    to follow her. I wore her habit when


    
      105

    


    to live by her discipline was my intent.


    But men more used to evil than good, such men


    seized me from the sweet cloister, and the dear


    Lord God knows what my life turned into then.


    This splendor on my right whom you see here


    
      110

    


    kindled, emblazoned with the entirety


    of the illumination of our sphere,


    hears what I say and feels it personally.


    The sacred veil’s shadow was ripped away


    from her, a sister, as it was from me.
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    Though she was turned back to the world to stay


    against her will and decency’s dictate,


    she wore her heart’s veil to her dying day.


    This light you see before you is the great


    Constance. To Swabia’s second blast she bore


    
      120

    


    the third and final power of that state.”


    She began to sing Ave Maria before


    she vanished, singing, like some heavy thing


    dropped in deep water. When my eyes no more


    could make her out, I turned from following


    
      125

    


    her form so that my vision would alight


    on the greater goal of my desiring,


    fixed wholly upon Beatrice. But so bright


    was the radiance that flashed from her just then,


    at first my gaze could not endure the sight,


    
      130

    


    which made me slow to question her again.

  

  
    CANTO IV


    Faced with two equally savory dishes placed


    equally far, a man free to decide


    will starve to death before he takes a taste


    of either one. A young lamb terrified


    
      5

    


    by equally fierce wolves will stand quite still,


    as will a hound with does at either side.


    Thus, neither shameful nor commendable


    was silence driven by my two doubts, for


    it was compelled and not an act of will.


    
      10

    


    Though I was silent, my face did much more


    than speech could do to zealously portray


    the questions and the longing that I bore.


    Beatrice did what Daniel did the day


    he raised Nebuchadnezzar from the ire


    
      15

    


    that made him cruelly harsh. I heard her say:


    “I clearly see how this and that desire


    pull till your zeal is tangled in a cord


    that chokes the speaking breath your thoughts require.


    You think: ‘If the will is faithful to the Lord,


    
      20

    


    how can the violence others perpetrate


    lessen the measure of my just reward?’


    Another issue makes you hesitate,


    that souls would seem to go back in due course


    to their own stars, as Plato’s teachings state.


    
      25

    


    These are the questions that with equal force


    press on your will, and the more venomous one


    is the one on which I’ll first discourse.


    Not Moses, Samuel, or whichever John


    you choose, not the Seraph nearest godliness,


    
      30

    


    not even Mary herself—I say that none


    of those have seats in any heaven but this,


    any more than the souls you saw here, nor


    does their existence have more time, or less.


    All beautify the first sphere, and, as for


    
      35

    


    this sweet life all enjoy, they differ by


    how they feel the eternal breath, some less, some more.


    These showed themselves here not to signify


    this is the place where they’re assigned to be,


    but the less exalted grade they occupy.


    
      40

    


    I need to speak this way to make you see,


    because your senses first take in what they


    make fit for intellect eventually.


    Thus Scripture condescends to you to say


    that God possesses hands and feet, which then


    
      45

    


    must be interpreted another way.


    And Holy Church bestows faces of men


    on Michael, Gabriel, and the one who brought


    Tobit to his wholeness once again.


    Now what Timaeus says of souls is not


    
      50

    


    the same as what you’ve just seen demonstrated,


    because his words, it seems, reflect his thought.


    The soul returns to its own star, he stated,


    thinking when nature gave it form it was


    detached from where it had originated.


    
      55

    


    Yet it is possible his meaning does


    depart from what he says, with an intent


    that shouldn’t be dismissed as ludicrous,


    that honor and blame of their influence are sent


    back to those wheels. His bow may possibly


    
      60

    


    have hit some truth, if that is what he meant.


    Misunderstood, this precept came to be


    why so much of the world gave stars the name


    of Jupiter or Mars or Mercury.


    Your other troubling doubt has smaller claim.
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    Though venomous, its malice cannot make


    your steps go straying from me, all the same.


    Men think our justice unjust. You should take


    this fact as proof of faith, not evidence


    for heresy’s iniquitous mistake.


    
      70

    


    Since it is clear that your intelligence


    can pierce into this truth, you will be shown


    the explanation, per your preference.


    If victims do not help those who have thrown


    rough hands upon them, that passivity


    
      75

    


    provides no vindication on its own.


    A will that is not willing cannot be


    snuffed out. It acts like nature in a blaze,


    though a thousand winds may bend it violently.


    If, whether by much or little, the flame stays


    
      80

    


    bent, it abets the force. Those two souls could


    have fled to the cloister of their former days.


    Were they firm-willed, like Lawrence who withstood


    the agony of the grate, or Mucius who


    was so severe to his own hand, they would,


    
      85

    


    once they had been set free, have gone back to


    the path from which they had been dragged. But then,


    those who have wills like these are all too few.


    My words, if you have taken them all in


    and understood them, quash an argument


    
      90

    


    that would have vexed you time and time again.


    But here ahead of you your eyes present


    a pass so close that trying to get by


    all on your own would leave you weak and spent.


    Assuredly within your mind have I


    
      95

    


    fixed this belief: since they are always near


    the primal Truth, no blessèd soul can lie.


    Piccarda told you Constance did not veer


    from her devotion to the veil. Thus, she


    has contradicted me, it would appear.


    
      100

    


    Many times, brother, though unwillingly,


    those seeking to escape from harm have done


    things that should never have been done. We see


    how, at his father’s urging, Alcmaeon


    slew his own mother. In himself he slew


    
      105

    


    pity to show the piety of a son.


    At this point I must make it clear to you


    that force commingles with the will here, hence


    there can be no excuse for what they do.


    Absolute will opposes the offense,


    
      110

    


    but, fearing that resistance would have led


    to even greater harm, the will consents.


    I spoke of the other. Piccarda spoke instead


    of absolute will. Now it should be clear


    that there is truth in what we both have said.”
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    Such was the sacred current rippling here


    from the source where all truths originate,


    which made both my desires disappear.


    “O you divine one, whose words inundate


    and warm me, O beloved,” was my cry,


    
      120

    


    “of the first Lover, you who animate


    me more and more, not all the depth of my


    affection can repay you grace for grace.


    May He who sees, and can, make my reply.


    I see now that man’s mind cannot embrace


    
      125

    


    full satisfaction till illuminated


    by that Truth beyond which no truth finds space.


    Once there, it rests like a wild beast situated


    within its lair. It is able to do so,


    or else all our desires would be frustrated.


    
      130

    


    Owing to this, doubt, like a root, will grow


    at the foot of truth. It’s nature prodding us


    from hill to hill as toward the peak we go.


    Lady, invited and made bold by this,


    with reverence I beg you to unveil


    
      135

    


    another truth I find mysterious.


    I wish to understand if those who fail


    their vows can pay with other goods that might


    do them some good toward balancing the scale.”


    Beatrice looked at me, eyes so alight


    
      140

    


    with the divine and with love’s sparks that they


    conquered and dispersed my powers of sight.


    Eyes down, I nearly fainted dead away.

  

  
    CANTO V


    “If in the heat of love I flame at you


    beyond all earthly measure, vanquishing


    your power of sight, I must advise you to


    not be amazed, for it is issuing


    
      5

    


    from perfect vision, whose foot starts to move,


    as it perceives, toward the perceived good thing.


    Your intellect already shows signs of


    the eternal light, as I can clearly see,


    which, seen, alone and always kindles love.


    
      10

    


    Anything else that lures your love would be


    merely some vestige of that light displayed


    and shining through it, viewed mistakenly.


    You wonder, can vows unfulfilled be paid


    by souls through other service, so that they


    
      15

    


    are shielded from all claims that might be made?”


    Starting this canto thus, like one whose way


    is not to pause, in her holy explanation


    Beatrice went on: “In the whole array


    of gifts God’s bounty gave us through creation,


    
      20

    


    the one that is conformed most to His own


    goodness, the highest in His estimation,


    is freedom of the will, a power known


    to creatures that possess intelligence.


    It was, and is, bestowed on them alone.


    
      25

    


    You should perceive now, from these arguments,


    the high worth of the vow, if it is one


    that God consents to when the soul consents.


    For, once the pact of God and man’s begun,


    it turns man’s treasure, just as I explain,


    
      30

    


    to a sacrifice, and it is freely done.


    What compensation, then? Do you maintain


    you can put your offering to good use? If so,


    you think to do good with ill-gotten gain.


    The main point is now clear to you, although


    
      35

    


    since Holy Church grants dispensations, they


    would seem to contradict the truth I show.


    You have taken in tough food. You need to stay


    at the table for a while if you are going


    to digest all of it in the right way.


    
      40

    


    Open your mind to what I am bestowing


    and let your memory hold it, for in fact


    hearing without retaining is not knowing.


    Two things make up the sacrificial act:


    first, what is offered up in forfeiture,


    
      45

    


    second, the covenant itself, the pact.


    The covenant’s annulment can occur


    only when the vow is followed through,


    as I precisely told you earlier.


    And so the Hebrews were required to


    
      50

    


    sacrifice, though allowed to change the thing


    they gave, sometimes, as should be known to you.


    This other, which I’ve called the offering,


    is what is pledged. And truly there may be


    replacements made without dishonoring.


    
      55

    


    But let no one assume that he is free


    to shift his own load. That must issue from


    turns of the white key and the yellow key.


    All changes are in vain unless they come,


    as six contains four, with what you replace


    
      60

    


    contained in the replacement’s greater sum.


    Thus, when through its own value something weighs


    so much it tips all scales, then nothing can


    assume its place, no matter what one pays.


    Let this not be a game to any man.
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    Be faithful, but with that, don’t be perverse


    like Jephthah in his first vow. Rather than


    admitting ‘I have done wrong,’ he did worse


    to keep his word. At the same foolish depth


    was that great chief who among Greeks was first,


    
      70

    


    and for her fair face Iphigenia wept


    thereby, and those of both wise and weak mind


    wept when they heard that such a rite was kept.


    You Christians, move more gravely, not inclined


    like a feather in the wind, and have the sense


    
      75

    


    not to believe all water that you find


    will wash you clean. You have both Testaments


    and the shepherd of the Church to guide you too.


    Let that suffice for your deliverance.


    If evil greed should call you to pursue


    
      80

    


    wrong paths, be men, not silly sheep. That way


    the Jews among you cannot laugh at you.


    Do not act like the lamb that goes astray


    from mother’s milk and, wanton, starts to fight


    against its own good in its foolish play.”


    
      85

    


    So Beatrice spoke, exactly as I write.


    Longing, she turned to where the cosmos glows


    most vividly. Her stillness and the sight


    of her changed countenance served to impose


    silence upon my eager imagination,


    
      90

    


    in which already some new questions rose.


    We sped to the second realm, our destination,


    like an arrow lodging in the target when


    the bowstring is still humming with vibration.


    I saw my lady look so happy then,


    
      95

    


    reaching that Heaven’s brightness, that at once


    the planet grew more bright than it had been.


    If that star smiled and changed so in response,


    what then of me, by nature made to be


    susceptible to every influence?


    
      100

    


    As in a fishpond, still and clear, we see


    the fish swim toward a thing dropped in when they


    imagine that it might be food, so we


    saw more than a thousand splendors on their way


    toward where we were. “Oh, here is someone who


    
      105

    


    will make our loves increase,” we heard each say.


    We saw the joy within them as they drew


    closer, from the radiance that each one


    displayed as it approached. Reader, if you


    imagine that my narrative had gone


    
      110

    


    this far, then stopped, and sense the intensity


    of your pained craving for it to go on,


    then you will see how keen I was to be


    told of their circumstances, as the advance


    of each shade was made manifest to me.


    
      115

    


    “O you born happy, you to whom grace grants


    the eternal triumph’s thrones to come in view


    before you leave your days of militance,


    we are kindled by the light extending through


    Heaven’s totality, and our light is


    
      120

    


    here to illumine as it pleases you.”


    One of those pious spirits told me this.


    And then, “Speak to them now, speak without fear,


    trust them as you’d trust gods,” said Beatrice.


    “You nest in your own light, as I see here,


    
      125

    


    and flash it from your eyes, which I know since


    it sparkles when you smile. But it’s not clear


    just who you are, O blessèd excellence,


    or why you’re in this sphere veiled from the view


    of mortals by another’s radiance.”


    
      130

    


    When I had said these words in answer to


    the light that spoke to me, it shone much more


    brightly than I had earlier seen it do.


    As the sun hides within its blazing core


    after it gnaws with heat’s intensity


    
      135

    


    the dense mists that had tempered it before,


    the holy figure glowed more joyfully


    and hid within its brilliance, and proceeded,


    closed closely in that ray, to say to me


    what the next canto can to those who read it.

  

  
    CANTO VI


    “Once Constantine reversed the eagle’s ways,


    countering Heaven’s course, the course it bore


    behind Lavinia’s spouse in ancient days,


    a hundred and a hundred years and more


    
      5

    


    at Europe’s edge the bird of God held fast,


    close to the peaks it had come from long before.


    It ruled the world under the shadow cast


    by its holy wings, from hand to hand, and in


    such changes it came into mine at last.


    
      10

    


    Caesar I was and am Justinian,


    who cut excess and emptiness from the laws,


    moved by the will of primal Love within.


    Before I turned my attention to that cause,


    ‘Christ had one nature and no more’ was my


    
      15

    


    assumption, and it never gave me pause.


    But the blest Agapetus, who was the high


    shepherd of the flock, then led me to


    the true faith with the words he spoke, and I


    believed him. What he held by faith I view


    
      20

    


    as clearly now as you can clearly see


    all contradictions are both false and true.


    It pleased God through His grace to inspire me,


    soon as my steps moved with the Church’s, for


    the great work I embraced entirely.


    
      25

    


    I gave my Belisarius my store


    of weapons. Seeing Heaven’s right hand allied


    with his told me that I should rest from war.


    To your first question I have now replied,


    although my words compel me to submit


    
      30

    


    an explanation so you may decide


    the rightness of those factions that see fit


    to subvert the sacred standard, by a stance


    of claiming it or else opposing it.


    See how it was made worthy of reverence


    
      35

    


    through valor, starting at the hour when


    Pallas died to give it dominance.


    You know three hundred years and more passed then


    while it stayed at Alba, which led to


    three battling three to win it once again.


    
      40

    


    And what it did, from Sabine outrage through


    Lucretia’s grief, as through seven kings it was


    conquering neighboring lands, is known to you.


    And what it did then, borne by illustrious


    Romans against Brennus, Pyrrhus, and more


    
      45

    


    republics, princes, and alliances,


    giving Torquatus, Quinctius (named for


    wild hair), the Decii and the Fabii fame


    that I am happy to enmyrrh. It bore


    hard on the pride of the Arab force that came


    
      50

    


    following Hannibal through Alpine snows


    on crags the Po falls from. Under that same


    standard young Scipio and Pompey rose


    to triumph, and it proved harsh to the hill


    beneath which you were born. When time drew close


    
      55

    


    to when it would be Heaven’s will to fill


    Earth with the peace that had been Heaven’s alone,


    Caesar took hold of it, as was Rome’s will.


    And what it did from Var to Rhine was shown


    to the Loire, to the Isère, and to the Seine,


    
      60

    


    and to the valleys that fill up the Rhône.


    What it did when it left Ravenna then,


    leaping the Rubicon, was such a thing


    that it could not be caught by tongue or pen.


    It turned to Spain, and after targeting


    
      65

    


    Dyrrhachium, it struck so fierce a blow


    at Pharsalus that the hot Nile felt the sting.


    Next, to Antandros and the Simois’ flow,


    from which it came, and Hector’s burial ground.


    It roused itself again, to Ptolemy’s woe.


    
      70

    


    From there, the way that lightning hits the ground


    it fell on Juba. Then to your west it swept


    as soon as it heard Pompey’s trumpet sound.


    With the next steward by whom it was kept,


    its deeds make Brutus and Cassius howl like curs


    
      75

    


    in Hell, and Modena and Perugia wept.


    Sad Cleopatra weeps the tears it stirs


    still. From the asp, as the eagle made her flee,


    she took that dark and sudden death of hers.


    With him it went as far as the Red Sea.


    
      80

    


    With him it brought the world such peace, the doors


    of Janus’s shrine were under lock and key.


    But what that standard which prompts my discourse


    had done and had yet to do in every land


    in the mortal realms in which it is in force


    
      85

    


    seems dim and minor when we understand


    with pure affection and clear eyes its path


    when the third Caesar held it in his hand,


    for living Justice, that which fills me with


    inspiration, entrusted him to know


    
      90

    


    the glory of the vengeance of Its wrath.


    Now marvel at what I intend to show:


    it sped with Titus then for vengeance on


    the vengeance for that sin of long ago.


    And when the Lombard tooth bit down upon


    
      95

    


    the Holy Church, beneath the eagle’s wing


    she was soothed by Charlemagne, when he had won.


    Now you may judge the charges that I bring


    against the ones I spoke of. Both of those


    and all their wrongs cause all your suffering.


    
      100

    


    With yellow lilies one opts to oppose


    the public standard. One claims it for its side.


    Which of the factions is the worse, God knows.


    Let the Ghibellines, let their wiles be plied


    under another banner. They are poor


    
      105

    


    followers of this standard who divide


    justice from it. Let the new Charles not war


    upon it with his Guelphs. Let it be that he


    fears claws that have flayed greater hides before.


    Sins of the father will with frequency


    
      110

    


    cause sons to weep, so let him not expect


    God will exchange His sign for the fleur-de-lis.


    This little star is prominently bedecked


    with worthy souls who acted in search of


    honor and fame they were eager to collect.


    
      115

    


    It’s certain that the rays of our true love,


    when our desires show such waywardness,


    will less intensely make their way above.


    That the rewards which we receive express


    precisely what we merit is a part


    
      120

    


    of our joy. They are neither more nor less.


    Thus, living Justice sweetens us at heart,


    and any chance the warp of evil steers


    our will toward it can never make a start.


    Varied voices blend within the ears


    
      125

    


    sweetly. So have our varied ranks created


    sweet harmony among us in these spheres.


    In this pearl, brightness is irradiated


    from the light of Romeo, whose beautiful


    and great work had been poorly compensated.


    
      130

    


    The Provençals who worked against him still


    have no last laugh. It’s a bad road they’re on


    who turn good deeds of others into ill.


    Raymond Berenger’s four daughters, one


    and all, were queens. By Romeo, who had been


    
      135

    


    a lowborn pilgrim, all of this was done.


    Urged by dark words, Raymond demanded then


    an accounting from this just man, whose fine touch


    had brought him seven and five for every ten.


    Now old and poor, he went away, and such


    
      140

    


    a man as this begged bread from door to door.


    If the world knew what was in his heart, as much


    as it praises him, it would praise him even more.”

  

  
    CANTO VII


    “Osanna, sanctus Deus sabaòth,


    superillustrans claritate tua


    felices ignes horum malacòth!”


    I watched him as he sang these words and threw


    
      5

    


    himself into a whirl to accompany


    his melody, that substance who has two


    lights twinned on him. His cohort seemed to be


    like swift sparks as, through sudden distance, they


    fashioned a veil between themselves and me.


    
      10

    


    In doubt, I started inwardly to say


    “Tell her, tell her, tell my lady, then,


    who with her sweet drops takes my thirst away.”


    Through reverence, the mistress of me when


    I hear a Be or iss, my forehead bent


    
      15

    


    downward in the way of drowsing men.


    Beatrice, after a moment came and went,


    gave me a smile that would give pleasure to


    a man on fire, it was so radiant,


    and said: “My judgment, which is always true,


    
      20

    


    tells me the idea of carrying out


    just vengeance on just vengeance puzzles you.


    Then listen carefully. I am about


    to pass on a great truth as I proceed


    in a short time to free your mind from doubt.


    
      25

    


    The man who was not born, not paying heed


    to curbs upon his will meant to defend


    from sin, condemned himself and all his seed.


    The human race for centuries on end


    lay sick in its great error down below,


    
      30

    


    until the Word of God chose to descend,


    through His own unique action, in a show


    of His eternal love, to be incarnated


    in the nature estranged from Him so long ago.


    Now turn your sight to what will next be stated:


    
      35

    


    this nature, made one with its Maker, was


    pure and good, as when it was created.


    But it was thrust from Paradise because


    through its own actions there it chose to fling


    truth and its own life away. The Cross


    
      40

    


    was a proper penalty, if measuring


    by the nature He had taken on, for never


    did any punishment more justly sting.


    Think of the One who suffered it, however,


    Who took that nature. Can it be denied


    
      45

    


    that this was then the greatest outrage ever?


    One single deed whose outcomes thus divide:


    One death pleased God and pleased the Jews as well,


    Earth trembled and the heavens opened wide.


    You should no longer wonder when I tell


    
      50

    


    that a just act of vengeance had been brought


    and on it a just act of vengeance fell.


    I see your mind go now from thought to thought


    in a host of tangles, hoping eagerly


    to be freed from this knot in which it’s caught.


    
      55

    


    You say: ‘I hear your words with clarity,


    but why God willed this plan and not another


    path to redemption is unclear to me.’


    The cause of this decree is hid, my brother,


    from sight of all whose wit has not gone through


    
      60

    


    maturing in love’s fire. Since many other


    seekers attempt to hit the mark but few


    can see it clearly, I will now outline


    the true correctness of that plan to you.


    Spurning all envy from itself, divine


    
      65

    


    Goodness, burning in Itself, displays


    the eternal beauties in Its sparkling shine.


    All It distills directly stays in place


    always, since It imprints with every


    stamp a seal that nothing can efface.


    
      70

    


    All It directly rains is fully free,


    since It has no compulsion to submit


    to recent things. The Divine finds it to be


    most pleasing, since it is Its closest fit.


    The holy Ardor, lighting all things, is


    
      75

    


    most living in what most resembles It.


    Endowed with all of these advantages,


    the human creature, lacking one of them,


    will fall from that nobility of his.


    Only his sin can disenfranchise him,


    
      80

    


    make him unlike the highest Good, repress


    Its light within him till it has grown dim.


    His dignity’s forever gone unless


    he fills the void made by licentious vice


    with penalties that offer just redress.


    
      85

    


    Your nature’s fall exacted a great price.


    Sinning in toto in its seed had cost


    its dignities as well as Paradise.


    Any hope to recover what was lost,


    if you consider well, would be denied


    
      90

    


    unless one of these two fords could be crossed:


    either that God’s clemency would provide


    pardon, or man would independently


    atone and his folly’s debt be satisfied.


    Now fix your eyes most carefully to see


    
      95

    


    the abyss of eternal Counsel, with intense


    attention to the words you hear from me.


    Man could never make full recompense


    within his limits. He could not, to atone,


    descend as low in meek obedience


    
      100

    


    as he had tried to rise when he had shown


    such disobedience. Thus, he could not pay


    the proper restitution on his own.


    It took God to restore, in His own way,


    the full life that man had when he’d begun—


    
      105

    


    by one or by both ways, I mean to say.


    Because an act’s more pleasing to the one


    performing it the more it shows the core


    of goodness in the heart by which it’s done,


    God’s goodness, which imprints the world, therefore


    
      110

    


    was pleased to use all of Its ways to raise


    you to your full humanity once more.


    Between the last night and the first of days


    such high, magnificent actions have not been,


    and will not be, through either of His ways.


    
      115

    


    Giving Himself so man sufficed to win


    his way back up, God was more generous than


    if He’d just chosen to forgive the sin.


    For nothing else would have fulfilled the plan


    of justice, but that God’s Son should decide


    
      120

    


    most humbly to incarnate as a man.


    For all your wishes to be gratified,


    I’ll go back to one point I made to you,


    so our two views of it may be allied.


    You say: ‘I see that earth, air, fire too,


    
      125

    


    and water, and all mixtures that are made


    from them decay, and so their days are few.


    But these are all created things, and they’d


    have been secure, from what you’ve told me, and


    if that is so, they shouldn’t have decayed.’


    
      130

    


    Brother, the angels, just like this pure land


    where you are, have been made, it may be stated,


    in their entire being, as they stand.


    But the elements you’ve enumerated


    and all the things whose basis they supply


    
      140

    


    have been informed by power that was created.


    Created was the matter they’re formed by,


    created was the power that went into


    the stars that wheel around them in the sky,


    those holy lights whose glow and motion drew


    
      145

    


    from a complex of potential elements


    the soul of every beast and plant. But you


    are made by the supreme Beneficence


    directly, and inspired with such affection


    that you are always yearning for Him. Hence,


    
      150

    


    you also can infer your resurrection


    from the way your human flesh originated,


    if you will give a moment of reflection


    to how your primal parents were created.”

  

  
    CANTO VIII


    The world, to its peril, in the olden days


    thought the fair Cyprian, turning in the third


    epicycle, beamed mad love with her rays.


    Those ancients in their ancient error were spurred


    
      5

    


    to honor her with sacrifice and the swell


    of voices in votive cry, and they were stirred


    to honor Dione, and Cupid as well,


    one as her mother, the other as her son,


    who sat on Dido’s lap, so they would tell.


    
      10

    


    The name of her with whom I have begun


    they gave the star that is—now facing her,


    now at her nape—wooed always by the sun.


    Without my realizing it, we were


    rising to it. We were there, I had no doubt,


    
      15

    


    when I saw my lady growing lovelier.


    As in a flame we see sparks leap about


    or hear a voice in a voice when one holds right


    upon the note while one goes in and out,


    so I saw lights that circled in that light.


    
      20

    


    Slower or faster they all seemed to go,


    keeping the measure of their inner sight.


    A cloud’s cold winds, whether or not they show,


    never came down so swiftly from the sky


    as not to seem impeded and quite slow


    
      25

    


    to one who’d seen those heavenly lights fly


    toward us, abandoning the dancing round


    first done among the Seraphim on high.


    The foremost sang Hosanna, which I found


    so sweet a music that I constantly


    
      30

    


    wish that I could once more hear that sound.


    Then one came forward from the rest, and he


    began to speak: “We all are here to please,


    that you may have great joy of us. Here we


    share with those high Principalities


    
      35

    


    one thirst, one circle, and one circling. You


    once addressed them from the world. Your words were these:


    ‘You who are moving the third heaven through


    intellect.’ We’re filled with love. If you prefer,


    a little silence would go sweetly too.”


    
      40

    


    After my eyes in reverent fashion were


    raised to my lady’s face and were made glad


    by an assurance of consent from her,


    I turned them once more to the light that had


    proffered such a promise, and with great


    
      45

    


    affection, “Ah, who are you all?” I said.


    I watched that light enlarge and radiate


    more brightly while I spoke those words, as he


    added a new joy to his joyous state.


    Thus changed, he said: “The world below held me


    
      50

    


    for a short time. Had I not gone so soon,


    much wrong would not have been, that now will be.


    I am concealed from your eyes by my own


    happiness, whose rays wrap me as threads do


    a creature cased inside its silk cocoon.


    
      55

    


    You loved me well, and you had reason to.


    If I had lived on, I would have shown then


    more than my love’s first foliage to you.


    The left bank that the Rhone laps up to, when


    it mixes with the Sorgue, waited for me


    
      60

    


    in due time to become its sovereign,


    as did Ausonia’s horn, hemmed by those three,


    Bari, Catona, and Gaeta, down from where


    the Tronto and the Verde reach the sea.


    I had put on the shining crown as heir


    
      65

    


    to the land the Danube waters as its flow


    leaves its German banks behind. And fair


    Trinacria, where gloomy clouds hang low


    between Pachynus and Pelorus on


    the gulf that Eurus threatens most (although


    
      70

    


    it’s dark from rising sulfur, not Typhon),


    would still have been awaiting kings through my


    line, from Charles and Rudolf. But it’s gone,


    like every subject populace grieved by


    bad governance, into bitter misery


    
      75

    


    that set Palermo crying out: ‘Die! Die!’


    And if my brother foresaw this, he’d flee


    from Catalonia’s poverty and greed


    so that they do not do him injury.


    For truly he or someone else has need


    
      80

    


    to do so for his freighted vessel lest


    it take on even more weight. Since the seed


    of a worthy ancestor has now progressed


    to this pinched soul, he’d need lieutenants who


    do more than pile up gold coins in a chest.”


    
      85

    


    “Sire, my sensing that the great joy you


    instill within me with your words is clear


    not just to me alone but to you too,


    there where all good begins and ends, brings sheer


    happiness to my heart. That this is so


    
      90

    


    even as you gaze at God makes it more dear.


    You’ve made me happy. Now give me to know,


    since what you say has made a question rise,


    how from a sweet seed bitter fruit may grow,”


    I said. And he: “If my speech clarifies


    
      95

    


    one truth for you, the answer that now stands


    behind your back will be before your eyes.


    The Good that moves and pleases the expanse


    that you are climbing now works to impel


    all these great bodies through its providence.


    
      100

    


    This perfect Mind not only can foretell


    the nature of each thing, but shows Its care


    for the well-being of them all as well.


    And as an arrow hastens through the air


    to find its target, what’s loosed from this bow


    
      105

    


    sees its predestined end and goes right there.


    The effects these heavens produce, were that not so,


    would just be ruins fashioned by no laws


    and not the works of art through which you go.


    This cannot be, unless the minds that cause


    
      110

    


    their movements are defective, and so too


    the primal Mind, for giving them such flaws.


    Shall I go on explaining this to you?”


    “No. That would call for nature to grow tired,


    impossibly, of what it needs to do.”


    
      115

    


    “Would life be worse if man were not inspired


    to be a social creature?” he asked me.


    “Of course,” I said, “and no proof is required.”


    “Can he be one unless society


    breeds different men with different pursuits?


    
      120

    


    Not if your master states this accurately.”


    He then concluded, having plucked such fruits


    through his deductions: “We cannot deny


    diverse effects proceed from diverse roots.


    One is born Solon, one Xerxes, one the high


    
      125

    


    priest Melchizedek, one the man whose son


    was lost to him when he began to fly.


    Circling nature, stamping her seal upon


    mortal wax, works well, but does not bother


    to pick out one house from another one.


    
      130

    


    Esau differs in the seed from brother


    Jacob, and Quirinus has a birth so mean


    and lowly that men say Mars is his father.


    Nature, once begotten, would be seen


    to follow its begetters and never vary


    
      135

    


    if divine Providence did not intervene.


    What was behind is now before you. Carry


    wrapped like a cloak—I give you this so I


    may show my joy in you—one corollary:


    Whenever fortune’s found not to comply


    
      140

    


    with nature, as when someone plants a seed


    in the wrong soil, the outcome is awry.


    And if the world below would only heed


    nature’s foundation, building on that bed,


    humanity would have a better breed.


    
      145

    


    One’s born to strap the sword on, but instead


    he’s wrenched into religion, while one who


    should sermonize has a crown put on his head,


    so your tracks go off the road laid out for you.”

  

  
    CANTO IX


    Lovely Clemence, after your Charles had


    enlightened me, he told of frauds that wait


    to plague his seed, but then went on to add:


    “Be silent, and just let the years rotate.”


    
      5

    


    So, all that I can say is, time will bring


    well-deserved tears to those who show you hate.


    That spirit of sacred light was pivoting


    to face the Sun that fills it up, as to


    the Good sufficient unto everything.


    
      10

    


    Ah, souls deluded, impious creatures, who


    have set your eyes on empty vanity,


    turning your hearts from that Good as you do!


    Another splendor neared, and I could see


    it meant to please me, since it grew more bright


    
      15

    


    as it continued to come close to me.


    Beatrice held me steadily in sight,


    as previously. In her eyes I could find


    consent for my desire, so to that light


    I said: “Blest spirit, may you be inclined


    
      20

    


    to grant my wish and give me evidence


    that you reflect the thoughts I have in mind.”


    From the depth where it first sang, that radiance,


    whose being I had yet to recognize,


    spoke, as one joying in benevolence:


    
      25

    


    “In the part of wicked Italy that lies


    from the Rialto over to the land


    where the Piave and the Brenta rise,


    a hill of no great height is seen to stand.


    Down from it, letting devastation fly


    
      30

    


    in all directions, came a firebrand.


    We grew from the same root, that torch and I.


    Cunizza was my name. My glow is strong


    where I am because I was conquered by


    this star’s flame. I absolve myself of wrong


    
      35

    


    and I don’t grieve the reason for my fate,


    which may be too hard for your common throng.


    This dear, bright gem of our divine estate


    beside me still has great fame in your sphere.


    Before that fame is gone, anticipate


    
      40

    


    time’s enfiving this centennial year.


    Shouldn’t a man live well, that from the sum


    of his first life a new one may appear?


    This point’s lost on the rabble hemmed in from


    the Tagliamento to the Adige,


    
      45

    


    and scourging doesn’t make repentance come.


    The Paduans, on a not too distant day,


    will redden Vicenza’s marshes, since they shun


    their duty. Where the Cagnano and Sile


    meet and commingle waters, there is one


    
      50

    


    with head held high who lords it. Nonetheless,


    the web to catch him is now being spun.


    Feltre shall grieve a shepherd’s treacherousness.


    No one in Malta has been put there for


    having done anything as odious.


    
      55

    


    How large would be the vat required to store


    the blood of the Ferrarese—and to weigh


    it ounce by ounce would be an exhausting chore—


    with which this courteous cleric will convey


    his party allegiance, and well suited to


    
      60

    


    that country’s way of life is such display.


    Above are mirrors, known as Thrones to you,


    from which God’s judgment shines, making us feel


    it’s good to say these things the way we do.”


    She said no more. Her air served to reveal


    
      65

    


    her thoughts turned elsewhere, as she took her own


    position once again within the wheel.


    That other joy, which was already known


    to me as precious, sparkled brightly, lit


    like a fine ruby on which the sun shone.


    
      70

    


    Rejoicing there increases light, as it


    brings smiles or laughter here, while misery


    makes a damned shade darken in the pit.


    “Blest spirit, God sees all there is to see,


    and your own seeing is in-Him’d, wherein


    
      75

    


    no wish,” I said, “escapes your scrutiny.


    Your voice cheers Heaven ever and again,


    with those of the devout flames that proceed


    to make a cowl of their six wings. Why then


    does it fail to fulfill my wish? Indeed,


    
      80

    


    I wouldn’t wait to hear your question sound


    if I’d in-you’d the way that you’ve in-me’d.”


    “The broadest basin in which water’s found—”


    these were the words with which his speech began—


    “drawn from that sea that wraps the world around


    
      85

    


    stretches against the sun’s flight in a span


    so broad that from one to the other side it


    moves from horizon to meridian.


    Upon that valley’s shoreline I resided


    between Ebro and Magra, by whose short flow


    
      90

    


    the Genoans and Tuscans are divided.


    They nearly share sunrise and sunset’s glow,


    so close are Bougie and my city, who


    once warmed her port with her blood long ago.


    Folquet was what they called me, those who knew


    
      95

    


    what my name was, and as this heaven made


    its mark upon me, now I mark it too.


    Belus’ child, who wronged Creusa and betrayed


    Sychaeus, was no more aflame than I


    back when my hair was still a youthful shade,


    
      100

    


    nor was the maid of Rhodope, gulled by


    Demophoön, nor Alcides, moved to embed


    Iole in his heart. We never sigh,


    though, in repentance. No, we smile instead,


    not for the fault, which memory doesn’t show,


    
      105

    


    but for the Power that planned and saw ahead.


    Here we admire the art adorned by so


    much love, and see the good which is the way


    the world above reshapes the world below.


    So that your wishes born in this sphere may


    
      110

    


    be borne away fulfilled entirely,


    there are some further words that I must say.


    You want to know who’s in the light you see


    shining beside me like a ray the sun


    casts upon clear water. Learn from me


    
      115

    


    that Rahab is at peace in it. As one


    of our order, she has sealed it at a grade


    higher than any other soul has done.


    She was the first of all the souls conveyed


    by Jesus Christ triumphant up to this


    
      120

    


    heaven touched by the tip of your Earth’s shade.


    That she should be left in one heaven is


    most fitting, as a trophy to attest


    the high victory of those two palms of His.


    She aided Joshua in his earliest


    
      125

    


    glory in the Holy Land, a location


    the pope can barely recollect, at best.


    Your city—which was planted as a creation


    of him who spurned his Maker first, and whose


    envy let loose a world of lamentation—


    
      130

    


    produces the cursed flower, which it strews,


    making the sheep and lambs all deviate,


    since the shepherd’s now the wolf. For this they choose


    to put aside the Gospel and the great


    doctors, with only Decretals deemed fit for


    
      135

    


    study, as their margins demonstrate.


    And over these the pope and cardinals pore,


    while Nazareth, where the angel Gabriel


    once spread his wings wide, interests them no more.


    But Rome’s most sacred spots, the Vatican hill


    
      140

    


    and other places that turned out to be


    tombs of the soldiers following Peter, will


    shortly be freed from this adultery.”

  

  
    CANTO X


    Regarding His Son with the Love that will


    be breathed forth by the One and the other One


    forever, the primal and ineffable


    Power made all that revolves through space and in


    
      5

    


    the mind with such order that those who reflect


    on it must taste of Him. So, join me then


    by lifting your eyes, reader, and direct


    your sight to the high wheels, and focus right


    where the one and the other motion intersect.


    
      10

    


    Gaze at the art, in rapturous delight,


    of the Master who holds such love for it inside


    Himself that it is always in His sight.


    See how the wheel on which the planets glide


    branches from there obliquely to ensure


    
      15

    


    that the world that calls on them is satisfied.


    For if this variant did not occur,


    much heavenly power would be dissipated,


    most earthly potencies would never stir.


    And if the circle’s tilt had deviated


    
      20

    


    by more or less in either north or south,


    the order of the world would be degraded.


    Reader, stay on your bench, and think about


    this taste you’ve had, if you would follow through


    to joy before you have been tired out.


    
      25

    


    I have set down the meal in front of you.


    Now feed yourself, for I am all intent


    upon the theme I have been summoned to.


    He who endows the world with the imprint


    of Heaven’s will, nature’s greatest minister,


    
      30

    


    whose light we use to take time’s measurement,


    joined with that locus to which I refer


    above, coursed through the spiral paths that wind


    each day to bring him ever earlier,


    and I was with him, although I was blind


    
      35

    


    to my ascent, just as no one can heed


    a thought before it comes into the mind.


    From good to better Beatrice takes the lead,


    moving me in an act with no duration


    in time, because it goes at such great speed.


    
      40

    


    When I went in, how great the illumination


    must have been within the sun, for there it shone


    and showed itself by light, not coloration.


    All genius, art, and practice ever known


    give me no words you could conceive it by.


    
      45

    


    Believe, and wish that vision for your own.


    If our poor fancies fail with things so high,


    no wonder. Never was a brighter thing


    than the sun seen by any human eye.


    Here does the high Father always bring


    
      50

    


    bliss to His fourth family, showing His


    inspiriting and His engendering.


    And then “Give thanks, give thanks,” said Beatrice,


    “unto the Sun of angels, Who through His grace


    has raised you to the visible one, to this.”


    
      55

    


    Never did mortal heart so quickly race


    to show God gratitude, never did one


    so gladly worship Him, as was the case


    when I had heard those words said, whereupon


    all of my love was fixed on Him just then,


    
      60

    


    eclipsing Beatrice in oblivion.


    But, not displeased, she smiled. The splendor in


    her smiling eyes moved my mind from one thing


    to focusing on many things again.


    I saw bright living lights, overpowering,


    
      65

    


    vivid to see but sweeter in their sound,


    that made a crown and closed us in a ring.


    At times Latona’s daughter can be found


    circled the same way when the gravid air


    displays the thread by which her zone is bound.


    
      70

    


    There are jewels in Heaven’s court—I have come from there—


    that no one may remove, for each such gem


    is far too precious, beautiful, and rare.


    Among them was the song I heard. Let him


    who’ll grow no wings to take him to the sky


    
      75

    


    wait till mute tongues begin describing them.


    After we’d seen those singing suns go by,


    circling us three times as they blazed in


    our eyes like stars near where the fixed poles lie,


    they seemed like dancing ladies pausing when


    
      80

    


    they listen for the new notes, poised in place,


    waiting to begin the dance again.


    I heard within one: “Since the ray of grace,


    which is the spark that kindles love that’s true,


    a love that then proceeds to grow apace,


    
      85

    


    is shining and so multiplied in you


    that it has brought you to ascend the stair


    that none descends except to climb anew,


    he who’d deny your parched soul and not share


    his flask’s wine is not free to, any more


    
      90

    


    than seabound streams can keep from flowing there.


    You wish to know what flowers form the core


    of the garland that with love surrounds the head


    of the fair lady strengthening you for


    Heaven. I was a lamb among those led


    
      95

    


    by Dominic in the holy flock who are shown


    good fattening if they don’t stray instead.


    Here on my right is Albert of Cologne,


    who was my brother and my master too.


    As Thomas of Aquino I am known.


    
      100

    


    And if you wish me to inform you who


    the others may be, follow with your eyes


    each flower of the blest wreath as I do.


    From Gratian’s smile you see the next flame rise.


    In one and the other court his work impressed


    
      105

    


    so greatly that it pleases Paradise.


    Next, Peter adorns our chorus, who professed,


    like the poor widow, eagerness to donate


    to Holy Church what treasure he possessed.


    The fifth, our loveliest, breathes forth such great


    
      110

    


    amounts of love, the whole world hungrily


    calls from below for news about his fate.


    A mind of such profound sagacity


    was his, if truth is true, no other one


    of equal vision ever rose. You see


    
      115

    


    beside him the bright candle who had gone,


    below, into angels’ nature and into


    their ministry more than any other’s done.


    In that other little light smiles the one who


    wrote the defense of the Christian centuries


    
      120

    


    on which Augustine profitably drew.


    If, following my praise, your mind’s eye sees


    one following the other, light by light,


    you are now thirsting for the eighth of these.


    Within that flame, rejoicing in the sight


    
      125

    


    of total good, is he who strove to plumb


    the world’s deceits for all who listen right.


    The body that this soul was driven from


    lies in Cieldauro. Here he has come to raise


    himself to peace, from exile and martyrdom.


    
      130

    


    Now you see Isidore and Bede, who blaze


    fiercely, and Richard, who in his contemplations


    was more than man. This one, from whom your gaze


    comes back to me, was one whose speculations


    maintained the coming on of death to be


    
      135

    


    too slow, the fruit of his grave meditations.


    It is the eternal light of Siger, he


    who lectured in the Street of Straw and drew


    envious scorn for reasoning carefully.”


    Then, as a tower clock summons us to


    
      140

    


    the hour when God’s bride will rise to sing


    her matins song and win His love anew,


    as one part draws and one drives, and the ting


    of the bell chimes with such sweet resonance


    a well-disposed soul feels love burgeoning,


    
      145

    


    I watched that glorious wheel turn and dispense


    its music, voice to voice, in harmony


    with a sweetness one cannot experience


    except where joy lasts for eternity.

  

  
    CANTO XI


    O mortals, what defective reasonings


    animate your inane concerns as you


    are flying downward with your flapping wings.


    One tended to the law, another to


    
      5

    


    the Aphorisms, one sought to hold sway


    by force or fraud, one had the cloth in view,


    one stole, one followed public life, one lay


    exhausted by his toils in flesh’s snare,


    one gave himself to idleness all day,


    
      10

    


    while I was free and far from all such care,


    high in Heaven beside Beatrice and


    being most gloriously welcomed there.


    Each flame within the circle came to land


    where it had been before, and then they were


    
      15

    


    still as a candle in a candle stand.


    The light that had addressed me earlier


    was smiling as I watched its brightness grow


    and heard the voice within it once more stir:


    “I gaze, just as its own rays make me glow,


    
      20

    


    at the eternal Light. I have divined


    your thoughts and what occasions them. I know


    you wish to hear direct, clear words designed


    to pierce the clouds of your perplexity,


    words leveled to the limits of your mind,


    
      25

    


    there where I said ‘no other came to be’


    and spoke about ‘good fattening’ to you,


    and here we must distinguish carefully.


    The Providence that governs the world through


    wisdom that conquers all created eyes


    
      30

    


    before they plumb its depths, in order to


    ensure the bride of Him who, with strong cries,


    espoused her with the blest blood, would proceed


    to joy secure within herself, with ties


    of faithfulness—that Providence decreed


    
      35

    


    on her behalf two princes, that they might,


    one on one side, one on the other, lead


    and guide her. One was all seraphic, bright


    with ardor. The other, by his wisdom, was


    on Earth a splendor of cherubic light.


    
      40

    


    Now I shall speak about just one, because


    who praises either praises both of those:


    their efforts served the selfsame purposes.


    Between the Topino and the stream that flows


    down the hill blest Ubaldo chose, a great


    
      45

    


    fertile slope hangs from a mountain that bestows


    heat and cold on Perugia through the gate


    of Sole, while Nocera and Gualdo mourn


    behind it beneath the yoke’s oppressive weight.


    And where it slopes the least, a sun was born


    
      50

    


    upon the world, just as you sometimes see


    this one rise from the Ganges in the dawn.


    So, speaking of it, let its name not be


    Ascesi, which comes short, but Orient,


    which fits that birthplace much more properly.


    
      55

    


    While in the early phase of his ascent,


    he gave the world some comfort through his store


    of virtuous power. Though still young, he went


    to war against his father, fighting for


    a lady’s favor. If she came their way,


    
      60

    


    as with death, no one would unlock the door


    gladly. He’d joined with her et coram patre


    before his spiritual court, then shown


    love more intense with every passing day.


    Bereft of her first spouse, despised, alone,


    
      65

    


    eleven hundred years and more she’d stayed


    obscure. No other suitor had she known.


    Nor did she gain when men learned she’d displayed


    steadfastness beside Amyclas although


    they heard the voice that made the world afraid.


    
      70

    


    Nor did she gain by her devotion, so


    undaunted that she shared Christ’s agony


    upon the Cross while Mary stayed below.


    But lest my words seem too dark, let it be


    known that the lover in my broad narration


    
      75

    


    is Francis, and his bride is Poverty.


    Their harmony and joyful contemplation,


    their wonder, love, and tender looks began


    to be the cause of holy meditation,


    so that when Bernard, venerable man,


    
      80

    


    first went unshod to find such peace, his stride,


    he thought, was too slow, even though he ran.


    Undreamt wealth, fertile good! Casting aside


    their shoes, Egidius and Sylvester run


    after the groom, so pleasing is the bride.


    
      85

    


    That father and that master went upon


    his way, with his wife and his family.


    All had the humble cord already on.


    He felt no shame upon his brow that he


    was Bernadone’s son, and on he went,


    
      90

    


    unfazed by men’s amazed hostility.


    Regally, he described the stern intent


    of his new rule to Rome, and he was given


    his order’s first seal by Pope Innocent.


    As greater numbers of the poor felt driven


    
      95

    


    to follow after him, whose marvelous


    life should be sung in the high halls of Heaven,


    this archimandrite’s sacred purpose was


    rounded with a second crown sent from


    the eternal Spirit through Honorius.


    
      100

    


    And then, when, thirsting after martyrdom,


    in front of the proud sultan he revealed


    the truth of Christ and those who followed Him,


    he found those people too unripe a yield.


    Vainly he sought conversions in that land,


    
      105

    


    so he returned to reap the Italian field.


    On the bare crag between the Arno and


    Tiber, Christ gave his last seal, which he’d show


    for two years afterward on foot and hand.


    And when the One who’d chosen him to go


    
      110

    


    and do such good was ready to confer


    his high reward for making himself low,


    to his brethren, as the rightful heirs they were,


    he commended his dear love, commanding they


    be ever faithful in their love for her.


    
      115

    


    That great soul left her bosom, made its way


    back to its realm, and wished for there to be


    no other bier to hold its earthly clay.


    Now think what kind of man could worthily


    serve as his colleague, fit to navigate


    
      120

    


    the bark of Peter over the high sea.


    Such was our patriarch, and every mate,


    as you can see, who readily obeys


    his orders has good merchandise to freight.


    But since his flock are eager now to graze


    
      125

    


    on strange new foods, they must go in their greed


    through pasturelands down wild and distant ways.


    The farther from him that their hungers lead,


    when all these vagabond sheep come back to


    the fold, the less their udders hold. Indeed,


    
      130

    


    some of the sheep fear harm, and those that do


    cling to the shepherd, but there’s no call for


    much cloth to make their cowls, they are so few.


    Now, if my discourse has not been obscure,


    and if your listening has been concentrated


    
      135

    


    and you recall what I have said, then your


    wish will be in part propitiated,


    for you will come to see the plant they shred


    and see the reason why I stipulated


    ‘good fattening if they don’t stray instead.’ ”

  

  
    CANTO XII


    Soon as the final word was spoken then


    by the blest flame, the holy millstone wound


    about us in a circle once again.


    Before it traveled even once around,


    
      5

    


    a second ring, enclosing it, amassed,


    matched move with move and song with song. The sound


    the song made, poured from those sweet pipes, surpassed


    our Muses and our Sirens as a flare


    of light outshines reflections that are cast.


    
      10

    


    As, seen through thin clouds, two arcs fill the air,


    parallel in form and colors, as is done


    when Juno bids her handmaid to go there—


    the outer one born of the inner one,


    like the voice of the wandering nymph who’d been


    
      15

    


    consumed by love as dew is by the sun—


    and let Earth’s people know (recalling when


    He pledged to Noah in His covenant)


    that God will never flood the world again—


    those wreaths of sempiternal roses went


    
      20

    


    circling round us, and in their gyration


    the outer was the inner’s complement.


    When all the dancing and the celebration


    and all the singing and the flames that spun,


    light matching light in gentle jubilation,


    
      25

    


    were, all at once and at one impulse, done,


    as our two eyes must open up or close


    in answer to our will, in unison,


    just then, the way a compass needle goes


    toward the North Star, I was turned round to see


    
      30

    


    one light, and from its core a voice arose:


    “The love that makes me beautiful bids me


    to praise in turn that other leader who


    has won praise for my own. We properly


    proceed, when naming one, to follow through


    
      35

    


    and name the other. One in militance,


    now they should shine as one in glory too.


    Rearmed at such great cost, Christ’s regiments


    marched behind their banner with slow tread,


    few in number, full of hesitance,


    
      40

    


    and, not because it had been merited


    but out of grace, the eternal Emperor then


    provided for their need. As has been said,


    He comforted His bride with those two men,


    those champions whose words and actions drew


    
      45

    


    the scattered folk together once again.


    In that place where sweet Zephyr rises to


    open the budding leaves so Europe might


    look to see itself being dressed anew,


    not far from where the waves pound day and night


    
      50

    


    behind which, when the sun has circulated,


    he sometimes hides himself from all men’s sight,


    Calaroga, fortune-favored, is situated


    under the great shield upon which appear


    one lion sovereign and one subjugated.


    
      55

    


    The Church’s holy athlete was born here,


    the passionate lover of Christianity,


    kind to his own and to his foes severe.


    His mind, when it was fashioned, instantly


    so filled with vital strength that in his mother’s


    
      60

    


    womb he gave her the gift of prophecy.


    He and the Faith were pledged as one another’s


    before the holy font, and there each mate


    vowed as dowry to safeguard the other’s


    well-being, and the lady who would state


    
      65

    


    his assent saw in a dream the marvelous


    fruit he and his heirs would cultivate.


    To make his inner nature obvious,


    a spirit left here to name the child, bestowing


    the possessive of the One by whom he was


    
      70

    


    possessed: he was called Dominic. I am going


    to call him now the husbandman that Christ


    chose to assist Him with His orchard’s growing.


    He was a steward and messenger of Christ.


    The very first love that was evident


    
      75

    


    in him was for the first precept of Christ.


    Often his nurse would find him all intent


    and silent, not sleeping, on the ground instead,


    as if to say: ‘For this I have been sent.’


    O father Felix, well and truly said!


    
      80

    


    O mother Giovanna, truly, if it is


    applied as it has been interpreted!


    For love of the true manna, not for this


    world for which men toil now as they stand


    behind the Ostian and Thaddeus,


    
      85

    


    he soon became a splendid teacher, and


    he went into the vineyard, where the vine


    withers when tended by a guilty hand.


    And of that seat which had grown less benign


    to the just poor (though not inherently—


    
      90

    


    its occupant corrupts it by design),


    he asked, not for the earliest vacancy,


    not decimas, quae sunt pauperum Dei,


    not to take six and give out two or three,


    but for the right to fight a world astray,


    
      95

    


    for that seed from which came the twenty-four


    plants that surround you now in bright array.


    With zeal and with the doctrine that he bore,


    with apostolic office, he then went,


    like a torrent from a vein in a high tor,


    
      100

    


    rushing against the thick, luxuriant


    briars of heresy, attacking those


    most strongly that were most recalcitrant.


    Then from him diverse rivulets arose


    to irrigate the Catholic garden spot,


    
      105

    


    so that more vibrant greenery now grows.


    If that was one wheel of the chariot


    in which the Church, defending itself, was


    victorious in civil strife, then what


    equal excellence the other has


    
      110

    


    is surely clear to you, as Thomas said


    before I came, in speech so courteous.


    Where the top of the outer rim had led,


    that track has been abandoned now, and so


    where there was crust, now there is mold instead.


    
      115

    


    His family, that in earlier times would go


    in his footprints, walk in reverse formation,


    and where the heel had stepped, they put the toe.


    And soon the harvest of bad cultivation


    will be seen. When the tares are cast away,


    
      120

    


    not binned, they will cry out in lamentation.


    Turning the pages of our book, you may


    still find a page where someone wrote before:


    ‘What I have always been, I am today.’


    But the way those from Acquasparta or


    
      125

    


    Casale approach our rule is to defy


    its bonds or else constrict them even more.


    The living soul of Bonaventure am I,


    of Bagnoregio. In high offices


    I always let the left hand’s cares go by.


    
      130

    


    Illuminato’s here, as Augustine is,


    of the first poor barefoot brethren who


    wore God’s cord and became true friends of His.


    Hugh of St. Victor is here with them too;


    Peter Mangiador; Peter of Spain, the one


    
      135

    


    whose twelve books shine their light below on you;


    Nathan the prophet; the Metropolitan


    Chrysostom; Anselm; and Donatus, he


    who deigned to instruct in the first art; and then


    here is Rabanus; and shining next to me


    
      140

    


    the Calabrian abbot Joachim, whom God chose


    to be endowed with the spirit of prophecy.


    His decorous words and the courtesy that glows


    in Brother Thomas moved me to praise the name


    of such a paladin, and all of those


    
      145

    


    in this company beside me feel the same.”

  

  
    CANTO XIII


    Let him imagine, who’d grasp properly


    what I saw now—while I speak, let him retain


    the image with rocklike solidity—


    fifteen stars, each in its own domain,


    
      5

    


    which liven Heaven with overpowering light


    to pierce all thickness that air can contain;


    imagine the Wain that nestles day and night


    in Heaven’s bosom so that it is found,


    even when the pole turns, ever in sight;


    
      10

    


    imagine the horn, where two stars have crowned


    its mouth, at its commencement at the end


    of the axle on which the first wheel spins round;


    all turning into two signs, when they blend,


    like that of Minos’ daughter, which was done


    
      15

    


    after she felt the chill of death descend,


    one’s rays reflecting in the other one,


    both moving in a foreordained rotation:


    one leads before the other has begun.


    Then he will have the vaguest intimation


    
      20

    


    of what was circling there, the double dance


    around me now of that true constellation,


    which is as far past our experience


    as the swiftest heaven’s speed is faster than


    the current of the Chiana. There the chants


    
      25

    


    celebrated neither Bacchus nor Paean


    but three Persons in one nature, celebrated


    one Person’s nature of both God and man.


    When the dance ended and the singing faded,


    those holy lights, rejoicing as they went


    
      30

    


    from task to task, now turned to where we waited.


    The silence of that blessèd complement


    was broken by the light who had told me


    the wondrous life of God’s own pauper saint.


    “One sheaf has been threshed and the granary


    
      35

    


    now holds its grain, and so it would be best


    to thresh the other, for sweet charity,”


    he said, and: “You believe, into that breast


    from which the rib was drawn to form the tender


    cheek whose palate made the world distressed,


    
      40

    


    and into that one which, spear-pierced, would render


    payment to outweigh all sinning done


    by every past and yet-to-be offender,


    whatever light that is bestowed upon


    human nature was infused entirely by


    
      45

    


    the Power that made one and the other one.


    And so you were perplexed before when I


    said that the fifth light’s worth had no one to


    equal it. Open your eyes to my reply,


    see your beliefs meet what I say to you


    
      50

    


    within the truth, the way two points located


    right in the center of a circle do.


    All that will never die and all that’s fated


    to die is but the splendor flowing from


    the idea our loving Sire has procreated,


    
      55

    


    for the living light whose emanations come


    from its bright source (no disunions occur


    from it or from the love enthree’d with them)


    in its goodness gathers them, as if they were


    reflected, into nine subsistencies,


    
      60

    


    while it remains forever one. From there


    it descends to the final potencies,


    from act to act, until it is reduced


    to nothing more than brief contingencies.


    And these contingencies I have deduced


    
      65

    


    to be the generated things, unseeded or


    seeded, the moving heavens have produced.


    Their wax and what shapes it vary, and, therefore,


    under the stamp the idea executes,


    the light shines sometimes less and sometimes more.


    
      70

    


    Trees of the same species bear their fruits,


    some of them better and some worse, and you


    humans are born with differing attributes.


    Were the wax molded perfectly all through


    and the heavens at full strength, then from the start


    
      75

    


    all the light’s splendor would be in clear view.


    But there is always a defective part


    in nature’s workings, like the artist’s hand


    that trembles in the practice of his art.


    Yet if warm love moves the prime Power and


    
      80

    


    It stamps Its vision with full clarity,


    then absolute perfection is attained.


    And thus the dust was once made fit to be


    fashioned into a perfect being, then


    thus there was a Virgin pregnancy.


    
      85

    


    And I approve of your opinion when


    you hold there were no other ones before


    like those, and that there will be none again.


    If I had said all this and nothing more,


    ‘How could that other, then, have no one to


    
      90

    


    equal it?’ would be your first words, I’m sure.


    To make what’s not apparent appear to you,


    consider who he was and what inspired


    his choice when told to ‘Ask.’ Be sure I do


    not choose my words so as to leave you mired


    
      95

    


    in doubt. He asked for wisdom. Just to be


    a worthy ruler was what he desired,


    not to know the size of our company


    of movers, or if necesse when it bore


    a contingent ever made necesse, or si


    
      100

    


    est dare primum motum esse, or


    ‘Can a triangle with no right angle sit


    in a semicircle?’ Taking this, therefore,


    with what I’ve said, royal prudence, I submit,


    is the vision whose equal was never seen,


    
      105

    


    on which the arrow of my intent has hit.


    Look with clear eyes and you will see I mean


    kings when I say ‘rose.’ Kings are numerous,


    but the good ones are few and far between.


    My words, if you will take them in with this


    
      110

    


    distinction, are consistent with what you


    believe of our first father and our Bliss.


    Let them make your feet leaden, so as to


    ensure your steps, like a weary man’s, will be


    slow when both yes and no are not in view.


    
      115

    


    Set deeply down among the fools is he


    who leaps to affirm or deny while he disdains


    considering distinctions carefully.


    Hasty opinion oftentimes maintains


    the wrong side of a case, and from that start


    
      120

    


    fondness for it will hold the mind in chains.


    He acts more than in vain who will depart


    from shore—he’ll come back worse than when he goes—


    to fish for truth but doesn’t know the art.


    The world has open proofs of men who chose


    
      125

    


    to go, not knowing where. Parmenides,


    Melissus, and Bryson are a few of those.


    Add Arius and Sabellius to these,


    and fools who warped the Word as a sword blade


    turns mirrored faces to grotesqueries.


    
      130

    


    Also, let people’s judgments not be made


    too certainly, like one who counts each ear


    before the corn is ripe. I’ve seen displayed


    throughout the coldest season of the year


    tough, hard thorns on a bush, then in the spring


    
      135

    


    upon its summit roses will appear.


    I’ve seen a ship sail, swiftly voyaging


    on a straight course and coming finally


    into the harbor, and then foundering.


    If Master Martin and Dame Bertha see


    
      140

    


    one steal and one donate, they still have no


    cause to presume they fathom God’s decree,


    for one may rise, the other plunge below.”

  

  
    CANTO XIV


    Center to rim or rim to center, in


    a round bowl water ripples, all depending


    on whether it’s struck from outside or within.


    This thought came to me as I was attending


    
      5

    


    to Thomas, and it phrased itself that way


    as that glorious live soul’s words were ending,


    because of the similarity that they


    engendered with the words of Beatrice, who,


    when he had finished, was now pleased to say:


    
      10

    


    “This man has need, though he does not tell you


    in word or even thought. He must go right


    to the root of another truth, which he’ll pursue


    before all else. So, tell him if the light


    that radiates out of your substance will


    
      15

    


    endure, and be eternally this bright,


    and how, if you will have that brightness still,


    you won’t do harm to one another’s eyes


    after your bodies become visible.”


    As when, on feeling their excitement rise,


    
      20

    


    a ring of dancers sometimes quicken their


    movements and make ever louder cries,


    so to that eager and devoted prayer


    the holy circles showed renewed joy by


    whirling and singing out their wondrous air.


    
      25

    


    Anyone who laments because we die


    down here to live up there has yet to be


    refreshed by the eternal rain on high.


    That always living One and Two and Three


    that always reigns in Three and Two and One,


    
      30

    


    unbounded, bounding the entirety


    of things, was sung three times in unison


    by each soul, melody that would alone


    be just reward for any merit won.


    I heard, from the brightest of the lights that shone


    
      35

    


    along the inner ring’s circumference


    (perhaps the angel spoke in such a tone


    to Mary), a modest voice make this response:


    “As long as the feast of Paradise shall be,


    our love will clothe us in this radiance.


    
      40

    


    Its brightness comes from our zeal’s intensity,


    zeal from our vision, that from grace that’s been


    given us, more than we deserve to see.


    Our persons will be whole, more pleasing, when


    our flesh, made sanctified and glorious,


    
      45

    


    returns to clothe our bodies once again,


    and of the light that’s freely given us


    by the highest Good, there’ll be more in due course,


    which light makes us fit to behold Him: thus


    our vision will increase as well, perforce,


    
      50

    


    with increase of our zeal which comes from it,


    with increase of our brightness from that source.


    As it is with a coal that will emit


    a flame, but still outshines it with a glow


    that keeps its outline visible while lit,


    
      55

    


    so shall this splendor that now makes a show


    around us be dimmed by the radiance


    of flesh that still lies in the Earth below.


    Such light will never harm our vision, since


    the body’s organs will be strengthened for


    
      60

    


    all the delights we can experience.”


    So eagerly did cries of “Amen!” pour


    from both choirs, and so quickly, I could see


    they wished their bodies to be theirs once more,


    not only for themselves, but, it might be,


    
      65

    


    for mothers, fathers, others they’d held dear


    before becoming flames for eternity.


    And then, like a horizon growing clear,


    around us, evenly bright, even more bright


    than what was there, I saw a light appear.


    
      70

    


    And just as, in the earliest part of night,


    new things show in the sky, so that it has


    a real, yet unreal aspect in our sight,


    my eyes found new subsistences there as


    I seemed to see a ring of them appear at


    
      75

    


    the outside of the two circumferences.


    Ah, the true flashing of the Holy Spirit!


    It flared intensely, and so suddenly,


    my eyes were overcome and could not bear it.


    But Beatrice, smiling, showed herself to be


    
      80

    


    so lovely that the vision must remain


    something that memory has denied to me.


    And yet from this I felt my eyes regain


    their power, and saw myself translated by


    my lady’s side to bliss on a higher plane.


    
      85

    


    I was aware I had been lifted high


    because of the fiery smile of the planet when


    it looked unusually ruddy to my eye.


    With all my heart, in the language of all men,


    I made an offering, appropriate


    
      90

    


    to the new grace I’d received, to God just then.


    The burning of the sacrifice was not yet


    completed in my breast when I knew it was


    propitious and was favorably met,


    for two rays of such red and luminous


    
      95

    


    splendor now appeared that they moved me


    to say: “O EliÒs, who adorn them thus!”


    As greater and lesser lights of the Galaxy


    gleam white between the one pole and the other,


    leaving the sages in perplexity,


    
      100

    


    in Mars’s depths those two beams formed together


    the venerable sign made when you fit


    four quadrants in a round with one another.


    Now here my memory overcomes my wit,


    because that cross had so emblazoned Christ


    
      105

    


    that I have no comparison for it,


    but who takes up his cross and follows Christ


    will pardon me for what I do not say,


    in that dawn seeing the flashing forth of Christ.


    Horn to horn, top to bottom, the array


    
      110

    


    of lights all sparkled with a sprightly glow,


    meeting and passing each other on their way,


    as we see straight and slanting, swift and slow,


    long and short tiny particles float by,


    mutating in appearance as they go


    
      115

    


    through streaks of daylight that may sometimes lie


    along a shade the wit and artistry


    of men have made for when the sun is high.


    As many strings of viol and harp agree,


    making sweet music, and sound sweet as well


    
      120

    


    to one who cannot catch the melody,


    so from the lights a song began to swell


    out of the cross. Though I couldn’t say I knew


    what hymn it was, it held me in its spell.


    That it contained high praise was surely true.


    
      125

    


    I heard “Arise” and “Conquer,” like one who heard


    without a sense of what he listened to.


    Nothing in all my life had ever stirred


    such love in me, had ever bound me tight


    in such sweet chains, as what had now occurred.


    
      130

    


    My words may seem too bold, as if to slight


    the joy that fills me from those lovely eyes—


    gazing at them, my longing finds repose.


    The higher those live seals of all beauty rise,


    the stronger they grow, and I hadn’t turned to see


    
      135

    


    those eyes again as yet. One who applies


    his wits may therefore be excusing me,


    who accuse and excuse myself, and may be sure


    I speak truth: holy joy is not to be


    excluded here, but, rising, grows more pure.

  

  
    CANTO XV


    Well-meaning will, in which eternally


    right-breathing love is shown, as hungering


    and grasping love is shown in iniquity,


    now silenced that sweet lyre, quieting


    
      5

    


    the sacred strings the right hand of the Lord


    is always loosening and tightening.


    How could those entities fail to afford


    an ear to righteous prayers? To prompt me to


    entreat them, they grew still with one accord.


    
      10

    


    How justly must he grieve forever who


    denies himself that love out of desire


    for those things that do not endure. As, through


    a still, clear nighttime sky, a sudden fire


    has flared forth every now and then and beckoned


    
      15

    


    eyes that had been resting to look higher,


    and the movement of a star was what they reckoned


    (although no star was lost where it began


    and all had seemed to happen in a second),


    from the right-extending horn a star now ran


    
      20

    


    to the cross’s foot in that constellation showing


    such resplendence. From its ribbon’s span


    that gem never departed, but kept going


    along the radial strip, seeming like some


    fire behind alabaster, glowing.


    
      25

    


    With such love did Anchises’ shade once come


    forward, if we may trust our greatest muse,


    when he perceived his son in Elysium.


    “O sanguis meus, o superinfusa


    gratia Deï, sicut tibi cui


    
      30

    


    bis unquam celi ianüa reclusa?”


    So the light spoke. I listened carefully,


    and then I turned to see my lady’s face,


    stunned by what was on either side of me,


    for in her eyes a smile was so ablaze


    
      35

    


    that I thought with my own eyes I’d attained


    the limit of my paradise and grace.


    The spirit was a joy to look at and


    to hear. To what he’d said he added more,


    things that I found too deep to understand.


    
      40

    


    It wasn’t his intent to be obscure,


    but necessary, for his thought was so


    much higher than minds of mortals are set for.


    When he’d proceeded to relax his bow


    of ardent affection so his speech descended


    
      45

    


    to the mark of the intellect we have below,


    “Blessèd be Thy name, Who have extended


    such courtesy to my seed, Thou triune One,”


    was the first sentence that I comprehended.


    “A pleasing, long-felt craving,” he went on,


    
      50

    


    “born of reading the great book in which we see


    no altering of black and white, my son,


    you’ve eased, within this light where you hear me


    speaking, thanks to the lady who clothed you


    in plumes for your high flight’s trajectory.


    
      55

    


    You think your thought flows to me from Him who


    is First, just as out of the one will ray,


    if it is known, the five and the six too,


    and therefore you do not ask me to say


    who I am, or to say why I appear


    
      60

    


    more joyous than others in this glad array.


    You reason rightly. Great and humble here


    look in that mirror where the exposition


    of thought, before you even think, is clear.


    So that the holy love, on which my vision


    
      65

    


    is always fixed and which gives me a sense


    of sweet thirst, may achieve its best fruition,


    let your voice, bold and glad, with confidence


    sound your desire and sound your will also.


    My answer is decreed well in advance.”


    
      70

    


    I turned to Beatrice, who smiled to show


    she’d heard before I spoke, a sign to me


    that made the wings of my desire grow.


    “Soon as you viewed the prime Equality,”


    I said, “for all of you, then, every one,


    
      75

    


    love and intelligence weighed equally.


    In heat and light so equal is the Sun


    that illuminated you and warmed you too,


    there is no adequate comparison.


    What mortals will and what their arts can do


    
      80

    


    have wings with unequal feathers, which is known


    for a reason that is obvious to you,


    and since I, as a mortal, feel my own


    inequality in this, for your fatherly


    greeting I give thanks with my heart alone.


    
      85

    


    But you, gem of this precious jewelry,


    living topaz, I beg you, satisfy


    this wish of mine and tell your name to me.”


    “O branch of my own tree, the one that I


    experienced such joy in waiting for,


    
      90

    


    I was your root,” he started his reply,


    and then he said: “The first of those who bore


    your family name, who’s circled the lowest one


    of the mountain’s shelves a hundred years and more,


    was your grandfather’s father and my son.


    
      95

    


    Shorten his long toil. It’s appropriate


    that your good works should cause this to be done.


    There where she still hears tierce and nones ring, set


    within her ancient circle, Florence chose


    to dwell in peace then, chaste and temperate.


    
      100

    


    Necklaces, belts, tiaras, none of those


    and no embroidered gowns would make the eye


    shift away from the person to the clothes.


    Nor was a father ever troubled by


    a girl’s birth. Marriage age and dowry, these


    
      105

    


    were not yet set too low or priced too high.


    Houses were not without families.


    Not yet did Sardanapalus outline


    all of the bedroom’s possibilities.


    Uccellatoio had yet to outshine


    
      110

    


    Montemario, but as it has


    led in ascent, it will in its decline.


    I have seen Bellincion Berti pass


    in bone and leather belt, and his wife go


    with her face unpainted from her glass.


    
      115

    


    I’ve seen a Nerli and a del Vecchio


    content in unlined leather, with their own


    wives at spindle and distaff, and so


    fortunate were those women! Each had known


    her burial place for certain. Not one was,


    
      120

    


    because of France, left in her bed alone.


    One kept a vigil at the cradle as


    soothingly and delightedly she’d say


    the kinds of things a parent always does.


    Another, while she pulled the threads away


    
      125

    


    from her distaff, would treat her family to


    tales of the Trojans, Rome, and Fiesole.


    They would have caused as much surprise then, two


    such as Cianghella and Lapo Salterello,


    as Cornelia or Cincinnatus would now do.


    
      130

    


    To such a sweet abode among my fellow


    townsmen, such a loyal citizenry,


    to such a life, so beautiful and mellow,


    Mary, called on with loud cries, gave me.


    A Cacciaguida and a Christian I


    
      135

    


    became at once in your ancient Baptistry.


    Moronto and Eliseo were my


    brothers. From the Po Valley came my bride.


    It was through her your family came by


    its surname. Afterward, I was allied


    
      140

    


    with Emperor Conrad, who knighted me


    for the good service that I had supplied.


    I followed him to fight the iniquity


    of that creed whose adherents confiscate


    what’s yours by right through pastors’ perfidy.


    
      145

    


    There that foul breed went on to liberate


    me from the false world luring souls to come,


    through love of it, to a degraded state,


    and I came to this peace from martyrdom.”

  

  
    CANTO XVI


    O petty pride of blood! That you are able


    to make yourself be gloried in by men


    down here, where our affections are unstable,


    will never amaze me now, for even when


    
      5

    


    I was where appetite is not askew—


    Heaven, I mean—I gloried in you then.


    A shrinking mantle if not added to


    day after day, you must be lengthened or


    time comes round with its shears for trimming you.


    
      10

    


    With that “You” which the Romans used before


    all others did, although their progeny


    maintain it least, my words began once more.


    Beatrice smiled, aside, reminding me


    of the lady’s cough at the first lapse by


    
      15

    


    Guinevere written down for us to see.


    “You are my father,” I started my reply.


    “You give me voice by strengthening my heart.


    You raise me, so that I am more than I.


    So many streams of happiness now start


    
      20

    


    to flow into my mind, it makes me sing


    within to know it has not burst apart.


    Tell me, beloved stock from which I spring,


    who your ancestors were and what years may


    be, from your childhood, worth remembering.


    
      25

    


    Tell me of San Giovanni’s sheepfold, say


    how large it was, and which of its residents


    were fit for the highest places of that day.”


    Just as a breath of wind makes coals commence


    to burst in flame, that light grew brighter from


    
      30

    


    listening to my earnest blandishments,


    more splendid, and I heard its voice become


    sweeter and softer as it spoke again,


    although not in our modern idiom:


    “From when Ave was spoken until when


    
      35

    


    the burden that my sainted mother bore


    was eased by giving me birth, there had been


    five hundred, fifty, and then thirty more


    times that this fire had returned to be


    kindled again beneath its Lion’s paw.


    
      40

    


    I and the earlier ones of my family


    were born where horsemen reach the last ward as


    they race in your annual festivity.


    As for who my forebears were and where it was


    they came from, let what you have heard me say


    
      45

    


    suffice, for silence is more decorous.


    Those fit to bear arms in the land that lay


    between Mars and the Baptist numbered then


    a fifth of those who are living there today.


    Before the city intermixed with men


    
      50

    


    of Campi, Certaldo, and Figline, its blood


    was pure down to the humblest artisan.


    It would have been so much more to the good


    had they stayed neighbors, not lived cheek by jowl,


    had Galluzzo and Trespiano’s borders stood,


    
      55

    


    than to smell the churl of Aguglione’s foul


    stench, with the one from Signa, who has shown


    a grafter’s eye already on the prowl.


    And if the most degenerate people known


    had been, instead of a stepmother to


    
      60

    


    Caesar, like a mother with her own,


    a trader and a moneychanger who


    is Florentine now would be in Simifonti,


    where his grandfather begged in the avenue,


    Montemurlo would be ruled still by the Conti,


    
      65

    


    the Cerchi still be in Acone, and we might see


    Valdigreve still hold the Buondelmonti.


    Mingling of peoples has eternally


    provoked the city’s ills, just as a man


    who eats too much provokes his misery,


    
      70

    


    just as a blind bull falls more quickly than


    a blind lamb, just as one sword often may


    cut deeper and cut more than five swords can.


    Take Luni and Urbisaglia, see how they


    have disappeared, see Chiusi following


    
      75

    


    and Senigallia too, and you will say


    that it is not so hard or strange a thing


    to hear that families die, when cities too,


    having run out their course, are perishing.


    All things contain their deaths, just as you do.


    
      80

    


    Though lives are short, some things perpetuate


    themselves so long, their deaths are hid from you.


    You see the moon’s sphere endlessly rotate,


    covering and uncovering the shore.


    To Fortune Florence must capitulate.


    
      85

    


    There is no cause for wonderment, therefore,


    that Florentines in this discourse of mine


    once bore great names that time has made obscure.


    I saw the Ughi and others just as fine,


    Catellini, Filippi, Greci, Ormanni, and


    
      90

    


    Alberichi, all already in decline.


    Dell’Arca and della Sannella were in the land,


    Soldanieri, Ardinghi, Bostichi, every one


    an ancient lineage, and each one grand.


    Above the gate, now weighed down with a ton


    
      95

    


    of fresh new treacheries so burdensome


    that soon the bark will need to jettison,


    were the Ravignani. Count Guido was from


    that line, and from it all who appropriate


    the high name of Bellincione also come.


    
      100

    


    Della Pressa already knew how to rule the state,


    the gilt pommel and the hilt already there


    in Galligaio’s house. Already great


    were the column that displayed the strip of vair,


    Sacchetti, Giuocchi, Fifanti, and Barucci,


    
      105

    


    and Galli, and those who blush for the bushel affair.


    Already great was the stock that the Calfucci


    came from, and in the curule chairs installed


    already were the Sizii and Arrigucci.


    Oh, I have seen the once great when they crawled,


    
      110

    


    felled by their own pride, and seen Florence be


    adorned in her great deeds by balls of gold.


    Thus did the sires of those who constantly,


    when there are vacancies in your church, grow


    fatter through a long consistory.


    
      115

    


    The brash breed, fierce as dragons when they go


    for those who flee, and meek as young lambs in


    the face of those whose teeth—or purses—show,


    was rising, though of such low origin


    it rankled Ubertin Donato when


    
      120

    


    his father-in-law made that crowd his kin.


    From Fiesole Caponsacco had by then


    come down to the marketplace, and by that date


    Giuda and Infangato were worthy men


    of the city. Hear a fact that I’ll relate,


    
      125

    


    though incredible: della Pera was the clan


    for whom they named the inner city gate.


    Those with the coat of arms of that great man,


    the baron whose name is renewed for us


    each year upon St. Thomas’ day, all can


    
      130

    


    trace back their knighthood and their privileges


    to him, though those that show gold fringe prefer


    to join sides with the general populace.


    Gualterotti and Importuni were


    already there. Had the Borgo gone without


    
      135

    


    new neighbors, it would now be quieter.


    The house that made your weeping come about


    through just resentment, causing death to you


    and putting your old happy life to rout,


    was honored, with its allies. What harm grew,


    
      140

    


    Buondelmonte, when you fled your nuptial vow


    as others prompted! When you first came to


    our city, had God chosen to allow


    the Ema’s current to pull you below,


    many sad people would be happy now.


    
      145

    


    But it was fitting that the city throw


    a victim to the bridge’s broken stone,


    its guardian, in the last peace it would know.


    With these folk and with others, I had known


    Florence enjoying such repose, no cause


    
      150

    


    existed then to make it weep or moan.


    With these folk, I had known a populace


    so glorious and just, we’d never see


    the lily reversed on the lance, nor was


    it turned vermillion through disunity.”

  

  
    CANTO XVII


    Like him who sought the truth from Clymené


    of slurs against himself, from which we see


    fathers treat sons with caution to this day,


    so was I, and so was I seen to be


    
      5

    


    by Beatrice and by that blessèd light


    who earlier had changed his place for me.


    And so my lady said: “Send forth your bright


    desire’s flame, so that it may display


    its inner stamp’s clear print, not that it might


    
      10

    


    add to our knowledge by the things you say,


    but that you learn to tell your thirst, so we


    may pour you drink to wash it all away.”


    “O my dear root, raised so high that you see—


    while we with earthly minds apply our lessons


    
      15

    


    to learn two obtuse angles cannot be


    in one triangle—the Point that holds the presence


    of all time, see contingent things ahead


    of when they in themselves assume their essence,


    while Virgil led me through the world that’s dead


    
      20

    


    and up the mountain where souls congregate


    so they may heal, there were some grave things said


    to me concerning my approaching fate,


    and yet I feel I stand firm and foursquare


    against the blows of chance that lie in wait.


    
      25

    


    My will would be content if you would share


    the fate that’s coming close. An arrow’s flight


    is slowed when we foresee it and prepare.”


    These were the words I said then to that light


    who had addressed me, making my thoughts plain


    
      30

    


    the way that Beatrice had wished I might.


    Not like dark oracles that would enchain,


    in days of long ago, the foolish folk


    before the Lamb who takes our sins was slain,


    but with clear words and discourse to evoke


    
      35

    


    full comprehension, that paternal love,


    concealed and yet revealed by his smile, spoke:


    “Contingency, bound by the pages of


    your world of matter, is in full depicted


    in the eternal Vision here above,


    
      40

    


    but is not by necessity constricted,


    any more than a ship’s progress is due


    to the eyes in which its motion is reflected.


    From there, just as sweet organ notes rise to


    the ear harmoniously, comes to my eye


    
      45

    


    a vision of what time prepares for you.


    Like Hippolytus, forced from Athens by


    his cruel and treacherous stepmother, you’ll find


    from Florence you will soon be forced to fly.


    The plot is willed already and designed.


    
      50

    


    Where Christ is bought and sold all day is seated


    the one who’ll do it, turning it in his mind.


    With loud outcries, the victim will be treated,


    as always, as the guilty one, although


    vengeance will see the truth by which it’s meted.


    
      55

    


    All that you love most dearly, when you go,


    you’ll leave behind you. With this will be sped


    the first swift arrow shot from exile’s bow.


    You’ll know the salt taste of another’s bread,


    and you will soon discover, as you scale


    
      60

    


    another’s stairs, how hard a path you tread.


    The worst load on your shoulders, without fail,


    will be the evil and moronic crew


    among whom you will fall into this vale.


    They’ll turn malicious, thankless, crazy too,


    
      65

    


    against you, although not much later on


    they’ll be the ones with reddened brows, not you.


    Their beastliness will show in what they’ve done.


    Your fame will be enhanced when it is known


    you have become a party of just one.


    
      70

    


    For your first inn and refuge you’ll be shown


    the courtesy of that great Lombard bearing


    the holy bird on the ladder as his own.


    He’ll show toward you such open-hearted caring


    that between you, while others must request,


    
      75

    


    the wish will be fulfilled before its airing.


    With him you will see one who was impressed


    at birth so strongly by this very star,


    he will be known for many a noble geste.


    Because he is so young, the people are


    
      80

    


    not yet aware of him. These wheels have made


    circuits round him for just nine years so far.


    Before high Harry is tricked and betrayed


    by the Gascon, some virtuous sparks will show


    when he spurns riches and is unafraid


    
      85

    


    of hard toil. Later, everyone will know


    of his magnificence, as witnessed when


    praise comes perforce from those who call him foe.


    Look to him, to his benefactions, then.


    He will change many fortunes. There will be


    
      90

    


    beggars who trade places with rich men.


    You’ll hold unspoken in your memory—”


    and here he foretold things that will be done


    but not believed by those who are there to see,


    then added: “Son, these are the glosses on


    
      95

    


    what you have been told. These are the traps meant


    to snare you when a few short years have gone.


    Despite that, I would not have you resent


    your townsmen, for your life enfutures well


    beyond their treacheries’ just punishment.”


    
      100

    


    Then he grew silent, from which I could tell


    that he had ceased to pull the woof across


    the warp I had prepared, and so I fell


    to speaking then, like someone at a loss


    who craves the wise and loving counseling


    
      105

    


    of one who sees and wills what’s right: “Because,


    father, I see how time is hurrying


    to deal me a blow that falls the heaviest


    on one who’s not suspecting anything,


    arming myself with foresight would be best.


    
      110

    


    If I must lose my dear place, even so


    may my songs not cause me to lose the rest.


    Through the world of endless bitterness below,


    up the mountain from whose sweet height I was raised


    by my lady’s eyes, and after, as I go


    
      115

    


    through heavens from light to light, I have been graced


    to learn things which, if I tell them again,


    in many mouths they’ll leave a bitter taste.


    If I’m a timid friend to truth, when men


    will call these days the ancient past, I dare


    
      120

    


    to fear I may not live on for them then.”


    The light that held the treasure I’d found there,


    that smiling light, became a blazing thing,


    the way a mirror holds the sun’s gold glare,


    and then said: “A dark conscience, harboring


    
      125

    


    its own shame, or another’s, surely may


    find that your words will bring a bitter sting.


    But put aside all falsity and say


    what you have seen. Let all be evident,


    and where they’re itching, let them scratch away.


    
      130

    


    The taste is sharp in what you will present,


    but when it is digested it will be


    providing them with vital nourishment.


    As wind hits highest peaks most forcefully,


    so will it happen with your cry, and it


    
      135

    


    will do you honor in no small degree.


    Thus, only well-known souls have been thought fit


    to be displayed before you in these spheres,


    and on the mount, and in the doleful pit,


    for he is not assured or calmed who hears


    
      140

    


    of an example with its roots unknown


    or hidden, nor is he swayed when there appears


    an argument without proofs clearly shown.”

  

  
    CANTO XVIII


    That blest glass savored his own thoughts already


    while I was tasting my thoughts, tempering


    the bitter with the sweet, until the lady


    who was my leader in my journeying


    
      5

    


    to God said: “Change your thought. Know I abide


    with Him who lifts all burdens that wrongs bring.”


    The sweet sound of the comfort at my side


    turned me to see her holy eyes display


    a love I don’t describe. I have not tried,


    
      10

    


    because I cannot trust what I might say


    and memory can’t retrace so far without


    Another’s hand to guide it on its way.


    Yet I can tell this much without a doubt,


    gazing at her set my affection free,


    
      15

    


    with every other longing driven out


    while the eternal Joy shone vividly


    on Beatrice. I watched its light rebound


    out of her lovely eyes, contenting me.


    I was won by her bright smile. “Now turn around


    
      20

    


    and listen, for not in my eyes alone,”


    she said to me, “is Paradise to be found.”


    As here on Earth affection may be shown


    overtly in a face when feelings grow


    so strong they make the entire soul their own,


    
      25

    


    so in the flaring of that holy glow


    to which I now turned back, it was quite clear


    that there was more he wanted me to know.


    “The fruits of this tree never disappear,


    its leaves are never shed,” began the flame.


    
      30

    


    “It is fed from up above. On this fifth tier


    are blest souls whose renown, before they came


    to Heaven, was such that it would have endowed


    all Muses with great wealth to sing their fame.


    Look to the cross’s horns. As I call aloud


    
      35

    


    their names, each will be darting at a speed


    that matches lightning flashing from its cloud.”


    At “Joshua” I saw a light proceed


    so quickly through the crossbeam that I heard


    the name no sooner than I saw the deed.


    
      40

    


    The valiant Maccabeus then appeared,


    another quickly moving ball of light.


    Joy was the whip by which that top was spurred.


    Next, Charlemagne and Roland came in sight.


    My gaze pursued them with the fixed regard


    
      45

    


    with which one follows falcons in their flight.


    Then William, Duke Godfrey, and Renouard


    were moving through the cross, and I could see,


    among those other souls, Robert Guiscard.


    And then the spirit who had talked with me


    
      50

    


    moved and mingled with them, and he too,


    among those singers, showed his artistry.


    I turned round to my right, to Beatrice, who


    I hoped would by a word or gesture show


    just what it was that I now ought to do.


    
      55

    


    Her eyes outshone all their past glory, so


    clear and joyous, her aspect more intense


    than it had been a little while ago.


    As day by day a man feels the advance


    of his own virtue by the joy he has


    
      60

    


    in doing good, in the same way I could sense


    that my circling through the heavens was


    widening its arc as I moved on,


    as the miracle grew more luminous.


    And such a change as can be seen upon


    
      65

    


    a fair-skinned lady’s face in an instant when


    her blush fades as her source of shame is gone


    greeted my eyes when I turned round again.


    There was the temperate star, the glowing white


    sixth one, which had gathered me just then.


    
      70

    


    I saw the torch of Jupiter, whose light


    illuminated the love sparkling there


    and traced the signs we write with on my sight.


    As birds rise from the shore as if they share


    joy in their pasturage, and form into


    
      75

    


    round flocks or other shapes up in the air,


    so, blessèd beings singing as they flew


    within the light arranged themselves to be


    first D, then I, then L, and, as they drew


    those signs, they moved to their own melody,


    
      80

    


    but as they formed each letter, they stopped when


    they’d finished, and paused briefly, silently.


    O divine Pegasean, who gives men


    of genius glory and long life, as they,


    through you, give life to realms and cities then,


    
      85

    


    illumine me with you, so that I may


    inscribe them now as I conceived them once.


    Empower these few lines. In a display


    of five times seven vowels and consonants


    they showed themselves, and I took note of them


    
      90

    


    in the order they were offered to my sense.


    I saw DILIGITE IUSTITIAM


    first, verb and noun, and then I saw displayed


    QUI IUDICATIS TERRAM. Last to come


    was the M of the fifth word, and there they stayed


    
      95

    


    motionless, causing Jupiter to be


    a silver field with gold points overlaid.


    More lights came down to settle readily


    upon the M’s high points and sing the Good


    that draws them to Itself, it seemed to me.


    
      100

    


    As, when a burning log is struck, the wood


    spits sparks uncounted, in which auguries


    are found by the foolish, so from where I stood


    I saw a thousand and then more of these


    lights rise and mount, some more and some less, led


    
      105

    


    according to the igniting sun’s decrees.


    When to its own place each of them had sped,


    the fire made, with all lights in formation,


    the outline of an eagle’s neck and head.


    This painter has no guide for His creation.


    
      110

    


    He is the guide. The power to conceive


    and build a nest comes through His inspiration.


    The other blest souls, first content to weave


    a lily on the M, now made a slight


    adjustment, letting the design achieve


    
      115

    


    fullness. Sweet star, how many and how bright


    your gems were, showing justice here below


    comes from the heavens you bejewel with light.


    I pray that Mind, which saw fit to bestow


    your power and motion, will look down to tell


    
      120

    


    the source of smoke that dims your ray, and show


    its wrath once more to those who buy and sell


    within the temple’s very walls, for they


    were built of martyrdom and miracle.


    O Heaven’s soldiers, whom I dwell on, pray


    
      125

    


    for those still here on Earth, for everyone


    who, led by bad example, went astray.


    Once war was waged with swords. Now it is done


    by withholding here or there, being punitive


    with bread that the sweet Father keeps from none.


    
      130

    


    You who write just to nullify should give


    heed to Peter and Paul, who, forced to die


    to save the vineyard you destroy, still live.


    “My heart is so set,” you may well reply,


    “on him who chose to live alone, who all


    
      135

    


    for a dance was dragged to martyrdom, that I


    don’t know this fisherman, don’t know this Paul.”

  

  
    CANTO XIX


    That lovely image was exhibited


    before me as I watched those souls unite


    in sweet fruition, with the wings outspread.


    Each seemed to be a ruby with the light


    
      5

    


    of a sunbeam within it, and to bring


    the reflection of that beam into my sight.


    What I must speak about now is a thing


    not said or written, that has not occurred


    in the most fanciful imagining.


    
      10

    


    I saw the eagle’s beak move and I heard


    the making of the sounds for I and my


    when we or our was the intended word.


    “I was so just and pious that now I


    am here in this exalted state,” it said.


    
      15

    


    “Desire alone could never reach so high.


    I left a memory when I was dead


    that even the wicked speak well of, although


    they do not follow where my story led.”


    From many burning coals we feel one glow


    
      20

    


    of heat, and just so, from the numerous


    loves joined there, one clear voice was heard to flow.


    “Perpetual flowers of eternal bliss


    that come together in a single spray


    of sweetness from your many fragrances,”


    
      25

    


    I answered them, “breathe forth, and thus allay


    this long fast that starves me. On Earth I fail


    to find the food to take its pangs away.


    If divine Justice, as I know full well,


    is mirrored in some other realm of Heaven,


    
      30

    


    your own does not perceive it through a veil.


    You know the preparation I have given


    to listening to you speak, just as you know


    my long fast and the doubt by which it’s driven.”


    As from its hood we see the falcon show,


    
      35

    


    and bob, and flap his wings out in the air,


    preen, and display his eagerness to go,


    so that sign moved, whose woven parts declare


    praise for divine grace, singing melodies


    known to the ones who are rejoicing there.


    
      40

    


    “He whose compass drew the boundaries


    of the universe,” it said, “and in it set


    some things as clear and some as mysteries,


    could not so stamp His power upon it


    that His own word would not exceed His skill


    
      45

    


    with an abundance that is infinite.


    That first proud one, creation’s pinnacle,


    provides the proof of this. Because he would


    not wait for light, he fell, unripened still.


    And every lesser nature, as it should


    
      50

    


    be clear, is a receptacle too small


    to hold self-measuring unbounded Good.


    Your vision, therefore, which we needs must call


    one single ray of those that emanate


    from the Intelligence that suffuses all,


    
      55

    


    cannot by its own nature demonstrate


    such power as not to know its source must be


    far beyond all that it can contemplate.


    The sight your world is granted, obviously,


    can see into eternal Justice to
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    the extent the eye can penetrate the sea.


    From shore you see the bottom, but when you


    are out at sea you cannot. Nonetheless,


    it is still there, though depth hides it from view.


    The only light not tinged with cloudiness


    
      65

    


    comes from that pure serene. All others grow


    dark with the shade or poison of the flesh.


    The hiding place is opened now, and so


    things that were hidden have been brought to light,


    which you repeatedly have sought to know.


    
      70

    


    For you have said: ‘A man is born in sight


    of the Indus. There is no one there to read


    of Christ, no one to speak of Him or write.


    In all his acts and wishes he pays heed,


    far as the human mind can apprehend,


    
      75

    


    to what is right, sinless in word and deed.


    He dies without faith, unbaptized to the end.


    Where is the justice that condemns this man?


    Where, in not believing, has he sinned?’


    Now who are you to imagine that you can


    
      80

    


    judge things a thousand miles away, you who


    can barely see beyond a single span?


    These questions would be wondrous to pursue


    for one who wished to parse them, but recall


    the Scripture that has been set over you.


    
      85

    


    O earthly creatures, your crude minds appall!


    Prime Will, good in Itself, has never stirred


    from Itself, which is the highest good of all.


    All that is just joins It in one accord.


    It is drawn to no created good. Instead,


    
      90

    


    It causes all good, sending rays outward.”


    As a mother stork will circle overhead


    after she feeds her nestling, and as she


    is gazed at by the one she has just fed,


    the blessèd image acted similarly,


    
      95

    


    moving its wings as it was urged to go


    by many wills. I raised my brow to see.


    Wheeling, it sang, and said this: “My notes flow


    to your uncomprehending mind the same


    way that God’s justice does to all below.”


    
      100

    


    Those glowing lights of the Holy Spirit’s flame


    still formed the sign, although they spoke no more,


    that made the world revere the Roman name.


    Then it said: “Never did a spirit soar


    to this domain without belief in Christ,


    
      105

    


    after He was nailed up or before.


    But witness: many who cry out ‘Christ, Christ!’


    will be much further from Him at the great


    judgment day than one who knows not Christ.


    The Ethiopian will excoriate


    
      110

    


    such Christians when, one rich forever, one


    forever poor, the two flocks separate.


    What will the Persians, when they come upon


    the opened judgment book, say to your kings


    regarding all the evils they have done?


    
      115

    


    Revealed shall be the ruin Albert brings


    Prague’s realm through his misdeed, and there are more.


    The pen will move soon to record these things.


    Revealed shall be the woes on the Seine for


    the falsifying of the currency


    
      120

    


    by him whose death will come from a wild boar.


    Revealed shall be the thirsty pride we see


    give Englishman and Scot a frenzied fit.


    Neither can keep to his own boundary.


    Or those of Spain and Bohemia who sit


    
      125

    


    in luxury and lust. The both of them


    lack valor, and have never longed for it.


    Or else the Cripple of Jerusalem.


    I stands for his good deed. To signify


    the other column will require M.


    
      130

    


    Or the avarice and cowardice shown by


    the guardian of the isle of fire, the place


    where the long-lived Anchises came to die.


    To show the insignificant disgrace


    he is, abbreviations on the page


    
      135

    


    will tell his tale, much said in little space.


    To all shall be revealed the vile outrage


    of his brother and his uncle, cuckolding


    two crowns and a distinguished lineage.


    To all these shall be added Norway’s king


    
      140

    


    and Portugal’s, and Rascia’s, whose intense


    eye for Venetian coin was so damaging.


    Blest Hungary, if she no more assents


    to her own harm. And blest Navarre, if she


    will use the mountains round her for defense.


    
      145

    


    As proof of this, let everybody see


    how Nicosia and Famagosta groan


    and grieve, for, running with this company


    of beasts, they have one of their very own.”

  

  
    CANTO XX


    When he who lights the world makes his descent


    and the light dissipates from every section


    of our own hemisphere, and day is spent,


    the sky, which had been kindled by projection


    
      5

    


    from him alone, is then seen to commence


    a show of many lights through his reflection.


    I thought of these celestial events


    when the blest beak of the ensign of all


    the world and all its lords ceased utterance.


    
      10

    


    The glow of those living lights began to fall


    more brightly upon me, and as they shone


    they sang songs that have slipped from my recall.


    O sweet love, with a smile worn for your own


    mantle, with what glowing zeal you played


    
      15

    


    those pipes with breath of holy thoughts alone.


    After the gleaming precious stones arrayed


    about the sixth lamp had hushed every one


    of these angelic chimes, I heard them fade


    and seemed to hear a murmuring river run,


    
      20

    


    clear water tumbling rock to rock, its flow


    showing the fullness of where it had begun.


    As sounds are formed at the lute’s neck and go


    into the air as notes, as forced wind blows


    out of the bagpipe’s openings, just so


    
      25

    


    the eagle’s murmurs in an instant rose


    up through its neck as though the neck had been


    hollowed, and a voice was formed from those,


    and through its beak I heard the voice begin


    to speak such words as I had eagerly


    
      30

    


    awaited, words that I have written in


    my heart: “What would in mortal eagles be


    the part that sees and that endures the sun’s


    glare, you must gaze at fixedly in me.


    Of the flames from which I form myself, the ones


    
      35

    


    in the eye inside my head, that shining host,


    are those of highest rank, the paragons.


    The pupil of the eye, the centermost,


    brought about the ark’s deliverance


    from town to town, and sang the Holy Ghost.


    
      40

    


    And now he knows the worth of his eloquence,


    so far as its effect was as he willed,


    by the just measure of his recompense.


    The closest to the beak, of five who build


    the arch that forms my brow, is the ruler who


    
      45

    


    consoled the widow when her son was killed.


    And now he knows what heavy costs accrue


    to those who fail to follow Christ, for he


    has known this sweet life and the other too.


    On that circumference, the next you see


    
      50

    


    as you look upward kept his death at bay


    through penitence in all sincerity.


    And now he knows a worthy prayer can’t sway


    eternal judgment, even if it has sent


    into tomorrow what’s meant for today.


    
      55

    


    The next one took the laws and me and went


    Greeceward, leaving the shepherd in his stead,


    bad fruit that had its seed in good intent.


    And now he knows that, though his good act led


    to bad results, he is not harmed, although


    
      60

    


    the world might be destroyed by what he did.


    That one was William, where the arc bends low,


    whose country mourns him, and, while witnessing


    the living Charles and Frederick, weeps in woe.


    And now he knows how much a righteous king


    
      65

    


    is loved by Heaven, as you see him profess


    even now with vivid shimmering.


    Who in your erring world below would guess


    the Trojan warrior Ripheus would be


    fifth in this holy arc of the splendorous?


    
      70

    


    And now he knows much that the world can’t see


    about divine grace, even though his eye


    cannot discern its full profundity.”


    Then, like the lark that soars in the wide sky


    singing and then silent, now content


    
      75

    


    with the last of its sweet notes, which satisfy,


    so the image seemed to be with the imprint


    of eternal Pleasure, by whose will things become,


    each of them, what they are. It was evident


    as color through clear glass that I had some


    
      80

    


    question in mind. As I could not compel


    myself to bide my time, these words burst from


    my lips: “How can these things be possible?”


    The pressure of doubt’s weight had nullified


    my reticence, and I saw a festival


    
      85

    


    of flashing lights. Then, growing more bright-eyed,


    the blessèd sign, so that I would not stay


    lost in amazement and suspense, replied:


    “I see that you believe because I say


    that they are true. The how you cannot see.


    
      90

    


    Although believed, it is still hidden away.


    Now you are like a man, it seems to me,


    who knows a thing’s name, yet fails, without some


    explanation, to grasp its quiddity.


    Regnum caelorum suffers violence from


    
      95

    


    love’s zeal and living hope, a violence


    by which the heavenly will is overcome,


    not as man conquers man, but as consequence


    of its will to be defeated. The Divine,


    once conquered, conquers through beneficence.


    
      100

    


    The first and fifth lives in this brow of mine


    amaze you. You are stunned to see those two


    among the jewels that make this region shine.


    They were not gentiles when they died, as you


    suppose, but Christians with faith firmly placed


    
      105

    


    in His feet that had been or would be pierced through.


    From Hell, where righteous will has been erased,


    one came back to his bones, the just reward


    of the living hope with which his soul was graced,


    the living hope that his prayers to the Lord


    
      110

    


    were fueled by, begging that he might be brought


    back from the dead with his free will restored.


    This glorious soul I speak of, whose prayers bought


    his brief new life, believed with all his might


    in Him Who could provide the aid he sought,


    
      115

    


    and in believing kindled such a bright


    flame of true love that when he died again


    he was found worthy to join this delight.


    The other one, through grace that rises in


    a spring so deep no creature ever was


    
      120

    


    able to see down to its origin,


    fixed all his love below on righteousness,


    for which, from grace to grace, God let him see


    the redemption that He has prepared for us,


    and he believed it, and thereafter he,


    
      125

    


    revolted by the stench of paganism,


    reproached the folk for that perversity.


    Recall the chariot’s right wheel. His baptism


    was those three ladies, a millennium


    and even more before God gave the chrism.


    
      130

    


    O predestination, how far from


    your root are those who cannot comprehend


    the primal Cause in total and in sum!


    Restrain yourselves, you mortals, when you tend


    to judge, for we who see God cannot tell


    
      135

    


    the number of elect souls in the end.


    And it is sweet that we are fallible,


    because our good is then refined within


    this good, that what God wills, we will as well.”


    Thus, to address the short sight that had been


    
      140

    


    impeding me, did the divine image clear


    my vision with a soothing medicine.


    And just as a good lutanist will steer


    his quivering strings to a good singer’s lead,


    making the song more pleasing to the ear,


    
      145

    


    so I recall, while listening, I paid heed


    to those two lights, and, as eyes do when each


    blinks with the other, I saw them proceed


    to vibrate to the words of the eagle’s speech.

  

  
    CANTO XXI


    My eyes, and my mind too, were fixed upon


    my lady’s face again, to the degree


    that my attention to all else was gone.


    She didn’t smile. “If I smiled, you would be


    
      5

    


    as Semele was when, burned to the core,


    she turned to ashes,” she then said to me,


    “because my beauty, kindled all the more


    as on the eternal palace’s steps we rise,


    as you have seen it happening before,


    
      10

    


    were it not tempered, would flash in your eyes


    and make your mortal powers like a bough


    shattered by lightning streaking through the skies.


    We have risen to the seventh splendor now,


    which, under the blazing Lion’s breast, is rayed


    
      15

    


    below, mixed with his powers. Now allow


    your mind to back your eyes, your eyes be made


    mirrors fashioned to reflect the sight


    that will within this mirror be displayed.”


    Whoever knew how my eyes’ appetite


    
      20

    


    sought in that blest face to be satisfied


    would realize, when I let my focus light


    on other things, that, as I weighed one side


    against the other, I was overjoyed


    to do the bidding of my heavenly guide.


    
      25

    


    Within the crystal circling through the void


    round Earth, named for that cherished king of old


    who led when the world’s evil lay destroyed,


    I saw a ladder that was colored gold


    lit by the sun, and it rose up so high


    
      30

    


    it went beyond my power to behold.


    Also, so many splendors struck my eye


    as they came down the steps that I could say


    that here was all the light that fills the sky.


    And just as jackdaws, in their nature’s way,


    
      35

    


    move in a body and take wing, all bound


    to warm their feathers at the break of day,


    and some of them will head back to the ground,


    while some of them fly off and then are gone,


    and others stay in place and wheel around,


    
      40

    


    soon as this sparkling band alit as one


    upon a certain step, it seemed to be


    moving in just the way the daws have done.


    The nearest one now glowed so vividly


    that in my mind I started to avow:


    
      45

    


    “I see the love you are signaling to me.


    Since she from whom I wait the when and how


    to speak or to keep still is silent too,


    despite my urge I ask no questions now.”


    And at that, she, who saw my silence through


    
      50

    


    the sight of Him with all things in His sight,


    said: “Free the ardent urge inside of you.”


    And so I said: “My own worth is too slight


    to merit your response to me, but for


    her sake, who lets me question as I might,


    
      55

    


    blest soul concealed in your bliss, I implore


    that you explain why you have come so near


    to where I am, and tell me, furthermore,


    why this wheel is silent. I don’t hear


    the sweet symphony of Paradise that is


    
      60

    


    devoutly played in every lower sphere.”


    “Your ears are mortal, like your eyes,” was his


    reply. “You hear no singing for the same


    reason you see no smile from Beatrice.


    Down the sacred ladder’s steps I came


    
      65

    


    to welcome you with words and with the glow


    that mantles me. That was my only aim.


    It wasn’t greater love that sped me. No,


    as much and more love burns there over me,


    as all those flaming luminaries show.


    
      70

    


    The lofty love that makes us readily


    serve the Counsel that gives governance


    to the whole world allots here as you see.”


    “O holy lamp,” I said, “I clearly sense


    why love that’s freely given in this court


    
      75

    


    consists with the eternal Providence.


    But this is what seems hard for me to sort,


    why to this office you alone have been


    predestined, out of all of your cohort.”


    My last word had not yet been spoken when,


    
      80

    


    poised on its midpoint, the light suddenly


    began to spin like a fast millstone then.


    “A light comes to me from the Deity


    and penetrates this radiance in which I


    am wombed,” the love within in it said to me.


    
      85

    


    “I rise so far above myself, with my


    vision then conjoining with its might,


    I see the primal Source it’s nourished by.


    This sparks the joy that sets my flame alight.


    The clarity of the flame is equivalent


    
      90

    


    in measure to the clarity of my sight.


    Neither the Seraph with eyes most intent


    on God nor the soul most illuminated


    in Heaven could give the answer that you want,


    because what you are seeking is located


    
      95

    


    in divine law’s abyss, so deep within


    it’s cut off from all eyes that are created.


    Then take this to the world of mortal men,


    in order that they not presume to go


    stepping toward so high a goal again.
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    Here mind is light, on Earth it’s smoke, and so


    if here, with Heaven’s help, it cannot be


    achieved, how could it be achieved below?”


    His words had placed such great restraint on me


    that I let go my question. Instead, I


    
      105

    


    asked who he was, in all humility.


    “Between the shores of Italy, nearby


    to your own land, are crags to which the sound


    of thunder rises, since they are so high.


    They form a hump called Catria, and found


    
      110

    


    below is a hermitage. Nothing occurred


    but worship on that consecrated ground.”


    Thus the first words of the third speech that poured


    from him. “There I grew,” he went on to state,


    “so steadfast in the service of the Lord,
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    I used just olive oil on what I ate,


    I cheerfully endured both heat and cold,


    and lived contentedly to contemplate.


    That cloister used to add to Heaven’s hold


    full harvests, but its field has now grown bare.
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    Its barrenness must all too soon be told.


    Called Peter Damian in the cloister there,


    in Our Lady’s house by the Adriatic Sea


    I was called Peter the Sinner. A small share


    of the life of mortal men was left to me


    
      125

    


    when I was sought and dragged to wear the hat


    that’s passed from bad to worse, incessantly.


    Cephas came, barefoot and far from fat,


    as did the Holy Ghost’s great ark. They dined


    where food was offered, and were pleased with that.
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    Overstuffed shepherds now need men assigned


    to prop them on each side, plus another pair,


    one forward, one to boost them from behind.


    When they ride out, the mantles that they wear


    cover their mounts: two beasts beneath one skin.
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    O patience, what a load you have to bear!”


    As he said this, I saw more flames begin


    descending, rung by rung. They whirled about


    and grew more beautiful with every spin.


    Surrounding him, they stopped and gave a shout


    
      140

    


    like nothing ever heard on Earth before.


    What they were saying I could not make out,


    with senses battered by the thunder’s roar.

  

  
    CANTO XXII


    Overcome, stupefied, I turned and faced


    my guide, like a child always running to


    the one in whom his greatest trust is placed,


    and she, responding like a mother who


    
      5

    


    calms her pale, panting son with the caress


    of soothing words, as she is wont to do,


    told me: “Do you not realize that this


    is Heaven, where all is holy, and everything


    is done out of the zeal of righteousness?


    
      10

    


    If you are so disturbed by listening


    to their shout, think how changed you would be by


    my smiling face or by the song they sing.


    If you could understand the prayers that lie


    within that shout, they would communicate


    
      15

    


    the vengeance you will see before you die.


    The sword of Heaven, except to those who wait


    with dread or with desire for that day,


    does not descend too quickly or too late.


    But turn to the other ones, and a display


    
      20

    


    of many illustrious spirits will now be


    before your eyes if you look where I say.”


    As it pleased her, I turned my eyes to see


    a hundred lovely little spheres enhance


    each other with their rays reflectively.
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    I stood like one who stifles the intense


    urging of his desire, hesitant


    to ask, afraid that he might give offense.


    And then the brightest and most prominent


    of all those pearls came toward me, to allow


    
      30

    


    my curiosity to be content.


    It said: “If you could see, as I do, how


    suffused we are with ardent loving, then


    your thoughts would have been said aloud by now.


    But, so that I do not delay you in
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    your lofty goal, my words are concentrated


    on the thought you are harboring within.


    On the mountain with Cassino situated


    on its slope, up on its peak in olden days


    deluded and perverse folk congregated.
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    I am the one who brought up to that place


    the name of Him who went down to convey


    the truth that raises us so high. Such grace


    was shining on me that I drew away


    neighboring towns from impious rites that have
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    seduced the world and led it far astray.


    These lights were men who were contemplative,


    lit by that heat which is the stimulus


    that makes the holy fruits and flowers live.


    Here’s Romualdus, here’s Macarius,
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    here are my brothers whose feet stayed inside


    their cloisters, whose hearts held in steadfastness.”


    “The affection you have shown me,” I replied,


    “in speaking and the good intent that you


    all show me with your warmth have magnified


    
      55

    


    my confidence the way the sun will do


    when he shines down upon the rose so she


    can bloom as far as she is able to.


    Therefore, I beg you, father, to tell me


    If I may be graced with this benison,
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    to see your unveiled image openly.”


    “Brother, what you desire will be done


    in the highest sphere, where all desires are


    fulfilled, my own and those of everyone.


    There all desires are complete, mature,


    
      65

    


    and perfect. Nowhere but there is it so


    that all the parts are where they always were,


    for it is not in space and it has no


    poles to turn on. Our ladder rises right


    up to it, past where your own eyes can go.
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    Patriarch Jacob saw it reach that height,


    and on its rungs were angels by the score


    in the vision that he had that night.


    But no one lifts his feet up anymore


    to climb the rungs from Earth to this domain,


    
      75

    


    and wasting paper’s all my Rule is for.


    The walls built for an abbey now contain


    a den of thieves, and cowls have come to be


    sacks that are filled now with rotten grain.


    But to that fruit that breeds insanity


    
      80

    


    in monkish hearts, God’s will has more objections


    than to the sin of heavy usury.


    The Church should hold what’s taken in collections


    for those who seek in God’s name, not bestow


    its goods on kin, or even worse connections.


    
      85

    


    The flesh of mortals is quite weak. Although


    there may be good beginnings, one is never


    sure the new oak will last till acorns grow.


    Peter began with neither gold nor silver,


    and I commenced with fasting and with praying,


    
      90

    


    and Francis humbly. And if you endeavor


    to note how each communion has been straying


    far from its pure beginning, it will show


    into what murk its whiteness has been graying.


    Yet parted seas and Jordan’s backward flow


    
      95

    


    at God’s will were more wondrous sights to see


    than His help here would be.” And, speaking so,


    he moved back, merging with his company,


    which closed its ranks and then, in unison,


    swept, like a whirlwind, up and away from me.
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    Gesturing, my sweet lady urged me on


    to climb the ladder—her power conquering


    my nature—and to follow where they’d gone.


    Down here on Earth, with nature governing


    our falls and rises, nothing could begin
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    to match my rapid flight as I took wing.


    So may I, reader, hope once more to win


    that holy triumph for which frequently


    I beat my breast and weep my every sin,


    your finger could not jump as rapidly


    
      110

    


    out of and into flame as I came to view


    the sign after the Bull, which gathered me.


    O glorious stars, O light made pregnant to


    bear mighty power, to which whatever share


    of genius that I may possess is due,


    
      115

    


    the father of all mortal life was there,


    rising and hiding with you, when my own


    senses first experienced Tuscan air.


    And then, when grace allowed me to be shown


    the lofty wheel that turns you through the sky,


    
      120

    


    the part I was assigned to was your zone.


    And now my spirit seeks to fortify


    itself for the hard task that draws it here,


    turning to you devoutly with a sigh.


    Then Beatrice began: “You are so near
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    the final blessedness that you must go


    forward with your vision sharp and clear.


    Before you enter it, look back below


    to see how vast a world I have set there


    beneath your feet already. Look down, so
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    your heart, with all the joy that it can bear,


    may greet the triumphant throng rejoicingly


    approaching through this rounded upper air.”


    My eyes returned to the seven spheres to see


    each one. I saw our globe, and smiled because
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    it seemed like such a sorry thing to me.


    I hold those precepts best that counsel us


    to love it least, and those who have the sense


    to seek elsewhere are truly virtuous.


    I saw Latona’s daughter’s radiance


    
      140

    


    without the shadow that once led me on


    to think her made of parts both rare and dense.


    There I endured the aspect of your son


    and saw how Maia’s and Dione’s own


    children move close round him, Hyperion.
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    Then I beheld Jove and there I was shown


    his tempering between his son and father,


    and their positions’ changes were made known.


    Seeing the seven planets all together


    showed me how vast they are, how fast each flies,


    
      150

    


    and just how far they are from one another.


    As I whirled with the eternal Twins, from rise


    to river mouth the little threshing floor


    that makes us fierce was clear to me. My eyes


    then turned to see the lovely eyes once more.

  

  
    CANTO XXIII


    As the bird sits amid loved leaves next to


    her sweet chicks in the nest through the entire


    night that keeps things hidden from our view,


    so that she may fulfill her strong desire


    
      5

    


    to see their faces and find food for them


    (great labors gladly undertaken by her),


    as she looks forward on the open limb


    to when the day will break and longs to see


    the sun, with ardent love awaiting him,


    
      10

    


    my lady stood straight, with intensity


    looking toward that region of the sky


    beneath which the sun moves less hastily.


    I was like one who longs for change, as I


    watched her stand eager and anticipating,
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    and so relies on hope to satisfy.


    The time was short between one when—my waiting,


    I mean—and the other, seeing Heaven’s light


    with ever increasing brightness radiating.


    “Behold the hosts of Christ’s triumph,” the sight
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    moved her to say, “and all fruits harvested


    from these spheres in the circling of their flight.”


    Her face was so aflame, I would have said,


    and so much joy was shining in her eyes


    that I don’t paint it, but pass on instead.
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    As, amid eternal nymphs who tint the skies


    in every quarter, Trivia smiles on clear


    nights when the full moon is seen to rise,


    above thousands of lamps I saw appear


    a Sun that lit them all, just as our own


    
      30

    


    kindles the lights we see above us here.


    Through living light a lucent Substance shone


    so vividly my vision could not bear


    the force of the fierce rays that had been thrown.


    Now I heard Beatrice, dear sweet guide, declare:


    
      35

    


    “None can defend against the force that stuns


    you so. The Wisdom and the Power are there


    that opened up each of the roads that runs


    from Earth to Heaven, roads men felt profound


    and fruitless yearning to discover once.”


    
      40

    


    As fire swells in a cloud till it has found


    it has no room there, and then, breaking away,


    against its nature plunges to the ground,


    my mind, which fed on such a rich array,


    expanded and grew greater than it was.


    
      45

    


    What it became it can’t recall today.


    “Open your eyes now and behold me as


    I am. What you’ve seen fortifies your sight


    to bear my smile.” I was like one who has


    awakened from a dream he had that night


    
      50

    


    and, seeking to recall it, can’t begin


    to bring it back to mind, try as he might,


    when I heard this proffer, which should win


    such gratitude as never can be gone


    from the pages of the book of what has been.


    
      55

    


    If all the tongues that have been nourished on


    the sweetest milk of Polymnia and her eight


    sisters should sound to help me here upon


    this instant, they could not communicate


    one thousandth of that blest smile’s truth, or how


    
      60

    


    that smile made the blest countenance radiate.


    And so the sacred poem must leap now,


    describing Paradise, as one must veer


    when his path is cut off. Those who allow


    for the weight of this great theme upon my mere


    
      65

    


    mortal shoulder surely will not be


    inclined to blame me if I stumble here.


    This trip, where my prow boldly splits the sea,


    is not for a little bark or a pilot who


    gives himself to his task half-heartedly.


    
      70

    


    “Now why, when you should turn your vision to


    the lovely garden with its blossoms stirred


    by Christ’s rays, does my face enrapture you?


    Here is the rose within which God’s own Word


    was turned to flesh. Here are the lilies for


    
      75

    


    whose scent the choice of the right way was spurred,”


    Beatrice said. And, eager to ensure


    compliance with her counsel, I then made


    my frail eyes take the struggle up once more.


    Just as my eyes once, sheltered by the shade,


    
      80

    


    observed a field of flowers lighted by


    the sun’s rays through a torn cloud, a cascade


    of brilliant rays came streaming from on high,


    lighting a host of splendors brilliantly,


    although their source was hidden from my eye.
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    O kindly Power that stamps them so, for me


    You rose from there so my eyes, which would fall


    useless before You, might have space to see.


    The name of that fair flower to which I call


    mornings and evenings focused me to peer


    
      90

    


    at the brightest star, the greatest flame of all.


    And when my eyes had both absorbed the sheer


    size and substance of the living star


    who conquers up above as she conquered here,


    there came a torch descending from the far


    
      95

    


    height, forming a ring, crown-shaped it looked to be,


    wheeling and circling her. Whatever are


    the sounds that make Earth’s sweetest melody,


    that most attract the soul, they would resound


    like cloud-torn thunder crashing raucously


    
      100

    


    compared to the liquid lyre by whose sound


    the lovely sapphire that I saw ensapphire


    the very brightest heaven of all is crowned.


    “I am angelic love, making a gyre


    about the joy supreme that is breathed here


    
      105

    


    from the womb that was the inn of our desire,


    and shall until you reach the highest sphere,


    Lady of Heaven, following your Son,


    making it more divine when you appear.”


    With that, the circling melody was done,


    
      110

    


    and all the lights made Mary’s name resound.


    The regal mantle covering every one


    of the universe’s spheres all turning round,


    which burns the most and is most quickened by


    God’s breath and by His doings, I now found
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    so distant, with its inner rim so high


    above where I was standing, that it meant


    my sight could not perceive it, so my eye


    lacked power to track that crowned flame as she went


    up through the sky before me and began
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    to trace the pathway of her Son’s ascent.


    Just as an infant holds its arms out when


    it has suckled at its mother’s breast, to show


    the great affection kindled in it then,


    all of those other lights now let me know
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    their towering love for Mary by the way


    they turned their flaming crests upward. Just so


    they stayed suspended in my view as they


    all sang Regina coeli in tones so sweet,


    that music still delights me to this day.
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    How filled those richest coffers are, replete


    with their abundance, who, when here upon


    the Earth, were sowers of the finest wheat.


    There they rejoice in the treasure that they won


    when they displayed their scorn for earthly gold


    
      135

    


    and wept their exiles’ tears in Babylon.


    There, among the covenants new and old,


    beneath the exalted Son of Mary and


    of God, in triumphant victory behold


    the one with the keys of glory in his hand.

  

  
    CANTO XXIV


    “O fellowship chosen for the great feast supplied


    by the blessèd Lamb, who nourishes you so


    that your desire is always satisfied,


    since God’s grace has allowed this man to know


    
      5

    


    a taste of your table’s scraps before the date


    that death will set for his appointment, show


    attention to his longing, which is great.


    Bedew him somewhat, for forever you


    drink from the source where his thoughts originate.”


    
      10

    


    Thus Beatrice, and those glad souls turned into


    circles that spun on fixed poles in the sky,


    and while they whirled, they flamed as comets do.


    Just as, within a clockwork, to the eye


    that heeds, the first wheel of the instrument


    
      15

    


    seems quiet and the last one seems to fly,


    so too these dancers with their different


    movements—some were fast and others slow—


    let me assess their riches as they went.


    I saw the one that seemed the richest show


    
      20

    


    so bright a light it left the rest behind.


    None could outshine the gladness of its glow.


    Three times round Beatrice I saw it wind,


    singing such a divine air, I admit


    I cannot re-create it in my mind.


    
      25

    


    My pen skips, therefore, without writing it.


    Such subtle folds make our imagining


    and words seem gaudy and inadequate.


    “O my holy sister, offering


    such devout prayers to us, your ardent love


    
      30

    


    releases me from that resplendent ring.”


    Once it ceased circling, these were the words of


    the sainted fire, which were spoken to


    my lady as I’ve written them above.


    “O you eternal light of the great man who


    
      35

    


    received the keys of this wondrous joy,” said she,


    “when Our Lord brought them down to give to you,


    now test this man, however it may be


    pleasing to you, on tenets grave and light


    of the faith by which you walked upon the sea.


    
      40

    


    Whether his love and hope and faith are right


    is not concealed from you, whose eyes are set


    where all that is lies open to your sight.


    This kingdom measures true faith to admit


    its citizens, so it is therefore just
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    that he, to glorify it, speak of it.”


    Just as the bachelor arms himself, and must


    not speak until the master puts the question,


    which will be not decided, but discussed,


    while she spoke I was arming for that session,


    
      50

    


    marshaling every argument to prepare


    for such a questioner and such profession.


    “Good Christian man, now speak up and declare:


    What is faith?” And I raised my face to see


    the light that breathed this question. Turning where


    
      55

    


    Beatrice stood, I saw her instantly


    signal with a look that I should pour


    the water from the fountain inside me.


    “May the grace that lets me now confess before


    the chief centurion,” so I began,
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    “grant clear expression to my thoughts.” And more:


    “As it was written by the truthful pen


    wielded, father, by your dear brother, he


    who, with you, set Rome on the right path then,


    faith is the substance of what we hope will be,
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    the evidence of things not seen, and this


    is what I take to be its quiddity.”


    “You reason well, if you know why it is


    he called it evidence, and yet did so


    after he classed it with the substances,”
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    I heard. “The deep things that have deigned to show


    themselves to me here,” was my next reply,


    “are hid so thoroughly from eyes below,


    belief in their existence must rely


    on faith alone, which our great hope rests on,


    
      75

    


    and substance is our name for it thereby.


    From this belief our reasoning is drawn,


    without seeing more. Since this must be the case,


    evidence we have called it.” Whereupon


    I heard: “If all that human minds embrace
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    as doctrine would be understood this way,


    the sophist’s fallacies would have no place.”


    And then that kindled love went on to say:


    “We have spoken now sufficiently about


    this coin’s alloy and how much it must weigh.
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    But is it in your purse?” My words rang out:


    “It is, so bright and round that I attest


    its genuineness leaves no room for doubt.”


    “This precious gem on which all virtues rest,”


    were the next words from the deep light that was


    
      90

    


    shining there, “how did it come to be possessed


    by you?” I answered: “By the generous


    rain that the Holy Spirit pours upon


    the parchments, both the old and new, and thus


    it is a syllogism that has won


    
      95

    


    my mind and makes all demonstrations seem


    obtuse and pointless by comparison.”


    I heard: “The propositions that you deem


    conclusive, old and new, why assume those


    to be the discourse of the Lord supreme?”
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    “The works that followed are the proof that shows


    their truth,” I said. “For such works nature never


    heats the iron or strikes the anvil’s blows.”


    “And who has made you think that those things ever


    happened? You prove it by the thing,” said he,
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    “whose proof is what you still need to discover.”


    “By far the greatest miracle we see


    is that, without a miracle,” I said,


    “the world was turned to Christianity.


    Hungry and poor, you came to the field to spread
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    the good plant’s seed, a vine in olden days,


    which has become a thornbush now instead.”


    This said, I heard the holy high court raise


    their voices, in their melody that goes


    throughout the spheres, with “God, we give Thee praise.”


    
      115

    


    That baron who examined me on those


    issues had led me, going from bough to bough,


    so far that now the highest leaves were close.


    “The grace that courts your mind has until now


    opened your mouth to speak, and it has made it
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    speak as it should,” he said, “and I allow


    that there is merit in what you have stated.


    Now you must say what you believe, and, too,


    explain how your belief originated.”


    I said: “O holy father, spirit who


    
      125

    


    now see what you believed so passionately


    that you outraced a younger man than you


    to reach the sepulcher, you ask of me


    the essence of my ready faith, and of


    the base on which it rests and came to be.
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    I answer: I believe in God above,


    one, sole, eternal, who, unmoved, moves all


    the heavens with desire and with love.


    Proofs physical and metaphysical


    I have for this, and also proofs that pour
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    down upon me like Heaven’s own rainfall


    through Moses, Psalms, the Prophets, and the four


    Gospels, and all of you who were picked to be


    hallowed by the fiery Spirit in your


    written words. And I believe in three
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    eternal Persons who are one essence, one


    and three with whom both is and are agree.


    The teaching of the Gospel prints upon


    my mind quite often this profound divine


    mystery that I have discoursed on.
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    This is the start, the spark within my mind


    that grows into a living flame and burns


    within me as the stars in Heaven shine.”


    Then, like a lord who, when his man returns


    and tells his tidings, clasps the servant tight,


    
      150

    


    showing his joy at the good news he learns,


    when I was still, the apostolic light


    who’d bade me speak sang blessings on my head


    and circled me three times in joyous flight,


    because he was so pleased with what I’d said.

  

  
    CANTO XXV


    Now if this sacred poem, to which both


    Heaven and Earth set hands, which has made me


    grow leaner through the long years of its growth,


    can ever overcome the cruelty


    
      5

    


    barring me from my sheepfold—I slept there


    as a lamb, foe to the wolves, its enemy—


    with another voice and other fleece to wear


    I will return as a poet and will take


    the wreath at the font of my baptism, where
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    I entered into the faith by which souls make


    themselves known to their God and Peter thus


    later encircled my brow for its sake.


    And now there came our way a luminous


    orb from the ring out of which we’d seen appear
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    the first fruit of the vicars Christ left us.


    “The baron for whose sake the people steer


    their steps to Galicia,” I heard my lady say


    in her great gladness, “Look! Look! He is here.”


    The way a dove lands by his mate to pay


    
      20

    


    court to her, showing his affection there


    by circling her and cooing, was the way


    I saw one of this great and glorious pair


    of princes now receive the other one,


    praising the feast of Heaven that they share.
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    But when their joyful greetings were all done,


    each one stopped, silent, coram me, and they


    were so bright that my sight was overrun.


    Beatrice, with a smile, began to say:


    “Recorder of the generosity
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    spread by our court, illustrious spirit, may


    you make hope sound at this height. It can be:


    you typified it often when Our Lord


    Jesus showed most affection to the three.”


    “Look up and let yourself now be assured.
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    All that comes to us from the world below


    must be struck by our beams and be matured.”


    The second fire soothed me thus, and so


    my eyes were lifted to those hills whose blaze


    had weighed them down just a short while ago.
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    “Because our Emperor wills that through His grace


    you come here before death so that you should


    meet with His counts in His most secret place


    and, having seen the truth of this court, would


    strengthen within yourself and others too
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    the hope that makes the living love the good,


    tell what it is, and how it blossoms through


    your mind”—these words were being spoken by


    the second light—“and whence it came to you.”


    And that compassionate one who’d guided my
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    pinions in achieving their ascent


    to that height said before I could reply:


    “There is no child of the Church Militant


    more hopeful, as is written in the Sun


    whose rays make all our host so radiant.
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    Therefore, he was allowed to journey on


    from Egypt to Jerusalem, to view


    the city before his militance is done.


    Those other points you raise, not to add to


    your own awareness but to have him bring
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    back news of what this virtue means to you,


    I leave to him. They are not challenging


    or grounds for boast. Let him reply, and may


    the grace of God aid him in answering.”


    Just like a student eager to display
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    his worth to his master with a demonstration


    of expertise in what he has to say,


    “Hope,” I said, “is the certain expectation


    of future glory. God’s grace and reward


    for merit we have earned are its foundation.
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    From many stars, to me, this light is poured,


    but first to instill it in my heart was he,


    the sovereign singer of our sovereign Lord.


    His theody says: ‘Let them have hope in Thee


    who know Thy name.’ Not to know it, yet be filled


    
      75

    


    with faith like mine—how could that ever be?


    After he had instilled it, it was instilled


    in me by your epistle, and that same


    rain overflowed in me so that it spilled


    on others.” While I was saying this, there came,
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    like sudden frequent lightning bursts, a flare


    that quivered in the live breast of that flame.


    Then it breathed this: “The burning love I bear


    for the virtue which, until I came to win


    the palm and left the field, was with me there


    
      85

    


    wills that, since hope delights you, I begin


    to speak more, and I would be gratified


    to hear what hope has promised you.” “Within


    the Scriptures, both the old and new provide


    the goal of souls God has befriended, and
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    this points me to the promise,” I replied,


    adding: “Isaiah says that each shall stand


    in his own land in double raiment. Thus,


    for all such souls this sweet life is that land.


    And then your brother, turning to discuss
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    the white robes, gave explicit evidence


    that makes this revelation clear to us.”


    “Sperent in te” was heard almost at once


    when these words had been spoken, at a height


    above us, and the spheres gave the response.


    
      100

    


    Among the rest, one light then shone so bright,


    had Cancer such a crystal there would be


    one winter month of day without a night.


    As a young maiden rises happily


    to join the dance in a show of honor due
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    to the bride, not in a show of vanity,


    so now that brilliant splendor glided through


    the sky toward the two lights that whirled in air


    just as their burning ardor urged them to


    and joined in the performance of that pair,
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    dancing and singing, while my lady stayed


    silent and still as a bride, and watched them there.


    “This is he, the one whose head was laid


    on the breast of our Pelican, this is the one


    to whom, from the Cross, the great charge was conveyed.”
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    Thus did my lady speak. When she was done,


    her gaze was fixed and as unwavering


    as it had been before she had begun.


    Like someone who is bent on witnessing


    the sun’s eclipse, and as he strains to peer
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    he turns his sight into a ruined thing,


    I focused on that latest flaming sphere


    until I heard: “Why daze yourself in vain


    efforts to see what has no place up here?


    My body is earth in earth, and will remain
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    with the rest till we reach the number who


    equal what the eternal plans ordain.


    In all this blessèd cloister, just the two


    lights that ascended have the two robes on.


    Carry this news back to your world with you.”
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    When this voice spoke, the fiery dance was done


    and the sweet mix of sounds had also fled,


    in which three breaths had blended into one,


    as when, to avert a risk that lies ahead


    or to forestall fatigue, a whistle blows


    
      135

    


    and oars that had been pulling hard stop dead.


    Ah, what a tumult in my mind arose


    when I turned round to look at Beatrice


    but I could not see her, though I was close


    to her, and in the world of perfect bliss.

  

  
    CANTO XXVI


    In the midst of my anxiety about


    my blinded eyes, I heard an exhalation


    from the effulgent flame who’d put them out.


    “Until you have achieved the restoration


    
      5

    


    of the sight you have consumed in me,” it said,


    “you should converse by way of compensation.


    Begin with the objective that has led


    your soul this far, and let this comfort you:


    your sight is only dazzled and not dead,


    
      10

    


    for the eyes of the lady who leads you through


    this holy sphere have the ability


    to do what Ananias’ hand could do.”


    “My eyes were gates through which she brought to me


    the fire that burns within. Let her decide,


    
      15

    


    soon or late, when the remedy will be.


    The good by which this court is satisfied


    is the Alpha and Omega of each one


    of the scriptures that Love reads me,” I replied,


    “whether loud or soft.” The voice that had undone


    
      20

    


    my fear at my sudden blindness made me grow


    concerned to speak again and build upon


    what I had said: “Your words now need to go


    through a finer sieve. Tell me by whose intent


    you took aim at this target with your bow.”


    
      25

    


    And I: “By philosophic argument


    and authority that comes from here above,


    such love as this must give me its imprint,


    for good, when seen as good, enkindles love


    in proportion as its goodness is detected,


    
      30

    


    and more the more of good it is made of.


    To that Essence where the good is so perfected


    that other goods which we experience


    are just the light of Its own rays reflected,


    more than to any other, the mind tends,


    
      35

    


    in love—that is, the mind of each of us


    who sees the truth on which this proof depends.


    Such truths as this one are made obvious


    to my intellect by him who leads me to


    the prime love of eternal substances.


    
      40

    


    It was shown when, speaking of Himself, the true


    Author said to Moses: ‘I shall bring


    all good before you.’ It was shown by you


    in your high proclamation’s opening.


    You sound the call of Heaven’s mystery


    
      45

    


    louder than any other heralding.”


    “Through human reason and the authority


    of writings in concurrence, the most high


    of your loves looks toward God,” was said to me,


    “but say if you feel any other tie


    
      50

    


    that draws you toward Him, so that I may know


    how many teeth this love has seized you by.”


    Christ’s eagle was not hesitant to show


    his holy purpose, and he made quite clear


    the way that my profession was to go.


    
      55

    


    So I began: “All things whose bite can steer


    our hearts to God inspire my charity,


    conjoined among the things that I hold dear.


    The world’s life and my own, the death that He


    bore so that I might live, the life above


    
      60

    


    that all believers hope, like me, to see,


    these and the living surety I spoke of


    drew me from where corrupt love’s current flows


    and set me on the shore of proper love.


    The garden the eternal Gardener grows


    
      65

    


    is rich with leaves, and I love every one


    in measure of the good that He bestows


    on each.” Sweet song began when I had done.


    The spirits, with my lady joining in,


    sang “Holy, holy, holy” in unison.


    
      70

    


    As when the rays of morning light begin


    to break sleep and the visual spirit’s stirred


    by the light piercing layers of the skin,


    and he who wakes, with comprehension blurred,


    shrinks from what strikes as sudden and unknown


    
      75

    


    till reason acts to show what has occurred,


    so Beatrice looked at me with eyes that shone


    more than a thousand miles, and the specks were seared


    from my eyes by the brilliance of her own.


    My sight was sharper, with my vision cleared,


    
      80

    


    than ever before. I made an inquiry,


    half-dazed, because a fourth light had appeared.


    “Within those rays,” my lady answered me,


    “the first soul the first Power ever made


    gazes upon its Maker lovingly.”


    
      85

    


    Just as the top part of a bough is swayed


    by a passing wind, then lifts itself up when


    its own internal power is displayed,


    I stood amazed as she was speaking, then


    a burning urge to speak caused me to draw


    
      90

    


    myself up confidently once again


    and say: “O only fruit that the world saw


    born ripe, O you to whom each bride, old sire,


    is both a daughter and daughter-in-law,


    speak to me, I implore with my entire


    
      95

    


    fervor. You know my wish. I will give over,


    so you may sooner grant me my desire.”


    In the same way that we sometimes discover


    how a hidden creature feels, as demonstrated


    by all the movements made beneath its cover,


    
      100

    


    the first soul that had ever been created


    showed through its covering how joyously


    it came to give me pleasure. Then it stated:


    “Without your telling it to me, I see


    your wish more clearly than things your mind knows


    
      105

    


    to what you take to be a certainty.


    I see it in the Mirror of truth, which shows


    the reflection of all other things, although


    Its own reflection nothing can disclose.


    When did God place me there, you wish to know,


    
      110

    


    in the high garden where she readied you


    for the long stairs up which you were to go,


    how long was that joy mine, what was the true


    cause of God’s wrath, and what was the tongue


    that I spoke, which I had created too?


    
      115

    


    Tasting the tree, my son, was not the wrong


    that brought long exile. The sin was the bound


    that had been crossed. Longing to be among


    this council, I waited where your lady found


    Virgil. While I stayed there, four thousand three


    
      120

    


    hundred and two times the sun went round.


    Nine hundred thirty times I was to see


    the sun return to greet its lights in space


    during the earthly days allotted me.


    My language disappeared without a trace


    
      125

    


    before the unperformable enterprise


    that Nimrod’s people tried to put in place.


    Nothing that human reason can devise


    endures, because the human urge pursues


    change, following the changes of the skies.


    
      130

    


    Nature establishes that men should use


    their voices, but the ways in which they do


    nature has left it up to them to choose.


    I was the name, before my going to


    Hell’s grief, for the highest Good that wraps me now


    
      135

    


    within this joy. In later times, they knew


    His name on Earth as El. And this is how


    it should be. Man’s ways are leaves on a tree.


    One falls, another blossoms on the bough.


    On the highest peak that rises from the sea


    
      140

    


    my life was pure, then guilty, while the sun


    moved from the first hour till it came to be


    in the quadrant that comes after the sixth one.”

  

  
    CANTO XXVII


    “Glory be to the Father, to the Son,


    and to the Holy Spirit!” It ravished me,


    this sweet song that all Paradise had begun.


    What I beheld before me seemed to be


    
      5

    


    a smile of the universe. My intoxication


    came through what I could hear and I could see.


    Euphoria! Ineffable exaltation!


    Life perfectly composed of peace and love!


    Wealth without coveting and calculation!


    
      10

    


    The four lit torches faced me still, and of


    the four, one now glowed more than any other.


    It was the one that had been first to move.


    And in its new appearance it looked rather


    like Jupiter, were he and Mars birds and


    
      15

    


    they had exchanged their plumes with one another.


    The Providence that there gives each command


    of time and function saw fit to arrange


    that the blest choir be hushed on every hand.


    “Do not be awed,” I heard, “or think it strange


    
      20

    


    if I change color. As I speak to you,


    you will see the others’ colors also change.


    Upon the Earth the base usurper who


    sits in my place, my place, my place, the chair


    now vacant in the Son of God’s own view,


    
      25

    


    has made my sepulcher a sewer where


    blood and filth flow, so that the perverse one


    who fell from here is comforted down there.”


    All Heaven was suffused then, as is done


    when facing clouds are painted by the long


    
      30

    


    morning or evening rays of a red sun.


    And as an honest lady who is strong


    in virtue will still blush, should she receive


    news of another person doing wrong,


    so Beatrice seemed now, and I believe


    
      35

    


    such an eclipse occurred in Heaven when


    the suffering of the Almighty made it grieve.


    When the light started speaking once again,


    its voice became so different that its tone


    was no less altered than its look had been.


    
      40

    


    “Christ’s bride was never nourished on my own


    and Linus’s and Cletus’s blood,” it said,


    “to gain gold. No, it was for this alone,


    to gain this joyous life, that Sixtus bled


    and Pius, Calixtus, and Urban suffered it


    
      45

    


    after so many tears of theirs were shed.


    We never meant that Christian folk should sit


    with some on our successors’ right and some


    sitting upon their left side, opposite,


    or that the keys I was given should become


    
      50

    


    the symbol on a battle flag for war


    against the baptized souls of Christendom,


    or that my face should be a signet for


    false privileges sold, which causes me


    to often blush and flash sparks from my core.


    
      55

    


    Ravening wolves in shepherd’s clothes, as we


    can see from here, fill every field. Ah, Sire,


    defend Your people! Why do You let this be?


    Those of Cahors and Gascony conspire


    to drink our blood. From such a start, to go


    
      60

    


    down finally to a doom so very dire!


    But Providence, which in Rome with Scipio


    preserved the glory of the world, bids fair


    to aid us soon. I feel this will be so.


    And you, my son, whose mortal weight must bear


    
      65

    


    you back to Earth, do not conceal what I


    do not conceal, but speak when you are there.”


    As when the heavenly Goat’s horn is touched by


    the sun, and flakes of frozen vapor thus


    fill up the air and fall down from the sky,


    
      70

    


    the ether was adorned as numerous


    triumphant vapor flakes began to rise,


    souls that had sojourned for a while with us.


    I followed their ascent up through the skies


    until too great a space had been created


    
      75

    


    for me to follow farther with my eyes.


    On noting that I had been liberated


    from gazing up, my lady said to me:


    “Look down and see how far you have rotated.”


    I’d crossed the first clime’s arc entirely,


    
      80

    


    midpoint to end, since I’d looked down before.


    Beyond Cádiz, on this side, I could see


    the track through which Ulysses madly tore;


    on that side, near to where Europa made


    sweet burden of herself upon the shore.


    
      85

    


    More of our threshing floor would have been displayed


    had not the sun beneath my feet moved, by


    a sign and more, away from where I stayed.


    Ever attendant on my lady, my


    enamored mind, now more than ever, was


    
      90

    


    aflame to see her again. And if the eye


    were stalked by lures that art or nature has


    to capture it and captivate the mind


    with human flesh or painted images,


    they’d seem as nothing, if they all combined,


    
      95

    


    to the divine delight that shone on me


    when my eyes and her smiling face aligned.


    The power her gaze gave me let me be


    drawn from Leda’s lovely nest, to go


    into the sphere that moves most rapidly.


    
      100

    


    Its fastest and most exalted parts are so


    equal that I cannot tell just where


    Beatrice chose to position me, although,


    knowing my wish, she began to speak, and wear


    a smile of such delight upon her face


    
      105

    


    that God’s own joy seemed to be shining there.


    “The order of the universe holds in place


    the fixed still center, and has stimulated


    all else to circle round it from this base.


    This heaven has no where, but is located


    
      110

    


    in God’s mind, where the love by which it goes


    is kindled and its power precipitated.


    It circles the others. Love and light enclose


    it in a circle. How this is, He who


    encloses is the only one that knows.


    
      115

    


    It takes no motion from what others do,


    but it provides the measures for each sphere,


    as ten is factored by the five and two.


    And how in such a pot as you see here


    the roots of time will grow, while its leaves bud


    
      120

    


    in all the other ones, may now be clear.


    O greed, submerging those of flesh and blood


    into your depths so none have strength to bring


    eyes high enough to see above the flood!


    In men the will enjoys good blossoming,


    
      125

    


    but then unending rain pours down, and so


    the ripening plum becomes a rotted thing.


    Young children are the only ones who know


    true faith and innocence, both of which flee


    before hair on the cheeks begins to grow.


    
      130

    


    One, while he still lisps, fasts observantly,


    then wolfs down all he fancies later on,


    no matter what month, when his tongue is free.


    Another, while he still lisps, dotes upon


    and heeds his mother, but with speech refined


    
      135

    


    he cannot wait to see her dead and gone.


    Dark grows the fair-skinned hue of humankind


    exposed to the daughter, in her seductiveness,


    of him who brings day and leaves night behind.


    Consider, lest you be surprised at this,


    
      140

    


    on Earth you see the human family stray,


    since there’s no one to govern. Nonetheless,


    before all January slips away


    from winter, since the world below ignores


    the hundredth, light from these high spheres will ray


    
      150

    


    the long-awaited storm down with a force


    that turns the sterns to where the prows are now,


    the fleet will start to sail on its true course


    and good fruit follow blossoms on the bough.”

  

  
    CANTO XXVIII


    Soon as the lady who emparadises


    my mind had spoken bitter truths concerning


    mankind’s present wretchedness and vices,


    as one looks in a mirror at a burning


    
      5

    


    double-wicked torch behind him, one that he


    had not seen or expected, and then, turning


    to see if the mirror and the truth agree,


    he discovers that they are aligned


    as are a song’s notes with its melody,


    
      10

    


    so did I gaze—I have it fixed in mind—


    into the lovely eyes from which Love made


    the cord that has ensnared me in its bind.


    When I turned, and my eyes met what’s displayed


    in the fullness of that ever-spinning sphere


    
      15

    


    whenever close attention has been paid


    to its revolving, I saw a Point appear,


    emitting such sharp light that every eye


    must close against a brightness so severe.


    Whichever star looks smallest in our sky


    
      20

    


    would seem to be a moon, were it to sit


    beside this, like a star with a star nearby.


    As close, perhaps, as is a halo, lit


    by the light that it encircles, to its glow


    when the mist’s densest that composes it,


    
      25

    


    such distance from the Point, and spinning so


    fast it would pass the fastest-traveling


    sphere that girds the universe, was the show


    of a flaming circle, wrapped by a second ring,


    that by the third, that by the fourth, that one


    
      30

    


    by the fifth, and that with the sixth following.


    Juno’s messenger, if she had gone


    full circle, could not have encapsulated


    the widely spread-out seventh. Thereupon


    there came the eighth and ninth. Each one rotated


    
      35

    


    more slowly as it was sequentially


    farther from where the first one was located.


    The one whose flame had the most clarity


    was the nearest one to the pure spark, because


    that spark entruths it more, it seems to me.


    
      40

    


    My lady saw how curious I was,


    and eager. “On that point,” I heard her say,


    “the heavens depend, as all of nature does.


    See the ring nearest it, so that you may


    realize that its great speed is spurred by


    
      45

    


    the burning love that moves it on its way.”


    “Were the universe arranged in the order I


    see in those wheels, what is before my eyes,”


    my answer then began, “would satisfy.


    But in the world of sense it’s otherwise,


    
      50

    


    where orbits may be seen as more divine


    the farther from the center each one lies.


    Thus, in this wondrous and angelic shrine


    whose boundaries are love and light alone,


    to find fulfillment of this wish of mine


    
      55

    


    it’s necessary that you make it known


    why form and copy fail to coincide,


    for I can’t comprehend it on my own.”


    “It’s no surprise that you have not untied


    this knot with your own fingers, for it grew


    
      60

    


    tight over time from never being tried,”


    my lady said, and then went on: “If you


    seek satisfaction, take what I am going


    to say and hone your wits upon it too.


    Each corporal sphere is wide or narrow, owing


    
      65

    


    to whether a greater or lesser degree


    of virtue in each one of them is flowing.


    Greater good brings greater benignity,


    greater benignity takes greater size


    when all parts are perfected equally.


    
      70

    


    This sphere, then, that sweeps with it, as it flies,


    the rest of creation, corresponds to the ring


    that loves and knows most. You will realize,


    therefore, if you proceed to measuring


    not by the whirling rings that strike your sense,


    
      75

    


    but by the virtue that is flourishing


    within them, there is wondrous consonance


    of greater with more, smaller with less, between


    each of the heavens and its Intelligence.”


    As the hemisphere of air remains serene


    
      80

    


    and splendid after Boreas has blown


    from the softer of his cheeks, whereby the screen


    of mist is cleared away and we are shown


    the incomparable beauties of the high


    heaven smiling from its every zone,


    
      85

    


    so with my lady’s clear response did I


    now feel, on hearing truth that clarifies


    as vividly as stars shine in the sky.


    When she had ceased to speak, not otherwise


    than as sparks leap from molten iron, poured


    
      90

    


    lights from those fiery circles in the skies.


    Each of the sparks proceeded in accord


    with its own ring, their number thousanding


    more than the doubling squares of a chessboard.


    From choir to choir I heard Hosanna ring


    
      95

    


    to the fixed Point that fastens them to their


    ubi, where then, now, always they all cling.


    “Look at the first two rings,” my lady, aware


    of my mind’s perplexity, now said, “and know


    the Seraphim and Cherubim are there.


    
      100

    


    They swiftly seek their bonds, in hopes to grow


    as like the Point as they can. As their sight grows


    more sublime in viewing it, they can do so.


    Now see the loves that whirl around them. Those


    are known as Thrones of the divine aspect,


    
      105

    


    and they bring the first triad to its close.


    Know they are all delighted to reflect


    upon the depth to which their sight is sent


    into the truth that calms each intellect.


    Thus, blessedness is based, it’s evident,


    
      110

    


    upon the act of seeing, not upon


    the act of loving, which is subsequent.


    Their vision’s measure is merit, which is begun


    and birthed by grace and good will. So we see,


    from grade to grade, the progression going on.


    
      115

    


    From these we come to the next trinity


    that blooms in endless springtime which Aries


    does not despoil by night, perpetually


    singing Hosanna as three melodies


    sound triply in the threefold ranks of bliss


    
      120

    


    that form this group. The next divinities


    are in this hierarchy. The first set is


    Dominions, and then Virtues following,


    with Powers the last of these. And after this,


    in the two penultimate circles, orbiting


    
      125

    


    Principalities and Archangels dance,


    with playful Angels filling the last ring.


    All of these orders gaze up and dispense


    their power down, with all drawn, as they view,


    toward God while drawing others. With intense


    
      130

    


    desire Dionysius turned to


    studying these orders until he


    named and classified them as I do.


    Later Gregory saw it differently,


    yet, waking in this heaven, eyes unsealed


    
      135

    


    at last, he laughed at his inaccuracy.


    That the words of a mortal man could yield


    such hidden truths should not amaze you, for


    the one who saw these rings up here revealed


    all this about them to him, and much more.”

  

  
    CANTO XXIX


    When the horizon’s belted by the pair


    of Latona’s children, covered here


    by the Ram Aries and by Libra there,


    for just as long as these two will appear


    
      5

    


    in balance at the zenith, till we see


    each move into the other’s hemisphere,


    for just that long was Beatrice silently


    lit with a smile as her intent gaze fell


    on the Point that had overpowered me.


    
      10

    


    Then she said: “What you wish to hear, I tell,


    not ask, for I have seen it in the center


    that holds each ubi, each quando as well.


    Not for what cannot be, which is to render


    Himself more good, but that, shining above


    
      15

    


    upon Himself reflectively, His splendor


    might say ‘Subsisto,’ past the boundaries of


    time and all else, in His eternity,


    just as it pleased Him that eternal love


    opened new loves. Nor before this was He


    
      20

    


    languid. Till God moved on these waters, no


    before or after had yet come to be.


    Matter and form, each pure, both joined just so,


    came into being without flaw, just as


    three arrows are launched from a three-stringed bow.


    
      25

    


    Through crystal or through amber or through glass


    light moves so quickly that from when it came


    to when we see it shine, no time will pass.


    The Lord’s threefold creation was the same.


    The ray it flashed was instantaneous,


    
      30

    


    without a pause or sequence. In the frame


    of order fashioned for the substances,


    those created by pure act were made


    the summit of the universe, just as


    pure potency was set at the lowest grade,


    
      35

    


    and, in the middle, act and potency


    tied with a bond that nothing can unbraid.


    Jerome wrote that a near eternity


    passed between when angels were created


    and the balance of the universe came to be,


    
      40

    


    but the scribes of the Holy Ghost have clearly stated


    the truth on many a page, as is evident


    if you look there with your mind concentrated.


    And reason sees it too, to an extent.


    Why would the movers be so long without


    
      45

    


    fulfilling their perfection as was meant?


    I’ve told the when, the where, the how, about


    the creation of these loves. With what you know,


    three flames of your desire have been put out.


    Faster than counting to twenty, long ago


    
      50

    


    some of the angels plummeted from this height


    and roiled the bedrock of your Earth below.


    The rest remained, and with profound delight


    began their work as you have witnessed it,


    ever unceasing in their circling flight.


    
      55

    


    The fall was caused by the accursèd fit


    of pride in him whom you saw with the weight


    of all the world pressed on him in the pit.


    These you see here were quick to celebrate,


    humbly, the Good that saw fit to instill


    
      60

    


    within them an intelligence so great,


    through which illuminating grace came, till


    their vision was exalted, and this, plus


    their merit, makes them full and firm of will.


    Believe this, and do not be dubious:


    
      65

    


    as the heart leans toward it, to that degree


    receiving grace is meritorious.


    If you have reaped my words, you now should be


    ready enough, without more intervention,


    for contemplating this consistory.


    
      70

    


    But since your earthly colleges’ contention


    is still that angels’ nature is a thing


    of memory and will and comprehension,


    I will speak further, so that I may bring


    clarity where they’ve sown obfuscation


    
      75

    


    with their equivocating lecturing.


    These substances, since they found exhilaration


    in God’s face, by which all things are detected,


    have never wavered from Its contemplation,


    and since their sight has never been deflected


    
      80

    


    by a new object, they need never make


    tries to retrieve a thought that’s disconnected.


    Down there on Earth men dream while they’re awake.


    Some think they speak truth. Some know better, so


    they bear more shame, and have more blame to take.


    
      85

    


    When they philosophize, men don’t all go


    down the same path, so much are they enchanted


    by shiny surface and the love of show.


    But this provokes less anger and is granted


    greater indulgence here than when we see


    
      90

    


    that Scripture is perverted or is scanted.


    They scant the blood it costs for it to be


    sown in the world and the pleasure that is found


    in one who clasps it in humility.


    Each strives for novelty. Preachers expound


    
      95

    


    these wild ideas and spread them far and wide.


    About the Gospel no one makes a sound.


    One natters that when Christ was crucified


    the moon reversed and blocked the light that shone


    down from the sun. When he said this, he lied.


    
      100

    


    The light had hid itself all on its own,


    and this eclipse came to India and came


    to Spain, not to Jerusalem alone.


    Florence has fewer men who bear the name


    of Lapo or Bindo than tales like that one,


    
      105

    


    which all year long the parish priests proclaim,


    so the poor sheep come home from pasture none


    the wiser, but their ignorance, having fed


    on wind, does not excuse the harm that’s done.


    To His first followers Christ never said


    
      110

    


    ‘Go forth and preach some nonsense to all men,’


    but based His word upon the truth instead.


    And on their lips that word was sounding when


    they fought to kindle faith, and all they bore


    for shields and lances was the Gospel then.


    
      115

    


    Now priests go forth to make the people roar


    with jokes and japes. When getting a robust


    response, their cowls puff, they ask nothing more.


    A bird nests in the hood’s tip. If they just


    could look at it, the folk would be aware


    
      120

    


    of the kind of pardoning in which they trust.


    And out of it such folly’s grown down there,


    they swallow without proof or guarantee


    any promise plucked from empty air.


    On this we see the pig of Saint Anthony


    
      125

    


    grow fat, while, mired in grosser piggishness,


    others pay out in unstamped currency.


    But now we have no more time to digress.


    Turn your eyes back to where the true path goes,


    to make the way short as the time grows less.


    
      130

    


    In numbers this angelic nature grows


    so vast, no mortal man’s imagination,


    in thought or word, can count as high as those.


    And Daniel, if you read his revelation,


    mentions his thousands, but in what he writes


    
      135

    


    conceals any precise enumeration.


    All of them receive the primal Light’s


    illumining in as many variants


    as there are splendors with whom It unites.


    Thus, since affection is the consequence


    
      140

    


    of knowing, love’s sweetness is diversified,


    with some lights more and others less intense.


    See now the eternal Good, how high and wide


    It is, since It reflects Its light within


    so many mirrors, but is unified,


    
      145

    


    one in Itself, as It has always been.”

  

  
    CANTO XXX


    About six thousand miles away from here


    the sixth hour glows, and this world’s shadow lies


    sloped now into a level bed, or near,


    while deep above us in the morning skies


    
      5

    


    the middle of Heaven alters and the light


    of various stars is fading from our eyes,


    the sun’s handmaid whose light is the most bright


    advances as Heaven is extinguishing


    its lamps, and even the fairest leaves our sight.


    
      10

    


    Likewise, the triumph ever reveling


    round the Point that conquered me, which seems to be


    encompassed by what It is encompassing,


    was fading from my vision gradually.


    I turned to look at Beatrice, urged by


    
      15

    


    love and the lack of anything to see.


    If everything, up to this point, that I


    have said in praise of her were to be blended


    into one song, it would not satisfy


    my need. The beauty I beheld transcended


    
      20

    


    all measure in our reach. No one, I vow,


    except its Author can have comprehended


    its full joy. At this pass my head must bow,


    for never did tragic or comic poet find


    himself blocked by his theme as I am now.


    
      25

    


    As the sun makes the weakest eyes half blind,


    the memory of her sweet smile deals a blow


    that shears from me the functions of my mind.


    My song of her, from that day long ago


    when I first saw her face in this life, till


    
      30

    


    this present vision, kept a constant flow,


    but my pursuit ends here. My verses will


    cease singing of her beauty, as must be done


    when artists reach the limits of their skill.


    I leave her to a greater clarion


    
      35

    


    than mine, as I turn all my strength to write


    my arduous theme’s conclusion. She went on,


    sounding and acting like a leader quite


    certain her task’s complete: “From the greatest of


    bodies we’ve come to the heaven of pure light,


    
      40

    


    light that is intellectual, filled with love,


    love of true goodness, filled with ecstasies,


    ecstasies past all sweetness, far above.


    Both of Paradise’s soldieries,


    one of them in the raiment it will bring


    
      45

    


    to the last judgment—you shall witness these.”


    Like a quick flash of lightning scattering


    the visual spirits, leaving them confounded


    so that they cannot see the clearest thing,


    so all at once my senses were astounded,


    
      50

    


    my vision veiled by the effulgent flare


    of living light by which I was surrounded.


    “The love that calms this heaven, to prepare


    the candle for the flame, invariably


    thus greets all those it takes into its care.”


    
      55

    


    No sooner had these few words entered me


    than I became aware that I had been


    empowered past my own ability,


    and such was the new vision lit within


    my eyes that there is no light that can show


    
      60

    


    brightness so strong they could not take it in.


    Now I saw light formed like a river go


    in gleaming splendor. On both sides of it


    painted hues gave blooms a springtime glow,


    and now I saw the stream of light emit


    
      65

    


    live sparks, and on the flowers they all fell,


    like rubies set in gold. After a bit,


    as if intoxicated by the smell,


    they dove back in. I saw new ones emerge


    as others plunged into the wondrous swell.


    
      70

    


    “The high desire that now inflames your urge


    to know the meanings of the things you see


    pleases me more the more I see it surge,


    and yet before such thirst in you can be


    quenched, you must drink this water first.” This was


    
      75

    


    said by the sun that fills my eyes, and she


    went on to say: “The stream, the smiling grass,


    the leaping topazes are nothing more


    than all of their truths’ shadowy prefaces.


    They are not in themselves unripened, for


    
      80

    


    the defect is not theirs, but yours instead,


    because your sight still lacks the strength to soar.”


    No infant who has stayed asleep in bed


    later than usual ever was intent


    on milk with greater hunger to be fed


    
      85

    


    than the urgency I felt then as I bent,


    to make my eyes still better mirrors, to


    the river flowing for our betterment.


    Soon as the eaves of my two eyelids drew


    deeply from it, its length seemed modified


    
      90

    


    into a circle. Then, as people who


    attend a ball, where all their faces hide


    behind masks, appear different when they pull


    them off and put false semblances aside,


    so into a much greater festival


    
      95

    


    the sparks and flowers were transformed. I saw


    both courts of Heaven now made visible.


    Magnificence of God, through which I saw


    the true kingdom in triumph, grant that I


    may have the power of telling how I saw!


    
      100

    


    On the Creator shines a light whereby


    He is visible to His creatures, all who are


    only at peace when they see Him on high.


    It spreads itself in a vast circular


    shape such that, if girdled round the sun,


    
      105

    


    its circumference would be too great by far.


    What can be seen of it appears as one


    ray that is reflected from the height


    of the Primum Mobile, which draws upon


    that ray for power and movement. As, at the sight


    
      110

    


    of itself mirrored in water, a hill appears


    to view its grass and flowers with delight,


    so, mirrored now in more than a thousand tiers,


    there sat, above the light in surrounding rows,


    all those of us who’ve won throughout the years


    
      115

    


    return there. If the lowest rank can enclose


    so great a light, what a vast expanse must be


    out in the farthest petals of this rose!


    Its breadth and height did not bedazzle me.


    My eyes took in the bliss of that array


    
      120

    


    in all its quantity and quality.


    Near and far neither add nor take away.


    Where God rules with no mediator, there


    the laws of nature have no part to play.


    To the eternal rose’s yellow, where


    
      125

    


    it rises in ranks, expands, breathes praise’s scent


    to the Sun that makes the spring endlessly fair,


    I, like someone silent with the intent


    to speak, was drawn by Beatrice: “Behold


    how vast,” she said, “is the white-robed complement!


    
      130

    


    See how our city’s spacious realms unfold,


    see how our seats are filled, and see how few


    of the seats are held for those not yet enrolled.


    That high seat that you stare at, owing to


    the crown above it, is one a soul will fill


    
      135

    


    before this wedding feast will welcome you—


    great Henry, who will be imperial


    on Earth and come to straighten Italy,


    though she remains unready for it still.


    You are all bewitched by blind cupidity


    
      140

    


    that makes you like a little baby who


    rejects the breast in hunger’s misery.


    The sacred forum will be given to


    a prefect who by darkness and by light


    will not go with him down one avenue,


    
      145

    


    whom God will not let long enjoy the might


    of the holy seat. He will be thrust down where


    Simon Magus is suffering by right,


    driving the one from Alagna deeper there.”

  

  
    CANTO XXXI


    In the form of a white rose, the sanctified


    soldiery unfolded to my sight.


    Christ, with His blood, had made all these His bride.


    The other host, meanwhile, who in their flight


    
      5

    


    behold and sing the glory of Him who


    in His great goodness raised them to this height,


    just like a swarm of bees that plunge into


    the flowers and then fly back suddenly


    to where their labor is made sweet, now flew


    
      10

    


    down into the great rose’s panoply


    of petals, and then flew up to the zone


    where their love dwells for all eternity.


    With hues of living flame their faces shone,


    their wings were gold, all the rest blazonings


    
      15

    


    of brighter white than snow has ever known.


    Descending through the flower’s many rings,


    all round they spread the peace and ardent love


    they’d gathered by the beating of their wings.


    In no way did the interposing of


    
      20

    


    that throng between flower and illumination


    block vision or the splendor from above,


    for God’s light spreads itself throughout creation,


    as each part merits, with such mighty rays


    that nothing can prevent their penetration.


    
      25

    


    Teeming with souls from old and modern days,


    this joyous, secure realm was pleased to show


    one object all its love and constant gaze.


    O triune Light, whose sight contents them so,


    sparkling in one star to their satisfaction,


    
      30

    


    look down upon our tempest here below!


    If the barbarians, coming from that section


    of Earth where Helice wheels eternally


    with the son whom she shows such great affection,


    on reaching Rome were stupefied to see


    
      35

    


    its monumental works, when the Lateran


    surpassed all mortal things, then what of me,


    coming to divinity from man,


    to eternity from the passing day, and from


    Florence to a just, sane people—can


    
      40

    


    one comprehend how I was overcome?


    Joyful and awed, I was content to be


    saying and hearing nothing. Just as some


    pilgrim, in the shrine he’d vowed to see,


    stands refreshed, looks round, and thinks of when


    
      45

    


    he will describe it, so I carefully


    let my eyes pierce the living light just then,


    gazing through all the ranks, each in its place,


    now up, now down, now circling round again.


    I saw persuasion to love in many a face,


    
      50

    


    lit with their own smiles and Another’s glow,


    and movements made with dignity and grace.


    I’d not yet fixed on any part, although


    my gaze by now had formed a general sense


    of the way Paradise was planned, and so


    
      55

    


    I turned with new-lit passion to commence


    soliciting my lady to provide


    answers to things that held me in suspense.


    I sought one, but another one replied.


    I thought I would see Beatrice, but there


    
      60

    


    stood an old man in saint’s robes at my side.


    His eyes and both his cheeks glowed with an air


    of benign bliss. In his aspect I could see


    signs of a tenderhearted father’s care.


    And “Where is she?” I asked him instantly.


    
      65

    


    “Beatrice called me from my place so you


    might be conveyed to your goal’s end,” said he.


    “Look up to the third-highest ring, and view


    her sitting there upon her throne by right,


    which her own merit has assigned her to.”


    
      70

    


    Silent, I raised my eyes and fixed my sight


    upon her, seated, making a crown for


    herself with reflected rays of eternal light.


    No mortal eye’s been so far from the roar


    of thunder’s highest zone, even though it were


    
      75

    


    dropped down onto the deepest ocean floor,


    as mine from Beatrice, yet this did not stir


    concern, because there was no medium


    to blur the image that I had of her.


    “O lady, whom my hope takes its strength from,


    
      80

    


    you who have suffered your footsteps to trace


    Hell’s floor to save me for the life to come,


    your power and your goodness I embrace,


    knowing that all I have been given to see


    derives from them its efficacy and grace.


    
      85

    


    You brought me out of bondage, set me free


    through every path, wherever it might wind,


    through every power you had. Sustain in me


    your great munificence, so you may find


    this soul you have made fit to be redeemed


    
      90

    


    pleasing when it has left its flesh behind.”


    This was my prayer. As far off as she seemed,


    she smiled and looked at me, then turned away,


    back to where the eternal fountain streamed.


    “So your journey’s perfect consummation may


    
      95

    


    be realized, holy love and prayer have sent


    me here,” I heard the holy elder say.


    “Now let your eyes play over the extent


    of this garden, to prepare your vision thus


    to climb up through God’s ray in your ascent.


    
      100

    


    I burn with love for Heaven’s queen. Because


    I am her faithful servant Bernard, she


    is certain to grant every grace to us.”


    As a Croatian, say, will come to see


    our Veronica, having waited to


    
      105

    


    see it so long he stares insatiably,


    but thinks, the whole time that it is on view,


    “Lord Jesus Christ, true God that I revere,


    is this face here before me really You?”—


    such was my feeling as I stood to peer


    
      110

    


    at that living love whose contemplation led


    to his tasting of that peace while still down here.


    “Son of grace, if your gaze is limited


    to this low level, you will not have known


    this joyous state of being,” he then said.


    
      115

    


    “Look to the highest circles, see the throne


    where the queen sits, to whom from everyone


    all devotion and all fealty is shown.”


    I raised my eyes. As, when day’s just begun,


    the eastern part of the horizon shows


    
      120

    


    more vivid light than that side where the sun


    declines, now, like a man whose vision goes


    from vale to peak, I saw a much brighter light


    than all the rest, at the far part of the rose.


    And as the point where we await the sight


    
      125

    


    of the chariot that Phaëthon failed to guide


    flames brightest, shading lights to left and right,


    the peaceful oriflamme was vivified


    most at its center, with the moderation


    of its flame equally on either side.


    
      130

    


    Angels with wings stretched were in celebration


    at midpoint, more than a thousand, each of these


    distinct in action and illumination.


    There was a beauty there that I saw please


    the eyes of all the other saints when she


    
      135

    


    smiled at the angels’ games and melodies.


    If my words’ wealth could match my treasury


    of images, I’d never dare try to


    tell her delights, even to the least degree.


    Seeing my fixed, intent eyes hold in view


    
      140

    


    the object of his zeal, Bernard once more


    turned his eyes there with such love that I grew


    more ardent in my gazing than before.

  

  
    CANTO XXXII


    Absorbed in his joy, that contemplative


    with blest words undertook to tutor me.


    Thus ran the lesson he began to give:


    “The wound that Mary closed and anointed, she


    
      5

    


    who sits there at her feet in loveliness


    had opened and inflicted. As you see,


    below her, in the order formed by this,


    the third rank, there is Rachel. Seated in


    the chair beside her, there is Beatrice.


    
      10

    


    Sarah and Rebecca, Judith, then


    the great-grandmother of that singer who


    cried “Miserere mei” for his sin,


    you may observe them all as I go through


    the rose’s petals and the eye progresses


    
      15

    


    through the tiers, and I name each one for you.


    Down to the seventh circle a line passes,


    and rises to that same point from below,


    of Hebrew women, parting the flower’s tresses.


    Depending on which way faith looked to show


    
      20

    


    its love of Christ, they form the boundary


    between the sacred staircases, and so


    on this side, where the bloom is totally


    ripened, sit those whose faith in Christ is from


    times when His coming was still prophecy.


    
      25

    


    The other, with half circles split by some


    vacant seats, has those whose vision was


    focused upon Christ after He had come.


    And just as on this side the glorious


    seat of Our Lady and those under it


    
      30

    


    divide the rose into its halves, so does


    the seat of great John on the opposite,


    who, always holy, bore the wilderness


    and martyrdom, then two years in Hell’s pit.


    Below him in a line, as tiers progress,


    
      35

    


    sit Francis, Benedict, Augustine, and


    others, down to here. Let it impress


    your mind to see how deeply God has planned.


    Both aspects of the faith will populate


    this garden equally. And understand,


    
      40

    


    down from the level you see separate


    the two dividing lines, the souls that fill


    those seats have never merited their fate,


    but others’ actions made it possible,


    under fixed conditions, that they be


    
      45

    


    set free from sin before they had free will.


    If you will listen and look carefully,


    their childish voices and their very young


    faces will show you this reality.


    You are in doubt, and doubt has stilled your tongue,


    
      50

    


    but I am now preparing to unlace


    the knot your subtle thoughts have tightly strung.


    In all this vast domain, there is no trace


    of chance to be discovered, any more


    than sorrow, thirst, and hunger have a place,


    
      55

    


    because whatever your eyes may explore


    is subject to eternal governance.


    The ring fits on the finger it’s made for.


    To these souls that to this true life came hence


    too soon, not sine causa it applies


    
      60

    


    greater and lesser grades of excellence.


    The King through whom this kingdom wholly lies


    in such great love and great joy that there is


    no will that dares to wish it otherwise,


    creating all minds in His own mind’s bliss,


    
      65

    


    bestows His grace upon us variously,


    as He pleases. Let the fact suffice for this.


    And you can clearly and expressly see


    this shown in Scripture with the twins who there


    within their mother showed hostility.


    
      70

    


    Thus it is right that each one’s proper share


    of grace, his chaplet of the loftiest light,


    is reckoned by the color of his hair.


    Whether they spent their days in doing right


    does not determine placement. Their gradation


    
      75

    


    comes from the keenness of their inborn sight.


    In early times of human generation


    their parents’ faith sufficed, with their own core


    of innocence, to bring them to salvation.


    Then, after the first centuries were no more,


    
      80

    


    young males required circumcision so


    their innocent wings might strengthen and then soar.


    But since the age of grace has come, we know


    that, lacking perfect baptism in Christ,


    such innocence has been detained below.


    
      85

    


    Look at the face that most resembles Christ,


    for it is only by its radiant light


    that you can be prepared to look at Christ.”


    Such joy rained down upon her, in my sight,


    borne by those holy minds which Deity


    
      90

    


    created to be flying at that height,


    that nothing I had witnessed previously


    had held me in such breathless marveling


    or looked so much like God Himself to me.


    The love that once came down began to sing


    
      95

    


    “Ave Maria, gratia plena” and was


    before her with his wings spread, hovering.


    To the divine chant came a unanimous


    response from the blest court, and each face grew


    even more serenely luminous.


    
      100

    


    “O holy father, who are so willing to


    assist me that you left your seat and came


    from the sweet place that eternal lot gives you,


    who is that angel there, what is his name


    who looks at our queen with such joy, the one


    
      105

    


    so enamored that he seems to be aflame?”


    Thus I sought instruction, as I’d done


    before, from him whom Mary beautified


    as the morning star’s embellished by the sun.


    “All elegance and honorable pride


    
      110

    


    that soul or angel can contain are shown


    in him, as we would wish it,” he replied.


    “He brought the palm to Mary to make known


    the tidings of the Son of God’s intent


    to make the burden of our flesh His own.


    
      115

    


    But follow with your eyes as I present


    to you the great patricians who compose


    this empire of the just and reverent.


    Now lift your vision up to look at those


    seated by our Augusta in their bliss.


    
      120

    


    They are, one might say, two roots of this rose.


    To her left sits the father whose remiss


    indulgence in rash tasting served to doom


    humanity to taste such bitterness.


    The Holy Church’s ancient father, whom


    
      125

    


    you see there at her right side, is the one


    Christ gave the keys of this, the fairest bloom.


    Next, he who saw, before his life was done,


    the years of grief that would be suffered by


    the fair bride who with nails and spear was won.


    
      130

    


    At the other’s side that leader sits whose eye


    oversaw the fickle, thankless, stubborn race


    that fed upon the manna from on high.


    See Anne across from Peter. Sitting in place,


    singing Hosanna, she is content to be


    
      135

    


    steadily gazing at her daughter’s face.


    Across from the father of our family


    see Lucia, who urged your lady forth


    when, head bent, you were racing rapidly


    toward ruin. But your vision’s time grows short,


    
      140

    


    so let us stop here, following the ways


    of tailors who cut gowns to fit the cloth,


    and turn to the primal Love, so that your gaze


    upon Him may, as much as it can do,


    penetrate the brilliance of His rays.


    
      145

    


    But lest it chance that you fall back when you,


    moving your wings, think progress may be made,


    grace must be gained through prayer alone, grace through


    the Lady with the power to give you aid.


    With loving feeling follow what I say,


    
      150

    


    that from my speech your heart will not have strayed.”


    Then with these blest words he began to pray:

  

  
    CANTO XXXIII


    “Virgin mother, daughter of your son,


    humblest of creatures and most venerated,


    fixed goal of the eternal plan, the one


    by whom our human nature was elevated


    
      5

    


    so that its Maker scorned not to submit


    to making Himself one of His created,


    within your womb the great love was relit


    whose warmth propelled this flower’s seed to be


    grown in eternal peace and bloom in it.


    
      10

    


    You are the noonday torch of charity


    for us here, and to mortals you supply


    a font of hope that flows perpetually.


    Great and puissant lady, all who try


    to find God’s grace without you have essayed


    
      15

    


    to urge a wingless wish into the sky.


    Not only does your loving kindness aid


    all who appeal, but oftentimes you bless


    with grace before the plea is even made.


    In you is mercy, in you tenderness,


    
      20

    


    in you munificence, and in you, too,


    all virtues any creature could possess.


    This man, who from the pit of Hell up through


    to this great height has witnessed all the ways


    the souls live, one by one, has come to you


    
      25

    


    in hopes to find the power that will raise


    him even higher as his eyes are turned


    toward the ultimate salvation through your grace.


    And I, who for my vision never burned


    more than I do for his, pray this may be


    
      30

    


    sufficient, and pray all my prayers have earned


    your mercy, that his mists of mortality,


    O Queen, will by your own prayers be dispelled


    so the supreme Joy may be his to see.


    And since your every wish can be fulfilled


    
      35

    


    through your own power, allow the preservation


    of his affections when It has been beheld.


    Protect him from all human inclination.


    See Beatrice and so many saints with her


    clasp hands to join with me in supplication.”


    
      40

    


    Those eyes God loves and reverences were


    showing us how those who devoutly pray


    please her: fixed first on her petitioner,


    they turned to the eternal Light. We may


    not doubt there is no other creature who


    
      45

    


    could gaze on It in so direct a way.


    As I was drawing ever nearer to


    the end of all desires, as it ought


    the great intensity of my ardor grew.


    Bernard, smiling, with a signal sought


    
      50

    


    to have me look up, but without need, for


    I was already doing as he taught,


    because my sight, which was becoming pure,


    was entering the beam of that great Light


    which is Itself true. Rising more and more,


    
      55

    


    it passed what speech can show, for such a sight


    outruns what speech can hold, and memory then


    cannot hold such excess. As someone might


    behold things in a dream, and even when


    he wakes, the passions that it stirred will stay


    
      60

    


    though he cannot recall the rest again,


    my vision almost wholly fades away,


    but the sweetness it engendered, even so,


    is being distilled in my heart to this day.


    The sun melts what’s imprinted in the snow.


    
      65

    


    The Sybil’s prophecies, penned on light leaves,


    are lifted by the wind, and off they go.


    Please grant me that my memory retrieves


    a scrap of what I saw, O highest Light


    surpassing all that mortal mind conceives,


    
      70

    


    and grant my tongue such power that it might


    leave one spark of Your glory here that could,


    for people yet to come, burn ever bright.


    Come briefly back to my mind so it would


    sound faintly in my verses, which would mean


    
      75

    


    more of Your triumph would be understood.


    The living ray that pierced me was so keen


    that I believe I would have been undone


    if I had turned away from what I’d seen.


    And then, because of this, I had begun


    
      80

    


    more boldly, I recall, to stand and stare


    until the infinite Good and I were one.


    O grace abounding, through which I could dare


    to view the Light eternal steady-eyed


    until I had consumed my vision there!


    
      85

    


    Within its depths, the leaves that are strewn wide


    across the universe are there bound by


    love in one single volume, unified.


    Substances, accidents, ways that they comply


    seemed to be fused as one, so that I tell


    
      90

    


    of a simple light, as it looked to my eye.


    And I believe that great knot’s nonpareil,


    its universal form, was shown to me,


    for saying it makes joy within me swell.


    One moment takes more from my memory


    
      95

    


    than twenty-five centuries blurred the event


    when Argo’s shadow fell across the sea


    and Neptune stared. Immobile and intent,


    my mind ever rekindled by the sight,


    I gazed upon It, lost in wonderment.


    
      100

    


    It is impossible that someone might


    consent to turn his eyes away and stare


    anywhere else in preference to this Light.


    The good, which is the will’s desire, is there


    ingathered and perfected, though it was


    
      105

    


    otherwise defective everywhere.


    Even with what my memory still has,


    my words will now fall more short than those in


    a baby’s breast-moist mouth, though not because


    more than one simple semblance was within


    
      110

    


    the living Light that I was looking to,


    which always is as It has always been,


    but, as, by seeing, the sight within me grew


    stronger, that one semblance gave the sense


    that as I changed it was transforming too.


    
      115

    


    Its substance, deep and clear, gave evidence


    of three revolving circles made of three


    separate colors, with one circumference.


    As rainbow reflects rainbow, two seemed to be


    reflecting so. It seemed the third one was


    
      120

    


    formed by the flames those two breathed equally.


    How feeble language is, how powerless


    to hold my thought, which, matched with my vision, fell


    so short, to call it small is generous.


    Eternal Light, alone with Yourself You dwell.


    
      125

    


    Alone self-known, alone self-knowing, You,


    knowing, love and smile on Yourself as well.


    That circling, so conceived, which at first view


    seemed a reflection of the other ring,


    when I had watched it longer, now seemed to


    
      130

    


    show in itself and its own coloring


    our human image. I began to stare,


    fixed upon it and on no other thing.


    As a geometer takes up his square


    to plot the circle but cannot tell what


    
      135

    


    principle to apply, so I stood there


    before this strange new sight and tried to plot


    how the image fits the circle and to find


    how it theres itself in it, but I could not.


    For such high flights my wings were ill designed,


    
      140

    


    and yet my wish came true as I was filled


    with a blinding flash of light that struck my mind.


    Here the power of my high vision failed,


    but, like a wheel whose balance nothing mars,


    my will and my desire were now propelled


    
      145

    


    by the love that moves the sun and the other stars.
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    At Liveright, Peter Simon graciously acceded to my wishes in matters of format and presentation, and demonstrated his commitment to my work by deciding to publish it in a trade edition that would be handsome, durable, and affordable. Kadiatou Keita expertly guided the translation, and the translator, through the complexities of the production process. With her thorough, perceptive approach, Jodi Beder was all that one could hope for in a copy-editor; her insights helped to strenghthen the final text at any number of places. I am greatly indebted to Steve Attardo for the superb design of the book’s case and dust-jacket, and to Ellie Kerr-Smiley for the brilliant painting on the front of the jacket.


    Throughout the long and often daunting course of bringing this book into being, my wife, Vicky, and my son, Brian—to whom this work is dedicated—provided me, as they do in all things, with unbounded reserves of love and support, sustaining me at every step of the way and making the translator’s lonely enterprise feel much less lonely.

  

  
    NOTES


    INFERNO


    CANTO I


    I.1Midway through our life’s journey: The poem is set in 1300, when Dante was thirty-five, halfway through his biblically allotted threescore years and ten.


    I.18wherever we may rove: The planet is the sun, which in Ptolemaic, pre-Copernican cosmology was believed to revolve around the Earth, the fixed center of the universe.


    I.30lower than the other: This line is commonly given an allegorical as well as a physical interpretation. The feet are understood to be the limbs of the soul. The fixed foot is the left, representing will, which lags behind the right one, intellect. The fullest discussion of the line is John Freccero’s “The Firm Foot on a Journey without a Guide,” in his Dante: The Poetics of Conversion (Harvard, 1986).


    I.37the break of day: It is the morning of Good Friday. The sun is in Aries, as it was believed to have been at the time of creation.


    I.60on the low ground: The encounter with the three beasts is one of the most frequently and variously interpreted passages of the poem. Traditionally, the leopard, the lion, and the she-wolf have been understood to represent lust, pride, and avarice, respectively—or, in some interpretations, envy, pride (or arrogance), and avarice (or greed), the qualities ascribed to the Florentines by Ciacco in Canto VI (line 75) and Brunetto Latini in Canto XV (line 67). They have also been associated with incontinence, violence, and fraud, the three categories of sin described by Virgil in Canto XI. Some feel that the leopard must represent fraud, given Dante’s reference to the belt, or cord, with which he had hoped to snare that beast (Canto XVI, lines 106–8); there Geryon, who also has a spotted hide, is clearly linked to fraud. If this view is accepted, then the she-wolf represents lust or, more broadly, incontinence. Thus, the she-wolf gives Dante the most trouble because while incontinence is the least grievous category of sin, it is the one to which he is most susceptible.


    I.70at the latter end: Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro, 70–19 B.C.E.) was born before the reign of Julius Caesar. He was in his mid-twenties when Caesar was assassinated.


    I.75after the burning of proud Ilium: The Trojan prince Aeneas, son of Anchises and the goddess Venus, sailed to Italy after the fall of Troy (Ilium) and became the legendary founder of Rome.


    I.105between felt and felt: This is one of the most obscure and hotly debated passages in the poem. The greyhound has been identified with various historical and religious figures, and has even been taken to signify the second coming of Christ. The most frequently proposed candidate is Can Grande I della Scalla (1291−1329), who ruled Verona from 1308 to 1329; his name suggests “great dog,” and his native city, Verona, lies between the towns of Feltre and Montefeltro. The “felt” reference has also been interpreted astrologically (the Gemini, Castor and Pollux, were commonly depicted as wearing felt caps), spiritually (an allusion to the Franciscan and Dominican orders), and sociologically (suggestive of humble birth).


    I.108gave their life’s blood: In the Aeneid, Nisus and Euryalus were young Trojan soldiers. Turnus, king of the Rutulians, and Camilla, daughter of the king of the Volscians, were leaders of the indigenous Italian peoples who resisted the Trojan invasion. Enemies in life, they are joined here as patriots and as participants in the events that would lead to the founding of Rome.


    I.122with a worthier soul than I: The worthier soul is Beatrice, whose name signifies “one who makes blessed.” Associated with Dante’s neighbor Beatrice Portinari (1266–1290), she appears as a living person in his Vita nuova, where she is celebrated for both her beauty and her spiritual example.


    I.126where His city stands: As one who lived before Christ, Virgil did not accept Christ as his savior and consequently cannot enter Heaven (see Canto IV, lines 31–42). This change of guides midway through the journey suggests that salvation can be achieved only through divine grace, not by reason and virtue alone.


    I.133Saint Peter’s gate: Like other details in this canto, Saint Peter’s gate has inspired controversy, some maintaining that it alludes to the traditional gate of Heaven, which does not appear in the Divine Comedy, others that it refers to the gate of Purgatory, which does.


    CANTO II


    II.7Muses, high genius, aid me!: The invocation of the muse, a traditional component of epic poetry. Canto I may be regarded as a proem to the entire Comedy, leaving thirty-three cantos for the journey through Hell. Both the Purgatorio and the Paradiso, which also begin with such invocations, contain thirty-three cantos, making the complete work exactly one hundred cantos long.


    II.13Of Silvius’s father: In the Aeneid, Silvius is the son of Aeneas and his second wife, Lavinia, daughter of King Latinus of Latium. In Book VI, Aeneas makes the epic hero’s ritual journey to the underworld, where his father’s shade reveals to him the coming glories of Rome.


    II.30the path to our salvation: The Chosen Vessel, so described in Acts 9.15, is Saint Paul. In 2 Corinthians 12.1–7, Paul speaks of having been raised to the “third heaven” and alludes to its secret messages. In the Visio Sancti Pauli, an early medieval text, there is a description of his journey to Hell.


    II.78the least-circling heaven’s zone: In Ptolemaic cosmology, the “heaven,” or planet, with the “least-circling zone,” or smallest orbit, is the moon. Within that zone—the center of the physical universe—is the Earth.


    II.94In Heaven a noble lady: The Virgin Mary. Her name, like that of Jesus Christ, is never spoken aloud in Hell.


    II.97She summoned Lucia: Saint Lucia of Syracuse (283−304), a virgin martyr, patroness of those with vision problems, and a symbol of illuminating grace.


    II.102–103sitting with the venerable / Rachel: In Genesis, wife of Jacob. She is usually taken to be a symbol of the contemplative life and is mentioned again in Canto IV, line 60.


    CANTO III


    III.32as the horror swirled around my head: This is a disputed passage in the original: some editions print error, others—the majority—prefer orror. Those who accept the latter reading often cite the Aeneid, Book II, line 559: “At me tum primum saevus circumstetit horror” (“For the first time a savage horror surrounded me”).


    III.36the lives they’d led: These souls chose neither good nor evil, the lukewarm scorned by Christ. Rudyard Kipling treats this theme delightfully in his poem “Tomlinson.”


    III.57I had not dreamed: My phrasing of this line is, of course, a reworking of T. S. Eliot’s translation of it in Part I of The Waste Land.


    III.60the great refusal: This passage has been taken to refer to Esau, to Pontius Pilate, and to several others. One of the earliest identifications, and certainly the most common, is with Celestine V, born Pietro Angelerio (1215–1296), whose abdication of the papacy in 1294, after only five months as pontiff, led to the ascension of the corrupt Boniface VIII (Boniface, who was still pope in 1300, when the Inferno is set, is the object of Dante’s scorn at several places in the poem; see note to Canto XIX, line 57). Opposition to this assumption is founded in part on Celestine’s canonization in 1313, while Dante was still alive.


    III.94My guide said: “Charon”: Among the rivers of the underworld, Charon is traditionally represented as the ferryman of the Styx, not the Acheron. He appears in Aristophanes’s Clouds and in Book VI of the Aeneid, where Virgil’s physical description of him furnishes Dante with several details.


    CANTO IV


    IV.60he did much laboring: Israel, meaning “soldier of God,” was a name given to Jacob after he wrestled with the angel. His father was Isaac, son of Abraham. Rachel was Jacob’s wife. His twelve sons were the founders of the twelve tribes of Israel.


    IV.63the earliest ones: Lines 52–63 refer to the legendary harrowing of Hell. The “mighty One” of line 53 is Christ. Salvation was impossible until he had redeemed by his crucifixion the taint of original sin. At his death, which occurred roughly fifty years after Virgil’s, Christ descended to the underworld to effect the salvation of many worthies who had believed in the prophecies of his coming.


    IV.88of all bards, is he: Virgil’s description of Homer as “the sovereign of all bards” acknowledges the Aeneid’s heavy borrowings from the Iliad and the Odyssey (Dante, who did not read Greek, knew Homer only indirectly).


    IV.89the second one: Horace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus, 65–8 B.C.E.), who was known in the Middle Ages more for his satires than for his odes, describes himself as a satirist in the Ars poetica.


    IV.90and Lucan finally: Lucan (Marcus Annaeus Lucanus, 39–65 C.E.) is the author of Pharsalia, an epic concerning the conflict between Caesar and Pompey. The Metamorphoses of Ovid (Publius Ovidius Naso, 43 B.C.E.–C. 17 C.E.) provided Dante with his chief source for classical myth.


    IV.102sixth in their wisdom’s congregation: This apparent nomination of himself as one of the six greatest poets of all time seems at first to be an act of breathtaking hubris on Dante’s part. But Dante would have regarded his poetic talent as a God-given attribute, not a personal attainment worthy of boast, and in a poem describing the horrific fates of those who misused their God-given gifts, he can legitimately claim to be employing his, like the poets named here, for the highest ends—a claim that Milton would more overtly make for his own intentions at the beginning of Paradise Lost (see also Canto XXVI, lines 19–24).


    IV.122Aeneas and Hector: The Electra named here is not the daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra about whom Sophocles and Euripides wrote tragedies, but the daughter of Atlas and mother of Dardanus, the founder of Troy. Aeneas and Hector, leader of the Trojan forces in the Iliad, are her descendants.


    IV.124I saw Camilla and Penthesilea: Penthesilea, the queen of the Amazons, fought for Troy and was killed by Achilles. For Camilla, see the note to Canto I, line 108.


    IV.126with his daughter Lavinia: For Latinus and Lavinia, see the note to Canto II, line 13.


    IV.127–129I saw that Brutus . . . / . . . / . . . Marcia: Tarquin was the last of the legendary Roman kings; the rape of Lucretia by his son led to his expulsion by Lucius Junius Brutus, brother of Lucretia and nephew of Tarquin, and thus the establishment of the Republic. Brutus is not to be confused with Caesar’s assassin, Marcus Junius Brutus. Julia was the daughter of Caesar and wife of Pompey. Cornelia was the daughter of Scipio Africanus and mother of the Gracchi, the tribunes Caius and Tiberius. Marcia was the wife of Cato the Younger, who figures prominently in the first canto of the Purgatorio.


    IV.129Alone, apart, was Saladin: Saladin (Yusuf ibn Ayyub ibn Shadi; c. 1137–1193) became the first sultan of Egypt in 1174 and won some victories against the Crusaders before his defeat by Richard Coeur de Lion. Despite his resistance to the Christian invaders of the Holy Land, Saladin was highly regarded in medieval Europe for his piety, justice, and nobility of spirit.


    IV.131the master of all those who know: Aristotle was translated into Latin in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and was quickly established as the principal classical philosopher, in large part through Thomas Aquinas’s incorporation of his work into a Christian context.


    IV.136–138Anaxagoras . . . / . . . / . . . Empedocles: The philosophers named here were predecessors or contemporaries of Socrates and Plato; they are all presented as stages along the way to the culmination of thought in “the master of all those who know.”


    IV.139Dioscorides: Pedanius Dioscorides, a first-century Greek physician and author of De materia medica, catalogued the properties of plants.


    IV.140Hippocrates, Galen: Hippocrates (fifth century B.C.E.) and Galen (second century C.E.) were Greek physicians.


    IV.141Seneca, Cicero, Linus, and Orpheus: The mythical Greek poets Linus and Orpheus are grouped with the Roman moralists Cicero (Marcus Tullius Cicero, 106–43 B.C.E.) and Seneca (Lucius Annaeus Seneca, 4 B.C.E.–65 C.E.), suggesting an association of poetry with wisdom and moral values.


    IV.142Ptolemy, Euclid the geometer: Ptolemy (Claudius Ptolemaeus, c. 90–168) was the Egyptian astronomer whose Almagest outlines his system. Euclid (third century B.C.E.) wrote the Elements of geometry.


    IV.143Avicenna, and Averroës: The Arabic philosopher Avicenna (ibn Sina, 980–1037) was the author of a standard medical textbook. Ibn Rushd Averroës (1126–1198), Spanish Islamic philosopher, wrote the most important medieval commentary on Aristotle. Their inclusion, with that of Saladin, might be seen as a partial mitigation of Dante’s hostility to Islam as a schism, as shown by the mosques of the city of Dis (Canto VIII, lines 70–72) and the damnation of Mohammed (Canto XXVIII, lines 22–42).


    CANTO V


    V.4Minos: The son of Zeus and Europa, he was king of Crete. Virgil describes him and his brother Rhadamanthus as judges of souls in the underworld (Aeneid, Book VI).


    V.34before the ruin: For the explanation of the “ruin” so casually mentioned here, see Canto XII, lines 32–45.


    V.60where the sultan reigns today: Semiramis, legendary queen of Assyria, was reputed to have legalized incest to exculpate her sexual relationship with her son.


    V.62betrayed Sichaeus’s ashes: Dido, widow of King Sichaeus of Tyre, was queen of Tyre and then of Carthage. By her affair with Aeneas, she broke her vow to remain faithful to her husband’s memory; his abandonment of her led to her suicide. The story of Dido and Aeneas is told in Book IV of the Aeneid, the best-known and most celebrated part of the epic.


    V.63whom wanton passions drove: Cleopatra VII (69−30 B.C.E.), queen of Egypt, was the mistress of Julius Caesar and of Mark Antony.


    V.66to battle love: Helen was the wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta; her abduction by Paris, son of King Priam of Troy, caused the Trojan War. According to a medieval legend not found in Homer, Achilles fell in love with Priam’s daughter Polyxena and, in hope of an assignation with her, was lured into a fatal ambush by Paris.


    V.66–67and behold / Tristan: The lover of Iseult, who was the wife of his uncle, King Mark of Cornwall. Their tragic affair is told in a number of medieval romances.


    V.97where I was born: Ravenna, the city where Dante died in exile and is buried, was the birthplace of Francesca da Rimini (1255−c. 1285), whom Dante calls by name at line 117. Around 1275, a marriage was arranged between her and the physically deformed Gianciotto Malatesta; according to Boccaccio, she was tricked into believing that his handsome younger brother Paolo (c. 1246−c. 1285) was her prospective husband. Sometime between 1283 and 1286, Gianciotto found his wife and brother in an adulterous liaison and killed them both. Omitted in Francesca’s highly self-serving account are the facts that Paolo was also married and that both he and Francesca had children.


    V.107Caïna waits to claim our murderer: Caïna, described in Canto XXXII, is the first round of Cocytus, the ninth and last circle of Hell; named for Cain, it punishes sinners who betrayed family. Caïna “waits” for Gianciotto because his death did not occur until 1304.


    V.127–128overthrown / by love: In the Old French romance Lancelot du Lac, Lancelot, one of the knights of the Round Table, fell in love with Guinevere, wife of King Arthur. He lost his purity through their ensuing affair and thus became incapable of discovering the Holy Grail.


    V.137The book was a Gallehault: Because Gallehault, Lancelot’s friend and fellow knight, acted as go-between for Lancelot and Guinevere, his name had come to signify “panderer.”


    CANTO VI


    VI.13The weird and savage Cerberus: In classical mythology, Cerberus, the fierce three-headed dog, guards the entrance to Hades. In Book VI of the Aeneid, the Sibyl distracts him with honeyed cake, allowing the living Aeneas to elude his vigilance. The mixture of human attributes with canine ones is Dante’s invention.


    VI.52–53you citizens bestowed / on me: Attempts have been made to identify this character with a poet called Ciacco dell’Anguillaia, but there is nothing to support the connection beyond the coincidence of names. The text suggests that Ciacco was a nickname, one he did not especially enjoy. Since ciacco connotes “pig” or “hog,” it is tempting to assume that he was so called because of his gluttony, but it is not clear whether the word had this meaning before Dante’s use of it.


    VI.75envy, arrogance, and greed: This is the first of the prophecies made by souls at various points in the poem. Ciacco predicts events that were still in the future in April 1300, but that occurred, of course, before the writing of the Inferno. After driving the Ghibellines out of Florence in 1289, the Guelph party had split into rival factions, the White (“the rustic sect,” to which Dante belonged, so called because its leaders, the Cerchi family, were from outside the city) and the Black (“the other one”); their rivalry flared into open warfare on May 1, 1300, and the Blacks were expelled the following year. The temporizer of line 69 is almost certainly the reviled Pope Boniface VIII, whose tacit support of the Blacks while appearing not to intervene enabled them to retake the city in 1302, sending the Whites into exile—an exile which for Dante would prove permanent. The identities of the two just men, who are in any event insufficient for the city’s salvation, have not been positively established.


    VI.87you will see them there: As Ciacco suggests he will, Dante subsequently encounters Farinata degli Uberti (Canto X, line 32), Tegghiaio Aldobrandi and Jacopo Rusticucci (Canto XVI, lines 40–45), and Mosca dei Lamberti (Canto XXVIII, line 106). Oddly, Arrigo, who has never been positively identified, makes no appearance in the Inferno and is not mentioned again.


    VI.106What does your science say?: The science in question is the philosophy of Aristotle, in his De anima, and the commentary on it by Thomas Aquinas in the Summa theologica.


    VI.115the great enemy: The reference is either to Pluto, the god of the underworld (also known as Hades), or to Plutus, the god of wealth—or possibly to both, since even in classical times they were often thought of in terms of one another. Obviously, in Dantean terms either one would qualify as a “great enemy” of humanity.


    CANTO VII


    VII.1“Pape Satàn, pape Satàn aleppe!”: Discussion of the meaning of this line has been extensive and wide-ranging. Some claim that it is mere gibberish, but that interpretation seems implausible: the third line suggests that Virgil understands what Plutus is saying, and the terms Plutus uses do resemble recognizable words. The most common interpretation is that Plutus is invoking Satan as father or pope. With aleppe, which suggests the Hebrew aleph, he might be either claiming the primacy of Satan or crying out a variation on alas.


    VII.12avenged the arrogant offense: Lucifer’s rebellion against God led to the expulsion of the rebel angels from Heaven by the archangel Michael (Revelation 12.7–9).


    VII.22that swirl above Charybdis: In Book XII of the Odyssey, Odysseus must navigate around the whirlpool Charybdis, located in the Strait of Messina. Dante would have been more familiar with Charybdis through references in Ovid, Lucan, and the Aeneid.


    VII.38on our left side: The placement of the avaricious on the left side suggests that their sin is worse than that of their opposites, the spendthrifts.


    VII.99have now begun to sink: Virgil’s words indicate that it is now past midnight.


    CANTO VIII


    VIII.3gleaming at its very top: From Boccaccio in the fourteenth century to Giorgio Padoan (Il lungo cammino del “Poema sacro”: Studi danteschi, Florence) in 1993, the opening of this canto has led commentators to speculate that some time elapsed between the writing of the first seven cantos and a resumption at this point; such arguments have not drawn much support. Dante does, however, pursue an unusual narrative strategy here, an extended flashback until line 80, when Virgil and Dante arrive at the tower mentioned in the last line of Canto VII.


    VIII.19Phlegyas, Phlegyas: Here, the boatman of the river Styx. In classical mythology, he was the son of the war god Ares and a human mother, and was the father of Coronis, who was seduced by Apollo. To avenge his daughter, Phlegyas burned the temple of Apollo at Delphi, for which the god killed him and condemned him to punishment in the underworld. As a shade, he appears briefly in Book VI of the Aeneid, warning others against such rashness toward the gods. John Ciardi notes: “Dante’s choice of a ferryman is especially apt. Phlegyas is the link between the Wrathful (to whom his paternity relates him) and the Rebellious Angels who menaced God (as he menaced Apollo)” (The Inferno, Rutgers, 1954).


    VIII.61Let’s get Filippo Argenti: Filippo de Cavicciuoli was a member of the Adimari family, who were of the Black faction of the Guelphs (see note to Canto VI, line 75). Of great wealth and short temper, he was supposedly called “Argenti” because he had his horse shod with silver. According to early accounts, his brother came into possession of some of Dante’s property after the poet’s exile from Florence (see note to the Paradiso, Canto XVI, line 115).


    VIII.69a somber population: Dis was another name for Pluto, the Roman god of the underworld, equivalent to the Greek Hades, and by further equivalence another name for Lucifer or Satan. The “huge brigade” are the angels who followed Lucifer in his rebellion against God and were “cast out / and rained from Heaven” (lines 82–83).


    VIII.71all its mosques aglow: The mosques suggest the medieval Christian view of Islam as a heresy, a rebellion against God. Also, as Bernard Lewis says of medieval and Renaissance references to Islam: “In poetry and polemic, in history and literature, they reflect the consciousness of a Christian Europe besieged and threatened by a mighty and expanding Islamic world, a Europe that in a sense was defined and delimited by the frontiers of Muslim power in the east, the southeast, and the south” (Cultures in Conflict, Oxford, 1995).


    VIII.96I’d never come back here: Earth, where Dante is writing his account.


    VIII.125at a less secret gate: The entrance to Hell described at the beginning of Canto III. Christ forced open the outer portal in his harrowing of Hell (see note to Canto IV, line 63), despite the opposition of Satan and his followers.


    CANTO IX


    IX.23conjured by cruel Erichtho: In Book VI of Lucan’s Pharsalia, Erichtho, a sorceress of Thessaly, reanimates a dead soldier of Pompey’s army at the behest of the general’s son, Sextus, who wishes to learn in advance the outcome of the campaign against Caesar (48 B.C.E.). There is no known source for the incident that Virgil describes in lines 22–27, and it is generally assumed to be of Dante’s invention.


    IX.27where Judas is confined: Judecca is the fourth and last region of the ninth and last circle of Hell (see Canto XXXIV).


    IX.48The one in the center is Tisiphone: The Furies, also known as Erinyes or Eumenides, appear in many classical works, most notably the Oresteia of Aeschylus, as avengers of crimes, especially those that violate the bonds of kinship. They are presented as the gatekeepers of the city of Dis in Book VI of the Aeneid.


    IX.52Now let Medusa: The Gorgons were three sisters, of whom the beautiful Medusa was the youngest. After her rape by Neptune (Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book IV), the goddess Minerva gave her serpents for hair, making her appearance so horrifying that all who saw her were turned to stone.


    IX.54when Theseus was so bold!: In the version followed by Dante, Theseus, king of Athens, entered the underworld to carry off Proserpine, wife of Hades, and was imprisoned there until Hercules rescued him.


    IX.63the hidden doctrine may be found: Commentators are divided on the meaning of these lines, not only in their interpretations of “the hidden doctrine” but also on whether the “strange lines” are the ones preceding or following this address to the reader.


    IX.99you can anticipate: When Hercules came to Hell to rescue Theseus (see note to line 54), he chained Cerberus and dragged him on the ground.


    IX.116with some lower and some higher: These lines refer to ancient Roman cemeteries, with sarcophagi of varying heights, in Provence and in Istria (Croatia).


    CANTO X


    X.12will all be sealed eternally: According to Joel 3.2, Jehoshaphat, a valley between Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives, will be the site of the last judgment, when all will reclaim their bodies and return with them to Heaven or Hell.


    X.13in this section Epicurus lies: The Greek philosopher Epicurus (342–270 B.C.E.) maintained that all events are subject to natural, not supernatural, explanation, and that the greatest good is pleasure (not sensuality, but freedom from pain and anxiety), which is achieved through virtue, temperance, and harmony of mind and body. His philosophy denied divine intervention and punishment and the immortality of the soul.


    X.31–32Turn and view / Farinata: Manente degli Uberti, called Farinata, was born early in the thirteenth century, and in 1239 became leader of the Ghibellines, who expelled the Guelphs from Florence in 1248. The Guelphs returned three years later and in 1258 expelled the Ghibellines, who drove them out once again in 1260 at the bloody Battle of Montaperti, near the river Arbia (see lines 85–86). After the battle, a council was held in Empoli, at which Farinata argued successfully against the intention of the Pisan Ghibellines to destroy Florence (see lines 91–93). Farinata died in 1264, the year before Dante’s birth. In 1283, he and his wife, who had disbelieved in the resurrection of Christ, were posthumously branded heretics.


    X.62–63it may be, / your Guido: The shade to whom Dante is speaking is Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti (died c. 1280), a leader of the Guelphs. His son was the poet Guido Cavalcanti (whose works were translated by Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Ezra Pound). In the Vita nuova, Dante had earlier described Guido as his “first friend.” In an effort to heal political strife, Guido Cavalcanti was married to Farinata’s daughter Beatrice. Farinata’s later remarks (lines 100–105) explain why Cavalcante is unaware that his son Guido is alive in April 1300 (and that he will die in August of that year), while Farinata can apparently tell the future. Lines 61–63 are ambiguous, no doubt deliberately so. Even the syntax is not entirely clear, since the object of Guido’s disdain can be either Virgil or, in the reading I have followed, the one to whom Virgil is conducting Dante—which can mean either Beatrice or God. The heretical views of the Cavalcanti family would seem to support the latter interpretation.


    X.81just how much it weighs: “The lady who reigns here” is Hecate, or Proserpine, wife of Hades; she was commonly identified with the moon. Fifty months or so after this prophecy, in the summer of 1304, the Whites made their last, futile attempt to reenter Florence, after which Dante saw no prospect of the end of his exile.


    X.108when the door of time is shut: After the last judgment, time will no longer exist.


    X.119the second Frederick and the Cardinal . . . : Ottaviano degli Ubaldini (d. 1273), who was suspected of unbelief and is reputed to have said, “If I have a soul, I have lost it a thousand times for the Ghibellines.” His nephew Archbishop Ruggieri is among the most deeply damned (see Canto XXXIII and its first note). Frederick II (1194–1250), king of Sicily and Naples, Holy Roman Emperor, was known as stupor mundi, “the wonder of the world,” for his political skills, his intellectual accomplishments and fostering of learning, and his open mind and humanistic spirit. Although himself a scourge of heretics, he was suspected of Epicureanism by the Guelphs; the latter part of his reign was marked by constant struggles with the papacy, and he was excommunicated.


    CANTO XI


    XI.9from the path of righteousness: There is a possible confusion here between Pope Anastasius II (496–498) and the emperor Anastasius I (431−518; reigned 491–518). Photinus, a deacon of Thessalonica, is believed to have persuaded the emperor to the heresy of Acacius, which denied the divinity of Christ. On the other hand, Robert and Jean Hollander point out that Isidore of Seville, a possible source for Dante’s lines, says that Pope Anastasius was converted by Photinus, bishop of Sirmium, to the Ebionite heresy, which claimed that Jesus was the purely human child of Mary and Joseph (Dante Alighieri: Inferno, Doubleday, 2000).


    XI.50Sodom and Cahors: Cahors, a city in southern France, was notorious in the Middle Ages for usury. “Sodom” connotes sodomy.


    XI.80in the pages of your Ethics: Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is cited. For Aristotle, “bestiality,” or brutishness, is a category that transcends the normal range of human evil to encompass such things as cannibalism; since the Inferno groups violence and fraud under malice, there has been much debate over what Dante intends by the term.


    XI.101read your Physics: The reference is to the Physics of Aristotle, although this discussion of usury more likely derives from the commentary of Aquinas on Aristotle’s Politics.


    XI.108and earn their bread: See Genesis 3.19: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground.”


    XI.115the way we must descend: The Wain is the Big Dipper, and the Fish are the constellation Pisces. It is now about four o’clock in the morning, and ten of the journey through Hell’s twenty-four hours have elapsed.


    CANTO XII


    XII.6being badly shored: The precipice of Slavini di Marco, south of Trent in northern Italy, was formed by a landslide around 883, which diverted the river Adige from its course.


    XII.13the infamy of Crete: Minos, king of Crete, failed to carry out the promised sacrifice of a bull to the sea god Poseidon, who afflicted Minos’s wife, Pasiphaë, with an unnatural passion for a bull. She lured it by crouching inside a wooden cow covered with cowhide. From this union was born the Minotaur, which Minos kept imprisoned in an intricate labyrinth. It is usually represented as having a bull’s head and a human body.


    XII.20guidance by your sister: Theseus, king of Athens, killed the Minotaur with the assistance of Ariadne, daughter of Minos and Pasiphaë, who provided him with a sword and a long thread by which to find his way back out of the labyrinth.


    XII.45all came crashing down just then: In Matthew 27.50–53, the Earth is convulsed by a mighty earthquake at the moment of Christ’s death upon the cross.


    XII.55a single file of centaurs race: The original centaurs, one hundred in number, were passionate and violent creatures, half man, half horse. They were born when Ixion, seeking to possess Hera, instead assaulted a cloud that Zeus had fashioned to resemble her, and the drops of his seed fell to the Earth.


    XII.64–65We’ll reply instead / to Chiron: The son of Philyra and of Kronos, the sun god, who had turned himself into a horse to elude his wife’s jealousy. Wise and just, Chiron was the tutor of Achilles, Jason, Asclepius, and others.


    XII.69upon his very slayer: Nessus, one of the sons of Ixion, carried Deïanira, wife of Hercules, across a stream. Attempting to rape her, he was shot by Hercules with a poisoned arrow. Dying, the centaur told her to keep some of his blood, which, he claimed, when smeared on a garment, would cause its wearer to love her. Hercules later fell in love with Iole, Deianira gave him the garment, and its poison caused him such horrible suffering that he committed suicide (Metamorphoses, Book IX).


    XII.71–72The third one / is Pholus: Another of Ixion’s sons, he died accidentally when he dropped one of Hercules’s poisoned arrows on his foot.


    XII.107cruel Dionysius: The likeliest identifications are Alexander of Macedonia, the Great (356–323 B.C.E.), and Dionysus the Elder, who ruled Syracuse from 405 to 367 B.C.E.


    XII.109–110such black hair grew / is Azzolino: Ezzelino III da Romano (1194–1259), son-in-law of Frederick II, was a Ghibelline leader who committed atrocities, especially against the Paduans.


    XII.110–111that fairhaired one / is Opizzo d’Esti: Obizzo II d’Este (1247–1293), lord of Ferrara and a Guelph, is believed to have been smothered by his son and successor, Azzo VIII. Various attempts have been made to explain “stepson” (line 112): some see it as a hint at the infidelity of Obizzo’s wife, others as a suggestion of the unnaturalness of his son’s crime.


    XII.120right to this day: “That one” is Guy de Montfort (c. 1243–1298), of royal English blood. To avenge his father, Simon de Montfort, killed at the Battle of Evesham in 1265 by the future Edward I, Guy stabbed Edward’s cousin, Prince Henry of Cornwall, at mass in the church of San Silvestro in Viterbo in 1271. According to one source, Henry’s heart was placed in a golden casket on a pillar at the end of London Bridge. It continues to drip because Henry’s murder remains unavenged.


    XII.133Heavenly justice stings Attila: Attila (c. 406–453), king of the Huns (c. 433–453), was known as the Scourge of God.


    XII.135Pyrrhus and Sextus: Both identifications are disputed, but Pyrrhus is probably the king of Epirus (318–272 B.C.E.) whose defeat of the Romans at Asculum in 279 was the original Pyrrhic victory, and Sextus is most likely Sextus Pompeius Magnus (d. 35 B.C.E.), younger son of Pompey the Great.


    XII.136the two Riniers: Rinier da Corneto and Rinier Pazzo were highway robbers of Dante’s time, the former near Rome and the latter south of Florence.


    CANTO XIII


    XIII.8between Corneto and Cécina: The reference is to the rough terrain of the Maremma in Tuscany, bounded on the north by the river Cecina and on the south by the Marta, on which the town of Corneto is situated.


    XIII.15in the twisted trees: The Harpies, daughters of Thaumas and Electra, were usually represented as birds with the faces of women and as defilers of food. In Book III of the Aeneid, they chase the Trojans from the Strophades islands with prophecies of famine and starvation.


    XIII.48in the pages of my poetry: In Book III of the Aeneid, Aeneas breaks the branch of a myrtle bush, and from it comes the voice of the murdered Polydorus, a son of King Priam, who is buried beneath the plant.


    XIII.59to Frederick’s heart: The speaker is Pier delle Vigne (c. 1190–1249), a trusted counselor and minister of Emperor Frederick II. After a long and successful career, he was accused of treachery, blinded, and thrown into prison, where he committed suicide. His speech in this canto reflects the rhetorically ornate style both of his official documents, written in Latin, and of his vernacular poetry.


    XIII.64who never turns aside her stare: The reference is to envy.


    XIII.123his breath was nearly gone: Arcolano Maconi of Siena and Giacomo da Sant’Andrea of Padua were notorious spendthrifts and squanderers of their property. Maconi died in 1288 in a bloody encounter between the Sienese and the Aretines at the crossing of the Pieve del Toppo, reputedly choosing to die in battle rather than to escape and live in poverty.


    XIII.139to see this shameful rout: The speaker of these lines has not been positively identified. According to legend as reported in the early commentaries, in pagan times the Florentines chose Mars, the god of war, as their patron. When the city was converted to Christianity, Mars was replaced by Saint John the Baptist, but the statue of Mars was preserved in a tower, in order to avoid the god’s displeasure. When Florence was destroyed by Attila in 450, the tower—and the statue—fell into the Arno. When the city was rebuilt by Charlemagne early in the ninth century, the statue was recovered and placed on a pillar by the river, where it remained until it was swept away by a flood in 1333.


    XIII.149ashes left by Attila: Florence was in fact besieged by Totila, king of the Ostrogoths, in 542, not by Attila nearly a century earlier. There is no evidence that the city was destroyed by Totila—or by Attila or by anyone else—and then rebuilt by Charlemagne.


    CANTO XIV


    XIV.15Cato marched with his command: Cato the Younger (95–46 B.C.E.) led his army through the northern Sahara in Libya to escape Caesar’s forces after the defeat of Pompey. Dante adapts a reference from Lucan’s Pharsalia, in which Cato refuses to be carried, as was customary, and instead marches on foot with his soldiers.


    XIV.31As Alexander: Dante here cites the De meteoris of Albertus Magnus (c. 1200–1280), who misrecalls an incident in the (probably spurious) Epistoli Alexandri, in which Alexander the Great supposedly describes to his tutor, Aristotle, how he had ordered his soldiers to trample the snow.


    XIV.46who is that great one: Capaneus was one of the seven against Thebes, as recounted in the Thebaid, an epic poem by Statius (Publius Papinius Statius; c. 40–96 C.E.). With the aid of an army and seven mighty champions, Polynices, son of Oedipus, besieged the city when his brother Eteocles refused to relinquish power to him as previously agreed. As he scaled the city wall, Capaneus defied Jove, who slew him with a thunderbolt.


    XIV.56of dark Mongibello’s: Mongibello is Mount Etna in Sicily, where Vulcan had his forge.


    XIV.58on Phlegra’s field: At Phlegra, Jove defeated the giants who were storming Mount Olympus.


    XIV.79Down from the Bulicame: A hot spring, near Viterbo, where a spa developed. According to Boccaccio, a stream was diverted from the spring to serve the needs of the many local prostitutes, who were not allowed to use the public baths.


    XIV.95a wasteland now, called Crete: The Mediterranean island of Crete was once believed to be the center of the world. According to the Aeneid, it was the source of Trojan—and therefore of Roman—civilization. Its king was Saturn (equivalent to the Greek Kronos).


    XIV.102when the child would cry: Saturn devoured each of his children to prevent the fulfillment of the prophecy that he would be overthrown by one of them. His wife, Rhea, hid their son Jupiter (or Jove) to spare him this fate (Ovid, Fasti, Book IV).


    XIV.105Damietta in the east: The statue is derived from the dream of Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 2.31–35), but its placement within Mount Ida is apparently Dante’s invention. According to Charles S. Singleton, the Egyptian city of Damietta may have been identified in the Middle Ages with Memphis, the seat of the Pharaohs (Dante Alighieri: The Divine Comedy. Inferno 2: Commentary, Princeton, 1970).


    XIV.119they form Cocytus: Cocytus is the frozen lake at the pit of Hell (Cantos XXXIII–XXXIV).


    XIV.138purged the soul: In Latin poetry, Lethe is the river of forgetfulness, whose waters are drunk by souls about to be reincarnated. Dante places it at the summit of the Mount of Purgatory (Purgatorio, Canto XXVIII, line 130).


    CANTO XV


    XV.9from Carentana’s: Chiarentana is a mountainous region north of Padua. Wissant and Bruges are in Flanders. In both areas, dikes were constructed to prevent flooding.


    XV.30and answered: “Ser Brunetto”: Brunetto Latini (c. 1220–1266) was a notary (hence the title Ser) and a prominent Guelph. He lived in France from 1260 to 1266, during a Ghibelline ascendancy, and was afterward active in public affairs in Florence. His principal volume was Li Livres dou Trésor, an encyclopedic work in French prose. His Tesoretto is a long allegorical and didactic poem in Italian, which influenced Dante in the writing of the Comedy. There is no other surviving or known source for the identification of Brunetto as a homosexual.


    XV.78become corruption’s nest: As did Farinata in Canto X, Brunetto prophesies Dante’s exile from Florence. These lines draw upon the legend, retold by Brunetto in his Trésor, that Florence was founded by the Romans after the siege of nearby Fiesole, where Catiline had fled after the failure of his conspiracy (63 B.C.E.), and that the Fiesolans, including Catiline’s followers, intermingled with the Roman settlers.


    XV.89with another text, which a lady: Beatrice; “another text”: the prophecy of Farinata.


    XV.108–109by the same offense. / Here Priscian: A celebrated Latin grammarian of the early sixth century. The little that survives concerning him says nothing about homosexuality.


    XV.110with Francesco d’Accorso: Francesco d’Accorso (1225–1293) was born in Bologna, where he became—as his father had been in Florence—a lawyer and a professor of civil law. In 1273, he went to England at the invitation of Edward I, and was for a time a lecturer at Oxford.


    XV.114the distended nerves he had defiled: Andrea de’ Mozzi was bishop of Florence from 1287 to 1295, when he was transferred to Vicenza on the Bacchiglione because of his scandalous ways. He died in February 1296. Since the pope who transferred him was Boniface VIII, the traditional description of the pontiff as “the servant of servants” has a satirical application here.


    XV.124who wins the prize: The race in question, in which the runners competed naked, was established in 1207 and held on the first Sunday in Lent.


    CANTO XVI


    XVI.37The good Gualdrada: The daughter of Bellincione Berti, Gualdrada Berti dei Ravignani (c. 1168–1226) when young supposedly impressed Emperor Otto IV (1175–1218; reigned 1209–1218) with her beauty, intelligence, and modesty. Unfortunately for legend, she was given in marriage in 1180, nearly thirty years before Otto visited Italy.


    XVI.38His name was Guido Guerra: A Guelph leader (1220–1272) on the field of battle. He advised the Florentine Guelphs against the planned Sienese campaign of 1260; his counsel was disregarded, with disastrous results.


    XVI.41is Tegghiaio Aldobrandi: Another leader of the Florentine Guelphs, who also counseled against the Sienese expedition. He died in 1262.


    XVI.44was Iacopo Rusticucci: Jacopo Rusticucci (c. 1200–1266?) was apparently a middle-class merchant, and thus the social inferior of his two companions. According to early commentators, his wife was so shrewish that he sent her back to her family.


    XVI.70Guiglielmo Borsiere: Little is known of Guiglielmo Borsiere, whose surname suggests “pursemaker.” He is the protagonist of one of the tales in Boccaccio’s Decameron.


    XVI.100San Benedetto dell’Arpe: A monastery near the source of the Montone, a river northeast of Florence that runs to the Adriatic.


    CANTO XVII


    XVII.1with pointed tail: The monster is identified as Geryon at line 97 of the canto. In classical mythology, he was the treacherous three-headed or three-bodied king of an island in the far western stream Oceanus and the possessor of a fabled herd of cattle. He was killed by Hercules as part of his tenth labor, that of the oxen of the sun. He is mentioned in the Aeneid and in Ovid’s Heroides. Dante’s depiction of him draws upon his tripartite nature, but incorporates details from the plague of locusts in the book of Revelation and from the manticore as described in Pliny’s Historia naturalis and the Trésor of Brunetto Latini.


    XVII.18such rich brocade: Arachne challenged the goddess Athena (Minerva to the Romans) to a weaving competition. Arachne’s tapestry depicted the amours of the gods. Angered by its subject but unable to find any flaw in its craftsmanship, Athena destroyed the design of Arachne, who hanged herself. The goddess, however, saved her and changed her into a spider (Metamorphoses, Book VI).


    XVII.60by its shape and bearing: The azure lion on a yellow background was the heraldic device of the Gianfigliazzi family of Florence, prominent Black Guelphs and accused usurers.


    XVII.63that was red as blood: The white goose on the blood-red field denotes the Ubriachi family, Ghibelline bankers and moneychangers.


    XVII.65a pregnant blue sow: The white purse with the blue sow signifies the Scrovegni family of Padua. The speaker is usually identified as Reginaldo degli Scrovegni, who became very wealthy through the practice of usury and died around 1290.


    XVII.68my neighbor Vitaliano: This line is customarily understood to refer to Vitaliano del Dente (d. 1311), who was appointed podestà (chief magistrate) of Padua in 1307, and was described as a moneylender.


    XVII.72the sovereign cavalier: Assumed to be Giovanni Buiamonte (1260–1310), of the Becchi family of Florence, a moneylender who was made a knight sometime before 1298.


    XVII.108with a scar still visible: Phaëthon persuaded his father, the sun god Helios, to let him drive the chariot of the sun. He was unable to control the horses, and Zeus slew him with a thunderbolt to keep the Earth from catching fire. The scar on the sky is the Milky Way (Metamorphoses, Book II).


    XVII.111his feathers fell away: On a second flight, Icarus ignored the warnings of his father, Daedalus, and flew too near the sun, which melted the wax that held the feathers of his wings, and he fell into the sea and drowned (Metamorphoses, Book VIII).


    CANTO XVIII


    XVIII.2–3that is known / as Malebolge: A word (“Evilditches”) coined by Dante, combining the terms for “evil” (male) and “ditch” or “pouch” (bolgia).


    XVIII.34the castle ahead: In February 1300, Pope Boniface VIII proclaimed that year to be one of Jubilee (the first such in the church’s history), during which indulgences would be granted to those who visited the basilicas of Saints Peter and Paul. The heavy traffic on the Ponte Angelo over the Tiber (it is estimated that as many as 200,000 people visited Rome that year) was controlled in the manner described here: one file of pilgrims crossing the bridge with the Castel Sant’Angelo directly in view, on their way to Saint Peter’s, and the other file crossing toward Monte Giordano and Saint Paul’s.


    XVIII.50Venedico Caccianemico: Venedico Caccianemico (born c. 1228) was for many years a leader of the Bolognese Guelphs. Although Dante apparently believes that he was dead by 1300, documents indicate that he survived until 1302 or early 1303.


    XVIII.57she might do his will: Venedico was rumored to have procured his sister, “the lovely” Ghisola (“Ghisolabella”), for Obizzo II, the marchese d’Este (see note to Canto XII, line 111), either for a bribe or in order to win favor.


    XVIII.60–61clear through / to the Reno: The rivers Sàvena and Reno mark the western and eastern boundaries of the city. Sipa: old Bolognese dialect for “yes.”


    XVIII.96Medea has her vengeance too: Jason, leader of the Argonauts, was promised the throne of Iolcus if he could return with the golden fleece belonging to King Aeëtes of Colchis. On the voyage, he stopped at the island of Lemnos, where the women had massacred all the men. Hypsipyle, the daughter of King Thoas, had deceived the other women by hiding her father and pretending to have killed him. After he had seduced and abandoned Hypsipyle, Jason won the fleece with the aid of Aeëtes’s daughter Medea, whom he brought back with him and married. He later deserted her for Glauce, daughter of King Creon of Corinth. On their wedding day, Medea killed the bride and her own two children by Jason. The story of Jason is told, with many variations, in many classical works, most notably in Book VII of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.


    XVIII.117who could guess?: Under ordinary circumstances, a priest’s tonsure would distinguish him from a layman.


    XVIII.122you are Alessio Interminei: The Interminei (or Interminelli) family were prominent members of the White party in Lucca. Little is known of Alessio.


    XVIII.133Are you greatly pleased with me?: A flattering courtesan in Eunuchus, a comedy by Terence (Publius Terentius Afer, c. 195–159 B.C.E.).


    CANTO XIX


    XIX.1O Simon Magus!: In Acts 8.9–24, Simon the magician was converted to Christianity by the preaching of Philip. When he saw Peter and John summon the holy spirit, he offered them money to acquire this power for himself, and was sternly rebuked. From his name comes the word simony, which signifies a trafficking in holy things, especially the buying and selling of ecclesiastical offices.


    XIX.21to open all men’s eyes: There is no documentation of the incident that Dante describes here. Some have argued the unlikelihood of his gratuitously interpolating a self-defense against a charge of sacrilege, and have instead suggested that the last clause has larger thematic and theological implications. For one such interpretation, see Mark Musa, Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy. Inferno: Commentary (Indiana, 1996), pp. 257–59.


    XIX.50a killer, placed inside: In the Middle Ages, an assassin would be executed by being placed upside down in a ditch and buried alive.


    XIX.57the lovely lady that you lacerated: Pope Boniface VIII (Benedetto Caetani, 1235–1303) is the subject of numerous gibes in the course of the poem. The speaker mistakes Dante for Boniface, who is not due to arrive for another three and a half years. The lovely lady that he tore to pieces by his corrupt practices is, of course, the church; “guile” alludes to the common belief that Boniface had persuaded his predecessor, Celestine V (see note to Canto III, line 60), to resign, and then won the support of King Charles II of Naples in his effort to become pope himself.


    XIX.69the great mantle was my own: The speaker is Giovanni Gaetano degli Orsini (c. 1225–1280; his surname means “little bears”), Pope Nicholas III (1277–1280).


    XIX.87will pay heed: Nicholas has been dead for nearly twenty years, and must wait another three for his replacement, Boniface, whose own feet will be exposed and aflame for only eleven years until he is pushed along by the arrival of the even more corrupt Clement V in 1314. Clement, born Bertrand de Got (c. 1264–1314) in Gascony, intrigued with King Philip IV of France to win the papacy, offering him a share of the church’s revenues. Upon his accession, Clement moved the papal see to Avignon, where it remained until 1377, and created nine new French cardinals. In 2 Maccabees 4–5, Jason becomes high priest of the Jews by bribing King Antiochus of Syria and proceeds to introduce corrupt practices. He is soon displaced, however, by Menelaus, who offers the king an even greater bribe.


    XIX.95gold or silver from Matthias: In Acts 1.13–26, Matthias is selected by lot to take Judas’s place among the Apostles.


    XIX.99that you guard them well: This is probably a reference to the now discredited assumption that Nicholas III was bribed to support Giovanni da Procida (1210–1298), a force behind the bloody uprising known as the Sicilian Vespers (1282), which liberated Sicily from the rule of Charles I of Anjou.


    XIX.111his love of purity: In Revelation 17, John gives his vision of pagan Rome, which Dante applies to the corrupt papacy. The seven heads are here understood to be the sacraments, and the ten horns are the commandments, whose power waned when the church’s husband, the pope, turned away from virtue.


    XIX.117for his own: Constantine I (c. 274–337), known as the Great, was Roman emperor from 306 to 337. Dante alludes to the Donation of Constantine, a document forged in the papal curia and believed genuine for seven hundred years until its fraudulence was demonstrated in the fifteenth century. It claims that, in return for Constantine’s being cured of leprosy by Pope Sylvester I (see note to Canto XXVII, line 95), this “first rich father” and all succeeding popes were granted temporal sovereignty over the western part of the empire, including Italy.


    CANTO XX


    XX.32–33raised the call / “Amphiaraus”: The seer Amphiaraus was one of the seven against Thebes (see note to Canto XIV, line 46). As he had foreseen, he died in battle during the siege, when the Earth opened to swallow him as he was retreating.


    XX.40See Tiresias: The Theban Tiresias was turned into a woman when he struck a pair of copulating snakes. After seven years, he struck them again and was returned to his male form. When summoned to settle a dispute between Zeus and Hera over whether males or females enjoyed lovemaking more, he agreed with Zeus, stating that women experienced ten times as much sexual pleasure. For this, Hera struck him blind, and Zeus compensated him with the gift of prophecy. His story is told in Book III of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. He appears most famously in Sophocles’s Oedipus the King and T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, as well as in the Odyssey (as a shade) and several plays by Euripides.


    XX.46–47in the chain / is Aruns: An Etruscan soothsayer who, in Lucan’s Pharsalia, foresaw but did not fully communicate the consequences of the war between Caesar and Pompey. According to Lucan, he lived in the ruins of Luni and divined by, among other things, examining entrails. It is Dante who situates him in a nearby cave and makes him, by implication, an astrologer.


    XX.54–55on that side too, / was Manto: The daughter of Tiresias. In Book X of the Aeneid, Manto is described as coming to Italy after her father’s death and the fall of Thebes, and giving birth to Ocnus after mating with the river god Tiber.


    XX.61–78it travels then / to Govèrnolo: The town of Governolo is some twelve miles from Mantua. Benaco was the Latin name for Lake Garda, at the foot of the Tyrolean Alps. The city of Garda is on its eastern shore. Valcamonica is a valley west of the lake. The term Pennino alludes to the Alpine range (although precisely which part of it is alluded to is a matter of some dispute). The boundaries of the dioceses of Brescia, Trent, and Verona meet at a point in the middle of Lake Garda, at the southern end of which stand the fortress and town of Peschiera.


    XX.93the name the people chose: By some accounts, it was customary in the ancient world to determine the names of cities through the casting of lots.


    XX.96the cunning Pinamonte’s calculation: Alberto da Casalodi (c. 1230−1288), a Guelph count from Brescia, was ruler of Mantua in 1272 and much resented by the native population. The Ghibelline Pinamonte dei Bonacolsi (1206−1293) duped him into thinking that he could hold onto power only by exiling the city’s noble families, which he did to such an extent that he deprived himself of his own supporters. Pinamonte led a revolt that resulted in the exile of Casalodi and the murders of the remaining nobles.


    XX.99devalue what is true: This statement of Virgil’s has occasioned much comment, especially since his account here contradicts the one in the Aeneid (see note to line 55 above). The matter is further complicated by the mention of “the daughter of Tiresias” as one of the souls in Limbo (see the Purgatorio, Canto XXII, and note to line 109 of that canto), in contrast to Virgil’s identification of her here among the soothsayers.


    XX.114the whole of it so thoroughly: This passage presents additional difficulties. Eurypylus is indeed mentioned in the Aeneid (Book II), but the details there are very different from what Dante has Virgil claim. Calchas was the augur when the Greek fleet set sail from Aulis to lay siege to Troy. In the Aeneid, Eurypylus is a soldier sent to consult the oracle of Apollo to determine the most propitious time for the Greeks to sail home from Troy. (In fairness to Dante, it should be pointed out that Calchas does figure briefly in this incident also.)


    XX.116was Michael Scot: Michael Scot (c. 1175–c. 1235), so called because of his national origin, was a philosopher and astrologer at the court of Frederick II (see note to Canto X, line 119) at Palermo. He wrote a number of works dealing with the occult sciences and translated Arabic versions of Aristotle into Latin.


    XX.118See Guido Bonatti. Asdente: Benvenuto, called Asdente (“toothless”), was a shoemaker from Parma who was said to possess magical powers. The astrologer and soothsayer Guido Bonatti (1210−1296?) was a rooftiler from Forlì; he is believed to have been in the service of Guido da Montefeltro (see note to Canto XXVII, line 30).


    XX.125carrying his thornbush: Equivalent to the man in the moon, Cain with his thornbush is above the point of demarcation between the northern hemisphere (land) and the southern (water). It is now about six in the morning.


    CANTO XXI


    XXI.34−38One of Saint Zita’s Elders!: Zita (1218−c. 1278) was a servant woman of Lucca, to whom miracles were attributed; she was known as Saint Zita, although she was not canonized until 1690. The Elders were the city’s magistrates, ten in number, chosen for two-month terms. The dead soul (identified by an early commentator as Martino Bottaio, a Luccan politician who died the day on which this canto is set) is, like the others here, guilty of barratry, the buying and selling of public offices. Evilclaws: the name that Dante gives to the group of demons prominently featured in this canto and the following one. The word is Malebranche in the original.


    XXI.41our friend Bonturo: This line is highly ironic, since Bonturo Dati, who died in 1325, was reputed to be the most corrupt official in Lucca.


    XXI.48no place for the Holy Face!: An ancient crucifix in Lucca, carved from dark wood.


    XXI.49that you did in the Serchio: A river that flows near Lucca. According to the early commentaries, it was a popular site for swimming in summer.


    XXI.95out of Caprona: A castle about five miles from the city of Pisa, Caprona was surrendered to Tuscan Guelph forces (Florentines and Lucchese) in August 1289. Dante was a member of the invading army.


    XXI.114broken by a quake: See note to Canto XII, line 45. It is now about seven o’clock on Saturday morning.


    CANTO XXII


    XXII.5seen raiding parties there: According to a letter that has not survived, Dante was a cavalryman at the Battle of Campaldino on June 11, 1289, in which the Aretine Ghibellines were defeated by the Florentine Guelphs.


    XXII.21to keep their craft afloat: It was believed that the surfacing of dolphins near a vessel signified an approaching storm.


    XXII.48in the kingdom of Navarre: Once an independent kingdom, Navarre is now divided between northern Spain and southwestern France. The speaker was named in early commentaries as one Ciampolo, but nothing is known of him.


    XXII.52King Thibaut’s retinue: Thibaut II (1239−1270), king of Navarre from 1253 to 1270, was highly regarded for his justice and generosity.


    XXII.81Fra Gomita of Gallura: Around 1294, Fra Gomita was appointed chancellor by Nino Visconti (see note to Canto XXXIII, line 13), a Pisan who was the judge of Gallura, one of the four judicial districts of Sardinia. Visconti ignored all complaints against Gomita until he discovered that the friar had helped prisoners to escape, whereupon he had him hanged.


    XXII.89Don Michel Zanche: Governor of Logudoro, another of the four judicial districts of Sardinia. He was murdered by his son-in-law, Branca d’Oria, in 1275 (see note to Canto XXXIII, line 137).


    CANTO XXIII


    XXIII.3that Friars Minor: The Franciscans. Following the example of their founder, Saint Francis of Assisi, they cultivated poverty and humility. They made their begging rounds in pairs, the younger friar walking behind the elder.


    XXIII.6the frog and mouse: In most versions of this fable, a mouse asks a frog to carry him across a stream; before doing so, the frog ties the mouse to his leg, and during the crossing he tries to drown the mouse by submerging; the ensuing commotion attracts a hawk, who carries them off, eating the frog and freeing the mouse.


    XXIII.63fashioned for the Cluny monks: The abbey of Cluny in Burgundy was founded by the Benedictines in 910.


    XXIII.66–67Frederick would impose / seem straw: According to his enemies (although there is no confirmation), Emperor Frederick II punished treason by having the offender boiled in a cauldron while wearing a lead cape; the cape, when it melted, peeled away the traitor’s skin.


    XXIII.108around Gardingo: The Knights of the Blessed Virgin Mary were a religious order whose charge was to reconcile factions and disputes and to protect the weak. They were known sarcastically as the Jolly Friars because of the laxity of their rules and their reputation for corruption. Among the founders of the order were Catalano di Guido di Ostia (c. 1210–1285), a Guelph, and Loderingo degli Andalò (c. 1210–1293), a Ghibelline, who served jointly as maintainers of public order in Bologna in 1265. Having arranged a truce between warring factions, they were appointed in 1266 to a similar function in Florence at the behest of Pope Clement IV, whose secret intent was to establish the Guelph party at the expense of the Ghibellines. In 1267, the Ghibellines were driven out of Florence, their property confiscated, and the houses of some of the more prominent families destroyed, including those of the Uberti family in the Gardingo section of the city.


    XXIII.124such evil for the Jews: Caiaphas, the high priest of the Jews, urged that Jesus be turned over to the Romans, ostensibly for the public good but secretly because Jesus’s teachings posed a threat to the established leadership. In this he was abetted by his father-in-law, Annas, and other members of the Sanhedrin, the supreme council. From this betrayal, as Dante sees it, followed the destruction of Jerusalem and the diaspora.


    CANTO XXIV


    XXIV.3equaling the days: The sun is in Aquarius from about January 21 to February 20.


    XXIV.88the Red Sea’s lands: Libya (the ancient term for northern Africa, exclusive of Egypt), Ethiopia (from Egypt south to Zanzibar), and Arabia (“the Red Sea’s lands”) were considered to be largely uninhabitable and filled with exotic creatures. All the species of serpents mentioned here are taken from Book IX of Lucan’s Pharsalia.


    XXIV.93a place to hide in or a heliotrope: The stone called the heliotrope, also known as a bloodstone, was believed in ancient times to have the power to make its possessor invisible.


    XXIV.125I’m Vanni Fucci: Vanni Fucci was the illegitimate son (“mule”) of Fuccio dei Lazzari and an extreme partisan of the Blacks in Pistoia. He was notorious for his rage and was known to have committed at least one murder (thus Dante’s surprise, in lines 128–29, at finding him here and not among the violent).


    XXIV.139blamed for what I’d done: The theft of sacred objects from the sacristy of the chapel of San Jacopo caused a sensation in Pistoia in 1293. Fucci revealed his involvement in this crime in order to save the life of one Rampino di Francesco Foresi, who was about to be hanged for it.


    XXIV.151to give you pain: Fucci’s prophecy alludes to the following events: In May 1301, the Pistoian Whites, with the aid of their Florentine counterparts, expelled the Blacks from their city. In November of that year, the Blacks began an uprising in Florence that led to their recapture of the city the following year and the banishment of the Whites, which would result in Dante’s permanent exile from Florence (see note to Canto VI, line 75). The “vapor”—or hot wind, which clashes with the cold, moist clouds to produce the storm—is generally understood to be Moroello Malaspina, from the region of Val di Magra, a highly effective military leader of the Blacks. Campo Piceno refers to a field near Pistoia, believed to be the site of Catiline’s defeat in 63 B.C.E., and also the location of a raid by Malaspina against the Whites.


    CANTO XXV


    XXV.12surpass your seed in villainy?: The “seed” of Pistoia was presumed to be the remains of the defeated army of Catiline; see the note to Canto XV, line 78, for similar presumptions regarding the origins of Florence.


    XXV.15fell from the high wall: The reference is to Capaneus (see Canto XIV, lines 43–72).


    XXV.19even Maremma: The Maremma (see note to Canto XIII, line 8) was, in addition to its other harsh features, swampy and snake-infested.


    XXV.25That centaur’s Cacus: Son of Vulcan and Medusa, a fire-breathing monster who lived in a cave beneath Mount Avetine and preyed upon travelers. In Book VIII of the Aeneid, Virgil describes him as “half-human”; Dante has adapted these details to make him a centaur with a fire-breathing dragon on his back. Cacus stole some of the cattle that Hercules had taken from Geryon (see note to Canto XVII, line 1), for which he was slain by Hercules—strangled, according to Virgil; clubbed, according to Ovid. Other centaurs guard the violent who are punished in the river of blood (Canto XII), but Cacus, even though he has something of a guard’s function here, is punished with the thieves.


    XXV.43to someone else—“Where’s Cianfa?”: Cianfa (died c. 1289) appears to have been a member of the Donati family of Florence. He is the serpent who comes running up at line 50.


    XXV.67–68and they said: / “Alas, Agnello”: A member of the Brunelleschi family, Ghibellines of Florence. There is little historically reliable information about him.


    XXV.96what will come next: In Book IX of Pharsalia, Lucan tells of Sabellus, a soldier in Cato’s army who was bitten by a snake in the Libyan desert and became a festering mass, and of Nasidius, another of Cato’s soldiers, also bitten by a serpent, whose body became so swollen that it burst.


    XXV.98–99how Arethusa came to be / a fountain: Cadmus, son of King Agenor of Phoenicia, and his wife, Harmonia, were turned into serpents for killing a dragon sacred to Mars (Metamorphoses, Book IV), and the nymph Arethusa was transformed into a fountain to escape the river god Alpheus, who nonetheless mingled his waters with hers (Book V).


    XXV.140Now I’ll let Buoso: Variously identified, Buoso is believed to have been Buoso di Forese Donati (died c. 1285; not the Buoso Donati mentioned in Canto XXX, line 43).


    XXV.147–148I could clearly recognize / Puccio Sciancato: Puccio Galigai, called Sciancato (“lame”), was a member of a Ghibelline family and appears to have had the reputation of a gentleman thief.


    XXV.151on whose account, Gaville: Francesco de’ Cavalcanti, called Guercio (“squinting” or “cross-eyed”), was murdered by people from Gaville, a town near Florence. The Cavalcanti avenged his death by killing many of Gaville’s inhabitants. There is no solid evidence that he was a thief.


    CANTO XXVI


    XXVI.4among the thieves: The five thieves were all members of upper-class families.


    XXVI.7toward dawn are true: There was a common belief that morning dreams are prophetic in nature.


    XXVI.8–9soon to come, / what Prato: The reference may be either to Cardinal Niccolò da Prato (c. 1250−1321), who excommunicated the city’s inhabitants in 1304 after failing to reconcile its rival factions, or to the town of Prato, his birthplace, eleven miles northwest of the city, which expelled its Black Guelphs in 1309.


    XXVI.24it should not be misapplied: See note to Canto IV, line 102.


    XXVI.39through the skies: When the prophet Elisha cursed forty-two young boys who had mocked his baldness, two bears came from the forest and tore them to pieces (2 Kings 2.23–24). Elisha also beheld the prophet Elijah borne to Heaven in a whirlwind by fiery horses and a fiery chariot (2 Kings 2.7–14).


    XXVI.54at his brother’s side: In the siege of Thebes (see note to Canto XIV, line 46), the warring sons of Oedipus, Eteocles and Polynices, killed one another. The dividing of the flame of their mutual pyre communicated their undying hatred.


    XXVI.63pay for the Palladium: The condemnation of the Greek heroes Ulysses (Odysseus) and Diomedes among the fraudulent is based on three incidents, the first and third of which are drawn from Book II of the Aeneid, the second from the unfinished Achilleid of Statius: (1) They devised the Trojan horse, whose role in the fall of Troy made it the portal through which the surviving Trojans passed to become the founders of Rome. (2) They went to Scyros to lure the beardless Achilles out of hiding among the women—where his mother, the goddess Thetis, had placed him—because he would be needed for success against the Trojans; the news of his death in Troy would cause Deïdamìa, the mother of his son, to die of grief. (3) They sneaked into Troy by night to steal the statue of Pallas Athena, upon which the city’s safety was believed to depend.


    XXVI.90and these words came: Ulysses’s speech was the primary inspiration for Tennyson’s great monologue “Ulysses.” It is interesting to observe how the same material is made to yield opposite conclusions: where Dante in lines 91–142 presents Ulysses’s final journey as a failure of familial responsibilities and a hubristic flouting of divinely imposed limitations, Tennyson celebrates the spirit of quest and daring without which there would be no human progress.


    XXVI.93name that beach: Gaeta, a town on the southeastern coast of Italy, was named by Aeneas for his nurse, Caieta, who died there (Aeneid, Book VII). Dante would have known the story of Ulysses’s entanglement with the enchantress Circe from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book XIV.


    XXVI.111Ceuta lay behind: The narrow channel is the Strait of Gibraltar. The Pillars of Hercules are Calpe in Spain and Abyla on the African promontory. In legend, they were originally one mountain, which was torn apart by Hercules, marking the point beyond which no one may sail and survive. Seville here connotes southern Spain, near Gibraltar. Ceuta is on the north coast of Morocco opposite Gibraltar.


    XXVI.126as days flew by: They are sailing southwest, toward the point on the globe that is exactly opposite Jerusalem, where Dante locates the Mount of Purgatory (line 134).


    XXVI.129barely was in sight: The ship has now crossed the equator into the Southern Hemisphere.


    CANTO XXVII


    XXVII.7As the Sicilian bull: Several classical sources tell of Phalaris, tyrant of Agrigentum in the sixth century B.C.E., who had the Athenian Perillus fashion a bronze bull in which victims would be roasted alive, with their muffled cries passing through pipes that made them sound like the bellowing of a bull. Phalaris tested the device with Perillus himself as subject.


    XXVII.30the Tiber starts its flow: Romagna is a district in northeastern Italy stretching from the Po south to the eastern Apennines, the range that includes Mount Coronaro, where the Tiber originates. The speaker, who is never identified by name, is Guido da Montefeltro (c. 1220–1298), perhaps the greatest of the Ghibelline commanders, who kept Romagna under Ghibelline rule when most of Italy, including the papacy, was Guelph-dominated. The bane of several popes, he was excommunicated in 1289, but was later reconciled to the church and joined the Franciscan order (the “corded friars” of lines 67–68) in 1296.


    XXVII.42his wings are spread: Guido da Polenta (d. 1310), whose coat of arms displayed an eagle, had ruled Ravenna from 1275 to 1297, when he abdicated in favor of his two sons. Cervia is a town on the Adriatic, southeast of Ravenna. Guido was the father of Francesca da Rimini (see note to Canto V, line 97) and the grandfather of Guido Novello (d. 1330), who was Dante’s host in Ravenna for the last five years of the poet’s life.


    XXVII.45the green paws once again: Forlì, the central city of Romagna, held off a yearlong siege by a Guelph army, of French and Italian troops, sent by Pope Martin IV. The successful defense of the city was directed by Guido da Montefeltro, whom Dante does not yet realize he is addressing. “Green paws” alludes to the escutcheon of the Ordelaffi family, who despotically ruled Forlì at the end of the thirteenth century.


    XXVII.48as they are wont to do: In 1295, when the Ghibellines of Rimini were defeated by Malatesta da Verrucchio, the Ghibelline leader, Montagna de’ Parcitati, was captured and then killed by Malatesta’s son Malatestino. Malatesta ruled until his death in 1312, at the age of one hundred, when he was succeeded by Malatestino, who was succeeded, at his death in 1317, by his brother Pandolfo (c. 1267−1326). Malatesta’s other sons were Gianciotto, the husband of Francesca da Rimini, and Paolo, her lover.


    XXVII.51he turns his coat: Faenza is on the river Lamone, Imola on the Santerno. In 1300, they were under the control of Maghinardo de’ Pagani da Susinana (d. 1302), here called the “lionet” because of his coat of arms. He was known for his political inconsistency.


    XXVII.54between the plain and mountain: Cesena was ruled by the relatively benign Galasso da Montefeltro (d. 1300), Guido’s cousin.


    XXVII.66without fear of infamy: Lines 61–66, untranslated and unidentified, were used by T. S. Eliot as the epigraph to “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”


    XXVII.70may his soul rot in Hell: The corrupt pope alluded to here is Boniface VIII.


    XXVII.90the sultan’s will is done: There was endless strife, erupting into armed conflict in 1297, between Boniface and the powerful Colonna family, whose residences were not far from his own, the Lateran Palace. The Colonna refused to accept the abdication of Celestine V (see note to Canto III, line 60) and thus denied the legitimacy of Boniface’s papacy. Here Boniface is attacked for launching a crusade against his fellow Christians, while doing nothing to oppose the Saracens who in 1291 had conquered Acre, the last Christian stronghold in the Holy Land, or to punish those who defied the order, imposed by Pope Nicholas IV after the fall of Acre, forbidding all commerce with Muslim lands.


    XXVII.93thin in times before: The cord worn by the Franciscan friars made its wearers thin through their adherence to the vows of poverty and abstinence; “in times before” is an attack on the corruption of the contemporary church.


    XXVII.95to cure his leprosy: It was widely believed during the Middle Ages that Constantine, afflicted with leprosy for his persecution of Christians, sent for Pope Sylvester I (285−335; reigned 314−335), who was hiding in a cave on Mount Soracte; Constantine was cured instantly upon being baptized by Sylvester and, according to the fraudulent Donation of Constantine, gave the church temporal power in the western part of the empire (see note to Canto XIX, line 117).


    XXVII.102how I may cause Penestrino’s demolition: Palestrina (Praeneste in ancient times) is a city some twenty miles east of Rome, where the Colonna resisted Boniface’s siege until September 1298, when they surrendered under promise of amnesty. Supposedly, although their lives were spared, the Colonna were ruined and the city was destroyed.


    XXVII.111keeping small: It is not clear whether Guido actually gave Boniface such advice, since later chroniclers may have had Dante as their only source for the story.


    XXVII.112when I died: According to Singleton, “The transition is the more effective for being so abrupt. Guido in fact did die in September 1298, the month in which Boniface tricked the Colonna.”


    CANTO XXVIII


    XXVIII.7Apulia’s wounded: Puglia is the southeastern corner of Italy, the heel of the boot. Dante uses the term, as was common in his time, to denote the entire southern portion of the peninsula. He alludes to several battles, ancient and modern, that were fought there, beginning with the invasion by Aeneas and his forces.


    XXVIII.12what he tells is true: According to Livy (Titus Livius, 59 B.C.E.–17 C.E.) in his monumental history of Rome, Ab urbe condita, Hannibal had his soldiers remove the rings of Roman officers they had killed at the Battle of Cannae (216 B.C.E.), an Apulian village, and sent them to the Carthaginian senate to demonstrate the magnitude of his victory. The “long war” was the Second Punic War (218–201 B.C.E.).


    XXVIII.14resisted Robert Guiscard’s: Robert Guiscard (1015–1085), brother of the duke of Normandy, was made ruler of Apulia and Calabria by Pope Nicholas II. He spent twenty years battling the Greeks and Saracens in southern Italy, and is cited in Canto XVIII of the Paradiso among warriors for the faith.


    XXVIII.16scene of Apulian faithlessness: The forces of King Manfred of Sicily met the invading army of Charles of Anjou near Benevento (not Ceprano) on February 26, 1266. When his Apulian allies fled the field, Manfred chose to die in battle rather than flee. Because he had been excommunicated, he was buried in unconsecrated ground and subsequently disinterred (according to some, on the orders of Pope Clement IV). In Canto III of the Purgatorio, Manfred is the first penitent soul Dante encounters as he begins his ascent of the mountain.


    XXVIII.18won the victory weaponless: In 1268, Charles of Anjou fought Conradin (1252−1268), the young nephew of Manfred and grandson of Frederick II, near Tagliacozzo. Charles was advised by the chevalier Érard de Valéry (c. 1200–c. 1277) to hold back his reserves as long as possible, which strategy turned the tide of battle in his favor.


    XXVIII.31see mangled Mohammed tear himself!: Ronald L. Martinez and Robert M. Durling state: “In the Christian polemics that were Dante’s sources of information, Mohammed was said to have been a Nestorian Christian (the Nestorians denied that Christ’s divine and human natures were united) before founding Islam; thus he was thought both a heretic and a schismatic, having drawn one third of the world’s believers away from the true faith” (The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri. Volume I: Inferno, Oxford, 1996). According to Mark Musa, Dante’s treatment of Mohammed “reflects the medieval belief that Mohammed was responsible not only for a schism but the invasion of Palestine and the dismantling of Christian power and influence in the Middle East. Opinion in Dante’s day ignored the fact that Mohammed was a monotheist in a pagan culture and that his split from Christianity followed the development of its trinitarian dogma.”


    XXVIII.32weeping, is Alì: Ali (c. 592–661) was Mohammed’s cousin and son-in-law. Controversy over his assumption of the caliphate in 656 led to the splitting of Islam into the Sunni and Shiite sects.


    XXVIII.60find difficult to achieve: Dolcino Tornielli (c. 1250−1307) of Novara was known as Fra Dolcino because of his association with the Apostolic Brethren, who sought to bring the church back to the simplicity of its earliest times, the days of the Apostles. After the death of the group’s founder, Gherardo Segarelli, Dolcino took command of the Brethren. He was accused of holding heretical views, and in 1305 Pope Clement V preached against the sect. Dolcino and a large group of his followers, including his companion and presumed mistress, Margaret of Trent, held out for some time in the hills between Novara and Vercelli, but were driven out by hunger and repeated attacks. Dolcino and Margaret were captured in June 1307 and burned at the stake.


    XXVIII.73−75keep Pier da Medicina: Medicina is a town between Bologna and Imola. Pier has not been positively identified. The “sweet plain” is the entire Po valley.


    XXVIII.90Focara’s wind be pacified: The incident in question, for which there is no definite historical authority, is believed to have occurred around 1312. Guido del Cassero and Angiolello di Carignano were leaders of opposing political parties in Fano. La Cattolica is midway between Fano and Rimini on the Adriatic coast. The references to Cyprus and Majorca signify the entire extent of the Mediterranean; the Argives are the people of Argos—broadly speaking, the Greeks. The “one-eyed traitor” is Malatestino, ruler of Rimini (see note to Canto XXVII, line 48).


    XXVIII.102whose speech had always dared: Gaius Scribonius Curio the Younger (c. 84−49 B.C.E.) was a follower of Pompey, then went over to Julius Caesar, and in the ensuing civil war led the campaign that drove Cato’s army out of Sicily. Dante follows Lucan in claiming that it was on the advice of Curio that Caesar decided to cross the Rubicon at Rimini, which action marked the beginning of the civil war.


    XXVIII.109killed off your whole line: In 1215, Buondelmonte de’ Buondelmonti, a Florentine noble, broke his engagement to a daughter of the Amidei for what he considered a better offer. When allies of the Amidei discussed how best to avenge the shame, Mosca dei Lamberti spoke the words signifying that the matter should be resolved with finality, by the death of Buondelmonte, and himself took part in the murder. Although there had previously been tension between the Guelphs and Ghibellines, this killing crystallized the hostility that was to plague the city thereafter. Dante’s taunt in line 109 refers to the expulsion of the Lamberti from Florence in 1258, after which they no longer figured in the affairs of the city. In Canto VI, line 80, Dante had asked Ciacco about Mosca’s posthumous whereabouts.


    XXVIII.136the father fought the son: Bertran de Born (c. 1140–c. 1215) was one of the greatest of the Provençal troubadours. Ezra Pound adapted or loosely translated several of his poems, including the “Planh for the Young English King,” Bertran’s elegy for Prince Henry (1155–1183), second and oldest surviving son of King Henry II and called “the young king” because he was twice crowned during his father’s lifetime. Encouraged by his mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, and King Louis VII of France, Prince Henry rebelled against his father, demanding that he be given a substantial portion of his patrimony. The ensuing conflict lasted until “the young king” died of a fever; unlike his younger brothers, Richard and John, he never attained the throne.


    XXVIII.138with King David and Absalon: In 2 Samuel 15–17, Ahithophel counseled Absalom to rebel against his father, King David, a course of action that led to Absalom’s death and Ahithophel’s suicide.


    XXVIII.142retribution takes its course: This line is the poem’s only direct mention of the contrapasso, the principle of fitting the punishment to the nature of the offense.


    CANTO XXIX


    XXIX.27called Geri del Bello: Geri del Bello degli Alighieri was a first cousin of Dante’s father. According to Dante’s son Pietro, he was murdered by Brodaio dei Sacchetti, a murder that was not avenged until many years later, in 1310. Peace between the feuding families was not arranged until 1342. Vengeance for the murders of one’s kinsmen was sanctioned by both law and custom.


    XXIX.29that once held Hautefort: The castle of Bertran de Born.


    XXIX.48and Valdichiana’s too: Like the island of Sardinia, the Tuscan areas of the Maremma (see notes to Canto XIII, line 8, and Canto XXV, line 19) and the Valdichiana are swampy, and in medieval times all were breeding grounds for malaria in the summer.


    XXIX.64sprang into life again: Aegina is an island in the Saronic Gulf, south of Athens. It is named for the nymph Aegina, whose son, Aeacus, fathered by Zeus, was the island’s ruler; Aeacus was the father of Peleus and the grandfather of Achilles (Metamorphoses, Book VII). After Hera devastated the island with a plague, Zeus repopulated it by turning its ants into men (hence the name Myrmidons for the inhabitants, from the Greek for “ant”).


    XXIX.110at Albero of Siena’s will: Early commentators identify the Aretine as one Griffolino, who was burned at the stake for heresy around 1272. The credulous Albero was the protégé and perhaps the actual son of the bishop of Siena.


    XXIX.132showed his wit: Stricca, about whom nothing is known for certain, has been tentatively identified with Stricca di Giovanni de’ Salimbeni, whose brother Niccolò was a member of the brigata spendereccia (“spendthrifts’ club”), a group of young Sienese nobles who dedicated themselves to squandering their wealth as lavishly as possible, and were believed to have run through their entire fortunes in less than two years. Some claim that Niccolò introduced cloves, then extremely expensive, to the “garden” of Siena. Other spendthrifts in good standing were Caccia d’Asciano and Bartolommeo dei Folcacchieri, called Abbagliato, or “bedazzled,” who was fined in 1278 for drinking in a tavern.


    XXIX.136I am Capocchio’s shade: Capocchio was burned alive at Siena in 1293. Some early commentators claim that he and Dante knew one another as students.


    CANTO XXX


    XXX.12the other one and drowned: Semele was the daughter of Cadmus, founder of Thebes, and one of the many loves of Zeus. After Semele was accidentally killed by lightning when Zeus manifested himself to her in his godly form, their unborn child was saved, placed in Zeus’s thigh and ultimately born there, and then given to Semele’s sister, Ino. Her wrath unabated, Hera maddened Athamas, Ino’s husband, making him kill their son Learchus; Ino then leaped into the sea with their other son, Melicertes (Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book IV).


    XXX.21had so wrenched her mind: Hecuba, widow of King Priam of Troy, and her daughter Polyxena were enslaved by the conquering Greeks. Hecuba was driven mad by the sacrifice of Polyxena on the tomb of Achilles and her discovery of the body of her murdered son Polydorus, which had washed up on the shore.


    XXX.31That lunatic is Gianni Schicchi: According to early commentators, after Buoso Donati died intestate, his nephew Simone enlisted Gianni Schicchi (died c. 1280), of the Cavalcanti family, to impersonate the dead man and dictate a will in Simone’s favor. During the impersonation, Schicchi proceeded to make lavish bequests to himself of Donati’s property. The story is the basis of Giacomo Puccini’s one-act opera, one of the components of his Trittico.


    XXX.39beyond the bounds of all propriety: For her refusal to honor the goddess Aphrodite, Myrrha was afflicted with an incestuous passion for her father, King Cinyras of Cyprus. After she seduced him by impersonating her mother, he threatened to kill her. She fled, and was turned into a myrtle (or myrrh) tree, from whose trunk Adonis was born (Metamorphoses, Book X).


    XXX.60–61take note / of Master Adam: A Master Adam, an Englishman, was identified in a 1277 document as a member of the household of the Conti Guidi of Romena, a village in the region of the Casentino, east of Florence. In 1281, someone in their employ was burned alive for coining florins with twenty-one carats of gold instead of twenty-four; the first gold florin had been coined in 1252, and soon became the standard gold coin throughout Europe. The Guidi were four brothers in all, not three, as Dante appears to assume; the two not named in line 77 were Aghinolfo and Ildebrandino. The reference in line 80 must be to Guido, who also died in 1281; the other three were still alive in 1300. There is a Fonte Branda in Romena and a more famous one in Siena; it is not clear which one is meant.


    XXX.97Joseph’s accuser is that lying wench: The wife of Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, made repeated attempts to seduce Joseph, who was her husband’s overseer. Spurned by him, she made the false accusation that he had tried to assault her sexually, and he was imprisoned (Genesis 39.6–20).


    XXX.98Sinon, Troy’s false Greek: Sinon allowed himself to be captured by the Trojans, claiming falsely that he had escaped his fate as an intended sacrifice by the Greeks and that the Trojan horse was meant as an atonement to Athena for the theft of the Palladium (see note to Canto XXVI, line 63). On the basis of his lies, the Trojans took the horse into the city.


    XXX.129the mirror of Narcissus a good lick: The reference is to a surface of water, like that of the fountain in which the beautiful youth Narcissus became enamored of his own image, ultimately dying of despair over his inability to possess it.


    CANTO XXXI


    XXXI.6came a good one in its stead: The spear of Achilles had the power to heal the wounds that it inflicted. Homer asserts that the spear had previously belonged to Achilles’s father, Peleus. But Dante, who did not know Greek, seems, like other medieval poets, to have made this association through a misreading of Ovid’s Remedia Amoris, mistaking a reference to Mount Pelion for an allusion to Peleus.


    XXXI.16blew so fiercely: As recounted in the Chanson de Roland, Ganelon, the stepfather of Roland, betrayed the rear guard of Charlemagne’s army to the Saracens at Roncesvalles in 778. Roland blew his horn to summon the main force to their rescue, but Ganelon dissuaded Charlemagne from responding, and Roland and all his companions were killed.


    XXXI.40For just as Montereggione: A heavily fortified castle outside Siena. Fourteen towers, each over sixty feet tall, were added to its walls after the Battle of Montaperti (see note to Canto X, line 32).


    XXXI.43thunders from on high: Jove still thunders because of the giants’ assault on Mount Olympus (see Canto XIV, lines 52–60, and note to line 58).


    XXXI.59on the holy ground: The bronze pinecone, now located in the Belvedere Gardens of the papal palace, is about thirteen feet high.


    XXXI.63so that three Frieslanders: Frieslanders, or Frisians, inhabitants of the Frisian Islands in the North Sea, were known for their great height.


    XXXI.65for I saw thirty spans: A span is the width of an outstretched hand, roughly nine inches.


    XXXI.67“Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi!” tore: A number of attempts have been made to decipher Nimrod’s words, despite the clear indication in lines 80–81 that they are unintelligible.


    XXXI.78we lack one common language everywhere: Nimrod, king of Babylon, is described in Genesis 10.9 as “a mighty hunter before the Lord,” which may account for his horn. According to tradition, it was he who built the tower of Babel.


    XXXI.94struck the great blows: In an attempt to scale the heavens during the assault on the gods, Ephialtes and his brother Otus tried to pile Ossa on Olympus and Pelion on Ossa, but were killed by Zeus.


    XXXI.99Briareus in his immensity: Briareus is another of the giants who made war on Olympus. In the Aeneid, he is described as fifty-headed and hundred-handed. By deflecting Dante from viewing him and by characterizing him as normally shaped, Virgil seems to implicitly acknowledge the absurdity of that depiction.


    XXXI.100You’ll see Antaeus: The son of Neptune and Gaea (Earth), who retained his great strength by maintaining contact with his mother. He wrestled Hercules (lines 131–32), who lifted him off the ground and crushed him to death. His unfettered state may be a result of his not participating in the assault on Olympus, which took place before he was born.


    XXXI.117his army turned around: Scipio Africanus the Elder (c. 253−c. 183 B.C.E.) defeated Hannibal at Zama in North Africa in 202, resolving the Second Punic War in favor of Rome.


    XXXI.123in which Cocytus: The frozen lake of the ninth circle of Hell; in Cocytus are embedded the worst of all sinners.


    XXXI.125to Tityus or Typhon: Typhon, who had a hundred fire-breathing serpent heads, was killed by the thunderbolts of Zeus. Tityus was a giant killed by Apollo and Artemis when he attempted to rape their mother, Leto.


    XXXI.136As the Garisenda: Built around 1110, the Garisenda is the smaller of two leaning towers in Bologna.


    CANTO XXXII


    XXXII.11aiding Amphion: According to the Ars poetica of Horace, the Muses helped Amphion wall Thebes by inspiring him to play so beautifully upon the lyre that the stones came down from Mount Cithaeron to form the walls themselves.


    XXXII.29of Tambernic or Pietrapana: Mount Pietrapana is in the Apuan Alps; Tambernic is most likely Mount Tambura, in the same range.


    XXXII.56was their father’s: Alessandro and Napoleone were the sons of Count Alberto of Mangona (1139−1203). According to the early commentators, they fought over their inheritance and wound up killing one another sometime in the 1280s.


    XXXII.62not Focaccia: The nickname of Vanni de’ Cancellieri, who murdered his cousin Detto di Sinibaldo Cancellieri in 1293. Arthur: King Arthur was killed by Mordred, his treacherous nephew (or son). In their mutually fatal encounter, Arthur pierced him through with his lance, inflicting so gaping a wound that a ray of light passed through Mordred’s body.


    XXXII.64Sassol Mascheroni: He murdered one of his relatives over an inheritance. In punishment for the crime, he was rolled through the streets of Florence in a nail-filled cask and then beheaded.


    XXXII.68was Camiscion de’ Pazzi: Of Alberto Camicione de’ Pazzi of Val d’Arno, all that is known for certain is that he murdered a relative named Ubertino. In 1302, Carlino de’ Pazzi, another kinsman of his, would accept a bribe to betray the castle of Piantravigne to the Black Guelphs. Camicione’s guilt will be mitigated because his cousin’s treachery will be of a more serious kind than his own and qualify him for the next zone, Antenora (named for Antenor, who in Dante’s time was believed to have betrayed Troy to the Greeks).


    XXXII.81revenge for Montaperti: At the Battle of Montaperti in 1260 (see note to Canto X, line 32), Bocca degli Abati, a Ghibelline infiltrator, cut off the hand of the Guelph standard-bearer, creating a panic that led to a crushing defeat for the Guelphs.


    XXXII.116the one from Duera: Buoso da Duera of Cremona, a Ghibelline leader, was allegedly bribed by the French in 1265 to allow the forces of Charles of Anjou to pass unresisted through Lombardy on their way to Naples to attack Manfred (see note to Canto XXVIII, line 16).


    XXXII.119beside you there’s a Beccheria: Tesauro de’ Beccheria was abbot of Vallombrosa and papal legate of Alexander IV. After the Ghibellines were expelled from Florence in 1258, he was accused of conspiring with them, and was subsequently tortured and beheaded.


    XXXII.121Gianni de’ Soldanieri and Ganelon: For Ganelon, see note to Canto XXXI, line 16. When the Florentines rebelled against their Ghibelline rulers in 1266, Gianni de’ Soldanieri deserted his party and joined the Guelphs in an unsuccessful attempt to advance himself politically.


    XXXII.122Tebaldello: Tebaldello belonged to the Zambrasi, a Ghibelline family of Faenza. Because of personal hostility to members of the Lambertazzi, Ghibelline exiles from Bologna who had taken refuge in Faenza, he opened the gates of the city to their Guelph enemies in the predawn hours of November 13, 1280. He was killed fighting with the French and Italian troops assaulting Forlì in 1282 (see note to Canto XXVII, line 45).


    XXXII.130The way Tydeus: Tydeus, one of the seven kings besieging Thebes (see note to Canto XIV, line 46), exchanged fatal blows with the Theban Menalippus. According to Statius, the dying Tydeus called for the head of Menalippus and proceeded to gnaw it in his rage.


    CANTO XXXIII


    XXXIII.12–13my name / was Count Ugolino: Ugolino della Gherardesca, Conte di Donoratico (c. 1220–1289), belonged to a noble Ghibelline family of Pisa. He was banished after the failure of his intrigue with the Guelph leader Giovanni Visconti in 1275, but returned to Pisa the following year and quickly reassumed a position of power. He conspired with the archbishop, Ruggieri degli Ubaldini (d. 1295), also a Ghibelline, to rid the city of Nino Visconti (d. 1296), who was a judge, a Guelph, Ugolino’s grandson, and a friend of Dante’s (Dante will encounter him in Canto VIII of the Purgatorio). After they had driven Visconti out of Pisa in 1288, Ruggieri turned on Ugolino, accusing him of betraying the city because he had, in 1285, ceded castles to Florence and to Lucca. Whether Ugolino’s action was intended to betray Pisa or to preserve it by conciliating its powerful foes is open to question. In any event, he was imprisoned in the summer of 1288 with two sons and two grandsons, the youngest of whom was fifteen (not the four young sons that Dante gives him). All five were starved to death early in 1289.


    XXXIII.23in memory of my plight: The Torre della Fame, or “Tower of Hunger,” was used as a prison until 1318.


    XXXIII.30that blocks Lucca from the view: Monte San Giuliano stands between Pisa and Lucca.


    XXXIII.32–33and that other one, / Lanfranchi: The Gualandi, Sismondi, and Lanfranchi were prominent Ghibelline families of Pisa who supported Ruggieri in his actions against Ugolino.


    XXXIII.82let Capraia and Gorgona: Capraia and Gorgona are Mediterranean islands then belonging to Pisa.


    XXXIII.87–88upon the cross that way. / New Thebes: Thebes had a reputation as the worst city of the ancient world for violence and bloodshed.


    XXXIII.118I am Fra Alberigo: A member of the Manfredi family of Faenza (who were banished from the city in 1274 but returned in 1280 through the treachery of Tebaldello dei Zambrasi [see note to Canto XXXII, line 122]) and of the Jolly Friars (see note to Canto XXIII, line 108). A close relative of his (his brother, according to some accounts) named Manfred struck him in the course of an argument over the lordship of Faenza. Alberigo pretended to forgive the insult. In 1285, he invited Manfred and one of his sons to dinner. His calling to his servants to bring in the fruit was a signal for assassins to rush into the room and kill Manfred and his son. The comment made by Alberigo (who lived until 1307) at line 120 turns on the fact that dates were more expensive than figs.


    XXXIII.125through Ptolomea’s: The third of the four zones of Cocytus, named either for Ptolemy XII, king of Egypt, who allowed his guest, Pompey, to be murdered, or for the Ptolemy who killed Simon the Maccabee and two of his sons at a banquet (1 Maccabees 16.11–16).


    XXXIII.126has yet to cut its thread: The Fates, described by Hesiod in his Theogeny (eighth century B.C.E.) as daughters of the night, are represented as spinning women: Clotho winds the yarn on the distaff of Lachesis, and Atropos cuts the thread of life.


    XXXIII.137He’s Ser Branca d’Oria: A member of a Ghibelline family of Genoa who in 1275 murdered his father-in-law, Don Michel Zanche (see note to Canto XXII, line 89), at a banquet to which he had invited him. Branca, who was born around 1233 and lived until at least 1325, was assisted in the murder by one of his relatives, either a cousin or a nephew.


    CANTO XXXIV


    XXXIV.1Vexilia regis prodeunt inferni: “Vexilia regis prodeunt” (“The banners of the King advance”) is the first line of a Latin hymn written in 569 by Venantius Fortunatus, bishop of Poitiers.


    XXXIV.46spread out below each face: Satan, or Lucifer, had belonged to the angelic order of the Seraphim: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw also the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and his train filled the temple. Above it stood the seraphims: each one had six wings; with twain he covered his face, and with twain he covered his feet, and with twain he did fly” (Isaiah 6.1–2).


    XXXIV.94The sun returns now to mid-tierce: Tierce is the first of four three-hour periods of the day (6:00 to 9:00 A.M.). In Dante’s cosmology, the sun revolves around Earth, which is a fixed point and the center of the universe. Virgil had said in line 68 that the night was rising, but it is now about 7:30 A.M., since he and Dante have crossed the Earth’s midpoint and are now in the southern celestial hemisphere, where it is day when it is night on the other, inhabited side of the world.


    XXXIV.124–125may have fled, / rushing up: The Earth’s interior, which rushed upward to avoid the fall of Satan, then formed the Mount of Purgatory. These lines thus create a transition to the Purgatorio.


    XXXIV.127As far from Beelzebub: Although others see them as separate devils, Dante uses the name Beelzebub here to refer to Satan.


    XXXIV.139we came outside and saw the stars: The journey to the surface, encapsulated in the previous two tercets, has taken nearly twenty-four hours. In this concluding line, Virgil and Dante emerge to see the dawn sky. “Stars” (stelle) will also be the last word of each of the other two parts of the Comedy.


    PURGATORIO


    CANTO I


    I.7But let dead poetry arise again: Some commentators understand Dante to be claiming to revive the art of epic poetry, dormant since the classical age, but the preponderance of opinion is that he is alluding to the Inferno, which treats of those souls whose damnation precludes any possibility of spiritual rebirth.


    I.9let Calliope join in: The Pierides were the daughters of King Pierus of the Macedonian province of Emathia. They rashly challenged the Muses to a singing contest, in which they were defeated by Calliope, the Muse of epic poetry, often described as the greatest of the Muses. When the Pierides refused to accept their defeat, they were transformed into screeching birds. The story is told at length in Book V of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.


    I.19The planet that prompts love: The planet is Venus, the morning star, in conjunction with Pisces. It is now about one hour before sunrise on Easter Sunday, April 10, 1300. (In April 1300 Venus was actually the evening star; much commentary has been devoted to this discrepancy.)


    I.23the other pole: The reference is to the South Pole, but the four stars are not the Southern Cross, whose existence Dante was in all likelihood unaware of. The stars are Dante’s invention, and represent the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance. In the poem, the mountain of Purgatory is the only land in the southern hemisphere. The Garden of Eden is at the top of the mountain, as will be seen in Canto XXIX; thus, no living person has seen these stars since Adam and Eve were banished from Eden.


    I.30the great Wain: The Great Wain, or Big Dipper (Ursa Major), is in the Northern Hemisphere and not visible from Dante’s vantage point.


    I.31I saw a lone man: The old man is Marcus Porcius Cato (95−46 B.C.E.), a supporter of Cicero and opponent of Julius Caesar. Though only 49 at the time of his death, he was older by ancient standards—and Dante’s—than by those of our time. After the Battle of Thaspus signified the end of the Roman republic, he resolved to die a free man rather than live under the tyranny of Caesar, and took his life at Utica, near Carthage, in Africa. As a pagan, a suicide, and an enemy of Julius Caesar (whom Dante places among the virtuous pagans of Limbo in Canto IV of the Inferno, and whose assassins Brutus and Cassius are ranked with Judas in Canto XXXIV as the worst sinners in human history), Cato seems a peculiar choice to be the guardian of Purgatory. But here and elsewhere in his writings Dante consistently upholds Cato as an exemplar of uncompromising righteousness and devotion to liberty.


    I.76We aren’t breaking Heaven’s laws: Here Virgil responds to Cato’s question in lines 46−48. As one assigned to Limbo, he is not subject to the jurisdiction of Minos.


    I.79holds Marcia: Marcia was the second wife of Cato, who granted her a divorce so that she could marry his friend Hortensius. After the death of Hortensius, she asked Cato to accept her as his wife once more, which he did.


    I.88The vile stream lies: Marcia is in Limbo, on the other side of the Acheron. Those who are not damned cannot pity those who are, as Beatrice tells Virgil in lines 91−92 of Canto II of the Inferno: “God’s grace has made me so I cannot be / moved in my heart by all your suffering.”


    I.131−133No sailor ever navigates: There are allusions here to the descent of Aeneas into the underworld in Book VI of Virgil’s Aeneid and to the story of Ulysses in Canto XXVI of the Inferno, which culminates in the capsizing of his ship within sight of the mountain of Purgatory. The phrase “as pleased another” echoes line 141 of that canto.


    I.135A new one sprang: In preparation for his journey to the underworld, Aeneas is required to pluck the golden bough. As soon as he does so, another appears in its place (Aeneid, Book VI).


    CANTO II


    II.1To the horizon whose meridian: Dante locates Purgatory at the opposite pole from Jerusalem. It is now sunset in Jerusalem, midnight in India (90 degrees east of Jerusalem), and dawn in Purgatory. In the Northern Hemisphere, after the autumnal equinox, when the night grows longer than the day, the sun is in Libra; but it is now April, shortly after the vernal equinox, and so the sun is in Aries and the night once again picks up the scales that she previously let fall.


    II.46In exitu Israel de Aegypto: “When Israel came out of Egypt,” the beginning of Psalm 113 in the Greek numbering, 114 in the Hebrew.


    II.71whose feet he tramples on: In ancient Rome a messenger’s carrying of an olive branch signified good news, often that of peace or a victory. This custom was still observed in Dante’s time.


    II.80−81but they are empty: Dante echoes two identical passages in the Aeneid (Book II, lines 792−794, and Book VI, lines 700−702) in which Aeneas attempts to embrace the shades of his wife, Creusa, and his father, Anchises. Virgil’s lines derive from a passage in Book XI of Homer’s Odyssey in which Odysseus seeks to embrace the shade of his mother, Anticlea.


    II.92my Casella: The only surviving references to a contemporary of Dante’s named Casella indicate that he set to music a poem by someone called Lemmo from Pistoia and that he was fined for loitering in the streets at night in Siena in July 1282. Everything else is speculation based on his appearance in this canto.


    II.98these last three months: Pope Boniface VIII issued a plenary indulgence—a full remission of the temporal punishment due for sins already forgiven—to all who made a pilgrimage to Rome during the Jubilee Year of 1300, retroactive to Christmas 1299 (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVIII, line 34). Despite his hatred for Boniface, Dante approved of this action and apparently shared in the common belief that it extended also to the souls of the dead.


    II.101where the Tiber turns to salt: The Tiber empties into the Tyrrhenian Sea at Ostia, the seaport of ancient Rome. Dante posits this as the location where all dead souls gather to be conveyed to Purgatory.


    II.112Love that discourses in my mind: The first line of the second canzone of Dante’s Convivio (“Banquet”; written 1304−1307).


    II.124wheat or tares: See the note to the Paradiso, Canto XII, line 118.


    CANTO III


    III.25That body which had cast: Virgil died at Brundisium, now Brindisi, in 19 B.C.E. By order of Emperor Augustus, his body was brought to Naples and buried there.


    III.37Let the quia satisfy: The intent of this statement is that humanity should content itself with the fact that things exist and not speculate vainly on the meanings behind their existence.


    III.45he bowed his head: By implication, Virgil includes himself among those virtuous pagans who sought to reason their way to ultimate truth and must spend eternity in Limbo, enduring the pain of unfulfilled desire.


    III.49Between Turbìa and Lerici: Between Turbìa and Lerici lies the coast of Liguria, whose mountains descend steeply to the sea. It was largely inaccessible in Dante’s time.


    III.112he went on: “I am Manfred, the grandson”: Manfred (1232−1266) was the illegitimate son of the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, son of Emperor Henry VI and his wife, Empress Constance (she appears among the saved in Canto III of the Paradiso). Manfred became regent of the Kingdom of Sicily in 1254 and had himself crowned king in 1258. Allied with the Ghibelline cause against the growing political power of the papacy, he was excommunicated by a succession of popes. At the direction of Pope Clement IV, Charles I of Anjou (1227−1285) invaded the kingdom and defeated Manfred’s forces at the Battle of Benevento, in which Manfred was killed, on February 26, 1266. Dante, who was less than a year old at the time of Manfred’s death, cannot possibly know him by sight.


    III.115Go to my lovely daughter: Manfred’s daughter, also named Constance (c. 1249−1302), was the wife of Pedro III of Aragon (c. 1239–1285). Her sons became kings of Aragon and Sicily; they are referred to in negative terms in Canto VII, lines 118−120.


    III.117If other things are said: Although Manfred was widely believed to have died unrepentant, Dante clearly subscribes to the legend that he sought forgiveness with his dying breath.


    III.132by him with tapers quenched: After the battle, as a sign of respect to his fallen foe, Charles had his soldiers pass by the body of Manfred and cover it with stones. Pope Clement subsequently ordered the body to be moved and unceremoniously dropped by the river Verde (whose name means “green” in Italian), beyond the northern boundary of the kingdom. The burial procession of the excommunicated was traditionally conducted with unlit candles (a lume spento) held upside down. A Lume Spento was the title Ezra Pound gave to his first book of poems, self-published in Venice in 1908; “with tapers quenched” is Pound’s own translation of Dante’s phrase, in the book’s dedication.


    CANTO IV


    IV.1When some one of our powers: This passage refutes Plato’s theory that we have three souls—the vegetative (seated in the liver), the sensitive (in the heart), and the intellectual (in the brain)—and aligns with Aristotle and Aquinas in their emphasis on the unity of the soul. If Plato were correct, Dante’s intellectual soul could easily have kept track of the time while his emotional soul was engaged by Manfred’s account.


    IV.15so wonder-struck: Fifteen degrees equal one hour. Three hours and twenty minutes have elapsed since sunrise.


    IV.25Go up to San Leo: These are towns in northern and central Italy located on hilltops or mountaintops and extremely difficult of access.


    IV.41could look. Much steeper: The angle of ascent exceeds 45 degrees.


    IV.55I saw the low-lying shore: Dante is only gradually coming to realize that he is now in the Southern Hemisphere and that his customary perspective on the movement of the sun is now reversed. Virgil points out that if it were later in the spring, when the sun is in Gemini (the twins Castor and Pollux, line 61), the sun would be even farther north (Aquilo, in line 60, is the north wind) and closer to Ursa Major and Ursa Minor, the Big and Little Dippers (the Bears of line 65).


    IV.68Imagine Zion and this mountain: Zion is Jerusalem, diametrically opposite Mount Purgatory. They are therefore equidistant from the Equator, as Dante elaborates in lines 78−84.


    IV.73that if this road, where hapless Phaëthon: Phaëthon persuaded his father, the sun god Helios, to let him drive the chariot of the sun. When he lost control and veered too near the Earth, Zeus struck the chariot with a thunderbolt. This instance of reckless excess has previously been alluded to in the Inferno, Canto XVII, lines 107−108, and will be cited again in the Purgatorio, Canto XXIX, lines 117−120, and the Paradiso, Canto XXXI, line 125, as well as indirectly in the opening lines of Canto XVII of the Paradiso (see note to Paradiso, Canto XVII, line 1).


    IV.123I said: “Belacqua, now . . .”: The nickname Belacqua has been associated with a contemporary of Dante’s, a Florentine musician and instrument-maker named Duccio di Bonavia, who was reputed to be extremely lazy. Samuel Beckett gave the name to the protagonist of his earliest fictions and made several references to the Dante character in his later works.


    IV.138the sun is touching the meridian: It is now noon in Purgatory and 6:00 P.M. in Morocco.


    CANTO V


    V.22Miserere: Miserere is the first word of Psalm 50[51], a plea for forgiveness of sin and purification of the soul. It was the first word spoken by Dante in the Comedy (Inferno, Canto I, line 65).


    V.64We need no vow: The speaker is Jacopo del Cassero (c. 1260−1298), a member of a noble family of Fano, a town on the Adriatic coast. As podestà (chief magistrate) of Bologna in 1296, he angered Azzo VIII of Este by opposing Azzo’s designs upon the city. In 1298, while traveling to Milan to assume the office of podestà of that city, Jacopo, who had apparently taken a circuitous route for his safety, was overtaken between Padua and Venice and was stabbed to death.


    V.70Charles rules: Charles II (1254−1309), son of Charles I of Anjou, was king of Naples from 1285 to 1309.


    V.75were dealt in the bosom: Antenor was the Trojan who was believed to have opened the gates of Troy to the Greeks. According to one legend, Antenor was the founder of the city of Padua. In the Inferno, Antenora is the second of four rounds of the ninth and last circle of Hell, which contains those who betrayed their country.


    V.79Oriaco: Oriago and La Mira are towns between Padua and Venice.


    V.88I was of Montefeltro: Buonconte da Montefeltro (c. 1250−1289) was the son of Guido da Montefeltro, a Ghibelline leader who describes his life and afterlife at length in Canto XXVII of the Inferno. Buonconte, like his father, led the Ghibelline forces in a number of engagements, including the Battle of Campaldino, on June 11, 1289, in which he was killed. Dante himself took part in this battle as a cavalryman on the opposing side.


    V.89Neither Giovanna nor anyone cares: Giovanna was Buonconte’s widow. He was also survived by a daughter and a brother.


    V.97as the Hermitage: The Hermitage is a monastery near Camaldoli, about thirty miles east of Florence. The Archiano’s “name is lost” at the point where it flows into the Arno.


    V.104God’s angel gathered me: This dispute over Buonconte’s soul echoes a similar struggle over the soul of his father, Guido, in the Inferno (Canto XXVII, lines 112−129), but with the opposite result.


    V.132I am Pia: The speaker is customarily assumed to be Pia de’ Tolomei of Siena, the wife of Nello della Pietra de’ Pannocchieschi, who, it is strongly implied here, was responsible for her death. According to some commentators, he was extremely jealous and suspected her of adultery; others maintain that he wanted her out of the way in order to make a more advantageous marriage. In addition to the motive, both the way in which she was murdered and the degree of secrecy surrounding the act are open to dispute. With the placing of the definite article before her name (“la Pia”), there is a subtle ascription to her of the qualities of compassion and devotion.


    CANTO VI


    VI.1After a game of hazard: Hazard was a popular game of chance played with three dice.


    VI.13Ghino di Tacco: Benincasa da Laterina, a judge from Arezzo, had sentenced a relative of the Sienese highwayman Ghino di Tacco to death. Sometime around 1297, Ghino fatally stabbed him while Benincasa was sitting in the papal audit office in Rome.


    VI.15and he who in the hot pursuit: Early commentators take this line as a reference to an Aretine leader of the Ghibellines called Guccio de’ Tarlati, believed to have drowned when his horse galloped into the Arno. Accounts differ as to whether he was pursuing a group of Guelphs or being pursued by them.


    VI.16Federigo Novello in pleading pose: Federigo Novello was killed, in either 1289 or 1291, while fighting with the Tarlati against the Guelphs.


    VI.17and the Pisan for whom strength: Marzucco was a judge from Pisa who entered the Franciscan order in 1286 and, beginning in 1296, spent the last four or five years of his life in the Franciscan house in Florence, where he may have been acquainted with Dante. Marzucco’s son, the “Pisan” of line 17, was executed, for political reasons, during the rule of Count Ugolino and Archbishop Ruggieri (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXXIII, lines 12−13). According to different sources, Marzucco’s “strength” involved either forgiving the judicial murder of his son or braving Ugolino’s wrath by asking permission to bury his body.


    VI.19I saw Count Orso: Orso, son of Napoleone degli Alberti, was killed around 1286 by his cousin Alberto, son of Alessandro degli Alberti. The fathers, who killed each other over their inheritance, are portrayed as locked in mutual hatred in the ice of Caïna in the Inferno, Canto XXXII, lines 40−60.


    VI.22I mean Pierre de la Brosse: In 1276, Louis, the twelve-year-old son of King Philip III of France by his first wife, Isabella of Aragon, and heir to the throne, died suddenly. The queen, Marie of Brabant (1254−1321), was accused of having him killed in order to secure the succession of her son to the throne. One of her accusers was Pierre de la Brosse, a chamberlain and personal favorite of the king. In 1278 he was arrested on the king’s order, tried, and hanged. The charge against him seems to have been a treasonous exchange of letters with King Alfonso X of Castile, with whom Philip was at war. It was rumored that the letters had been forged by the queen, a story which Dante apparently credits.


    VI.28I said to Virgil: In Book VI of the Aeneid, Aeneas meets the shade of his crewman Palinarus, who asks for his body to be buried so that he may rest in peace, whereupon the Sybil tells Palinarus that he should cease his vain belief that the decrees of the gods can be undone by prayer.


    VI.74saying: “O Mantuan, I am Sordello! . . .”: Sordello (c. 1200−c. 1269), an Italian poet who wrote exclusively in Provençal, was in his younger days involved in a number of intrigues with women, and later took part in Charles of Anjou’s campaign against Manfred; Dante may have had him in mind, among others, in the Convivio when he spoke harshly of writers who had turned their backs on their own native language. The presentation here of Sordello as a noble patriot rests largely on a poem of his, a lament for a Provençal baron named Blacatz, in which he excoriates the rulers of Europe for their weakness and cowardice. Sordello is best remembered now as the eponymous protagonist of Robert Browning’s notoriously obscure book-length poem (1840).


    VI.88Justinian retooled the bridle: Justinian I (482−565), “the Great,” was the Byzantine emperor from 527 to 565. His reign produced the codification of Roman law known as the Corpus Juris Civilis (529−534).


    VI.98while you neglect her: Albert I of Austria (1255−1308) was elected emperor in 1298, though never crowned. He was assassinated in 1308 by his nephew.


    VI.103You and your father: Albert’s father was Rudolf I (1218−1291), emperor from 1273 to 1291. He will appear in the next canto, lines 91−96. It is asserted here that their involvement in German affairs led father and son to neglect the needs of their subjects in Italy.


    VI.106Come see the Montecchi and Cappelletti: The Montecchi (Ghibelline) and the Cappelletti (Guelph) were feuding factions in Cremona in the thirteenth century; there were several later romanticized versions of their enmity, one of which, by Matteo Bandello, was the source for Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, with its Montagues and Capulets. The Monaldi, or Monaldeschi (Guelph), and the Filippeschi (Ghibelline) were warring families of Orvieto.


    VI.111See in what darkness Santafiora lies: Santafiora, a town in the territory of Siena, had been a stronghold of the Aldobrandeschi, a Ghibelline family, since the ninth century, but by 1300 it had fallen into the hands of the Sienese Guelphs.


    VI.125A new Marcellus: There were several Roman consuls named Marcellus, members of the same family, who were strong political opponents of Julius Caesar. The one named here is most likely Marcus Claudius Marcellus, who was consul in 51 B.C.E.


    CANTO VII


    VII.35holy virtues: The “three holy virtues” are faith, hope, and charity.


    VII.83singing “Salve regina” in unison: “Salve Regina” (“Hail, Holy Queen”), an antiphonal hymn of supplication to the Virgin Mary, is sung after dusk during certain liturgical seasons.


    VII.94with the song, was Emperor Rudolf: See the note to Canto VI, line 103. The “other” is presumed to be his successor, Henry VII.


    VII.100Ottokar, greater in his swaddling clothes: Ottokar II (c. 1223−1278), king of Bohemia from 1253 to 1278, was killed in battle against the forces of Rudolf, who comforts him in Purgatory.


    VII.101than the full-bearded Wenceslaus: Wenceslaus II (1271−1305) was king of Bohemia (1278–1305) and Poland (1300–1305).


    VII.102who feeds on lust and sloth: Philip III (1245−1285), nephew of Charles of Anjou, was king of France from 1270 to 1285 (see note to Canto VI, line 22). His son Philip IV (1268−1314) was king from 1285 to 1314; his reign was marked by tyranny, financial mismanagement, and strife with the papacy and the Knights Templar. He is alluded to, but never named, in all three canticles of the Comedy. The father-in-law of Philip IV was Henry I (c. 1244−1274), king of Navarre from 1270 to 1274.


    VII.112The large-limbed one who sings: The large-limbed spirit is Pedro III (c. 1239−1285), king of Aragon from 1270 to 1285. Two of his sons died before they could assume the throne; his surviving sons were Frederick II (1272−1337), king of Sicily from 1295 to 1337, and James II (1267−1327), King of Aragon (1291−1327), Sicily (1285−1295), and Majorca (1291−1298); they went to war with each other over the throne of Sicily. Their mother was Constance, the daughter of Manfred (see note to Canto III, line 115).


    VII.124This fits the big nose: The large-nosed spirit is Charles of Anjou. Here, as with Ottokar and Rudolf, enemies in life are reconciled in Purgatory. Charles’s son, Charles II, was king of Naples from 1285 to 1309.


    VII.127As the strong plant bore weak seed: To the same degree that Charles II is inferior to his father, Beatrice and Margaret, the successive wives of Charles of Anjou, were less happily situated in their marriages than is Constance with her more devoted husband, Pedro.


    VII.131He was Harry: Henry III (1207−1272) was king of England from 1216 to 1272. Unlike the other rulers in this canto, he was personally pious, though somewhat detached as a sovereign, and had a son and successor, Edward I, who ruled wisely and well. Also unlike the others, Henry had nothing to do with the Holy Roman Empire, which may help to explain why he sits alone.


    VII.134William the marquis: William (Guglielmo) VII (c. 1240−1292), marquis of Montferrat, was first an ally and then an enemy of Charles of Anjou. His incessant warring culminated in his capture in 1290 while seeking to negotiate a truce with the city of Alessandria. He was publicly displayed in a cage until his death in 1292. He has the lowest place because he was lowest in rank, just as Rudolf, the only emperor in the group, is seated highest.


    CANTO VIII


    VIII.13Te lucis ante: Sung at nightfall like “Salve Regina” in the previous canto, “Te lucis ante” (“To You before [the ending of the day]”) is a hymn of supplication for protection against the terrors and temptations of the night.


    VIII.53noble Judge Nino: Ugolino (Nino) Visconti (d. 1296) was a member of the Guelph faction in Pisa. For details of his career, see the notes to the Inferno, Canto XXII, line 81, and Canto XXXIII, lines 12−13. Dante may have made his acquaintance when Nino spent some time in Florence after his expulsion from Pisa in 1288.


    VIII.65Come see, Currado: For Currado, see the note to line 118.


    VIII.72to where the innocent are heeded: Nino’s daughter and only child, Giovanna, would have been around nine years old in 1300.


    VIII.73I fear by now her mother: Nino’s wife was Beatrice d’Este (1268−1334), sister of Azzo VIII. The “bands of white” are strips of cloth drawn around the forehead (a wimple) that were worn by widows. In June 1300 Beatrice married Galeazzo Visconti, a scion of a noble Milanese family (which ultimately included the renowned film director Luchino Visconti [1906−1976]; no relationship appears to have existed between the Pisan and Milanese families). Nino asserts that Beatrice will have cause to regret her remarriage because those Visconti were exiled from Milan in 1302, with consequent financial ruin.


    VIII.79The viper who leads: The heraldic emblem of the Milanese Visconti was a viper, that of Nino’s family a rooster.


    VIII.93these three have come in sight: The general view is that the three stars represent the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity.


    VIII.118Currado Malaspina: The “old one of that name” was the grandfather of the soul who speaks here. The elder Currado had consolidated the family’s fortune and holdings, and was instrumental in establishing its reputation for diplomacy and patronage of the arts. The younger one died around 1294. In an age of widespread corruption, violent confrontations, and vicious intrigues, the Malaspina family was highly regarded for its honorable dealings and benevolence. The “wicked head” of line 131 has been variously interpreted as the neglectful emperor Albert I (see Canto VI, lines 91−98), Pope Boniface VIII (or the papacy and/or the church in general), and Satan himself.


    VIII.133The sun will not rest seven times: Currado prophesies that before the sun returns seven times to Aries—i.e., before seven years have passed—Dante will have reason to know of the virtues of the Malaspina family beyond mere repute. In 1306, during his years of exile from Florence, Dante was hosted by Franceschino Malaspina, who employed him to represent the family in negotiations with the bishop of Luni.


    CANTO IX


    IX.1old Tithonus: In Greek mythology, the Trojan prince Tithonus was the lover of Eos (Latin: Aurora), the goddess of the dawn. In the most common version of the legend, when she asked Zeus to grant Tithonus immortality, she neglected to ask that he be endowed with eternal youth as well. Over time Tithonus grows incredibly old and enfeebled, and wishes vainly for the release of death. Tennyson’s dramatic monologue “Tithonus” (1833) was written as a companion piece to his more famous “Ulysses” (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVI, line 90).


    IX.4a band of glistening: The band of gems represents the constellation of Scorpio.


    IX.7the night had journeyed through: Most commentators agree that, beginning at sunset, each step represents one hour. Therefore, it is now somewhere between 8:30 and 9:00 P.M.


    IX.13At the hour when the swallow: After the brutal rape and mutilation of Philomela by her sister’s husband, King Tereus of Thrace, she was transformed, in most versions of the legend, into a nightingale, not a swallow. The most complete presentation of the story occurs in Book VI of the Metamorphoses. Philomela has frequently been invoked in literary works throughout the centuries, notably in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and the depiction of Lavinia in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus.


    IX.18has visions that come close to prophecies: It was believed that dreams that occur toward dawn are prophetic in nature (see the Inferno, Canto XXVI, line 7).


    IX.23Ganymede: Ganymede, the son of Tros, the legendary founder of Troy, was believed to be the most beautiful of all humans. He was abducted from Mount Ida by Zeus in the form of an eagle and carried off to Olympus, where he was granted immortality and appointed cupbearer to the gods.


    IX.34Just as Achilles started: Book I of the unfinished Achilleid by Statius—to whom Dante gives a prominent role later in the Purgatorio—tells how the goddess Thetis, to keep her son out of the Trojan War, takes the sleeping Achilles from the care of his tutor, the centaur Chiron, and carries him off to the island of Scyros to be disguised and hidden among the daughters at the court of King Lycomedes. Ulysses and Diomedes later travel to Scyros, where they trick Achilles into revealing himself and bring him with them to fight at Troy (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVI, line 63).


    IX.56Lucia: For Lucia, see the note to the Inferno, Canto II, line 97. She will appear once more in the Comedy, among the saints in Canto XXXII of the Paradiso.


    IX.94The first step was white marble: The three steps are generally understood to symbolize, first, self-examination and confession; second, contrition for one’s rough and flawed nature; and third, penance, with the recognition as well of Christ’s redemptive sacrifice.


    IX.113he traced seven P’s: The seven P’s (Latin peccatum, “sin”) are customarily taken to symbolize the seven deadly sins of which sinners are being cleansed in their passage through Purgatory.


    IX.115Ash and excavated dry earth: Both ash and earth are symbolic of humility.


    IX.117from within he drew two keys: The keys are the ones entrusted to Peter (Matthew 16.19). The gold key is generally understood to represent the church’s power to absolve sin; the silver, the judgment of the confessor as to whether the sinner has displayed sincere repentance.


    IX.137that time at Tarpeia when they took: The Roman poet Lucan (39−65), a zealous republican forced to commit suicide at 25 for his part in a conspiracy against Nero, was the author of Pharsalia (or De Bello Civili, “On the Civil War”), an epic poem in ten books which either was left unfinished or has survived in incomplete form. In Book III, Lucan tells how Julius Caesar, having crossed the Rubicon in 49 B.C.E., went to Rome’s treasury at the foot of the Tarpeian rock. He drove off its guard, Lucius Caecilius Metellus, the tribune of the plebs, and looted the treasury to finance his campaign against Pompey and Cato. It is somewhat curious that Dante, given his frequently proclaimed respect for Caesar, would make use of an incident that casts him in such a negative light.


    IX.141Te Deum laudamas: “Te Deum laudamas” (“We praise Thee, O God”) is one of the oldest Christian hymns, believed to have been composed in the fourth or fifth century. It is traditionally sung when novices are leaving the world to enter the religious life.


    CANTO X


    X.32Polycletus: Polycletus (c. 452−412 B.C.E.) was a Greek sculptor renowned for his unmatched mastery in portraying the human form.


    X.34The angel: This scene depicts the Annunciation, in which the archangel Gabriel appears before the Virgin Mary to tell her that she is to be the mother of Jesus.


    X.44Ecce ancilla Dei: “Behold the handmaid of the Lord.”


    X.55The cart was there: David danced at the head of the procession bearing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem. When one of the Israelites, Uzzah, touched the Ark to steady it, he was struck dead for his presumption and profanation. On the procession’s arrival in the city, David’s wife, Michal, was scornful of what she regarded as David’s undignified behavior, for which she was cursed with barrenness (2 Samuel 6.1−22).


    X.73in his high glory: Gregory I (“the Great,” c. 540−604), pope from 590 to 604, was canonized shortly after his death. It was believed during the Middle Ages that through Gregory’s intercession the Roman emperor Trajan (53−117, ruled from 98 to 117) had been restored to life so that he might repent and achieve salvation (see the Paradiso, Canto XX, lines 106−111). The story of Trajan and the widow was told in a ninth-century life of Gregory by one Johannes Hymonides (“John the Deacon”) and recounted in many other works for several centuries thereafter.


    CANTO XI


    XI.58I was the son of a Tuscan lord: Omberto Aldobrandeschi (d. 1259) was the Count of Santafiora (see note to Canto VI, line 111) and the second son of Guglielmo Aldobrandeschi. Omberto was killed at his stronghold of Campagnatico by the Sienese, with whom his family was constantly at war. The “common mother” of line 63 has been variously identified as Eve and Mother Earth.


    XI.79Oderisi: Oderisi da Gubbio (c. 1240−1299) was a painter and illuminator of manuscripts. According to Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists (1550), Oderisi and Franco Bolognese, believed to be Oderisi’s pupil, were engaged by Pope Boniface VIII to illuminate some manuscripts in the Vatican library at Rome.


    XI.94Cimabue: The painter Cenni di Pepo, known as Giovanni Cimabue (c. 1240−1302?), who developed a more realistic style of representation than that of his predecessors, was celebrated as the leading artist of his time.


    XI.96Giotto: Giotto di Bondone dal Colle (c. 1267−1337), believed to have been a close friend of Dante’s, brought realism in Italian painting to a much higher level than had been achieved by Cimabue. Note, however, that Dante is not assessing the respective merits of the two as artists, but using them as examples of the fleetingness of fame.


    XI.97Guido: For Dante’s friend Guido Cavalcanti (1250s−1300), see the note to the Inferno, Canto X, lines 62−63. His fame has surpassed that of Guido Guinizelli (or Guinizzelli, as Dante renders his name; c. 1230−c. 1276), the originator of the dolce stil novo (“sweet new style”) of Italian lyric poetry; Dante will encounter Guinizelli in Canto XXVI, in which he describes Guido as “the father of / me and of other ones, my betters, who / practiced the sweet and graceful rhymes of love” (lines 97−99). The suggestion that there may already be a poet whose fame will eclipse them both is taken by some as simply a general observation, by others as a reference to Dante himself.


    XI.108circling of the slowest sphere in the sky: The eighth and outermost—and slowest—sphere of the heavens in medieval cosmology was that of the fixed stars. Moving one degree every century, it would require 36,000 years to complete a revolution.


    XI.109Look at the one who crawls: The penitent referred to here is identified at line 121 as Provenzan Salvani (c. 1220−1269), Ghibelline leader and de facto head of Siena. He was one of those who, after the Battle of Montaperti in 1260 (see note to the Inferno, Canto X, lines 32−33), argued for the complete destruction of Florence. After a fight with the Florentines at Colle di Val d’Elsa in 1269, Salvani was taken prisoner and beheaded on the battlefield.


    XI.133−138In Siena’s marketplace: According to several contemporary accounts, a friend of Salvani’s had been captured in battle and was being held, presumably by Charles of Anjou, for a ransom of 10,000 gold florins; it was threatened that he would be executed if the ransom was not paid in a month’s time. Salvani, dressed in sackcloth, begged in the streets of Siena until the amount was raised and his friend ransomed.


    XI.140−141but your own townsmen: The allusion is to Dante’s exile from Florence, which would occur in 1302, and his subsequent dependence on the generosity of others.


    CANTO XII


    XII.25–60My eyes looked to one side: This passage employs an elaborate anaphora (the repetition of a key word or phrase at the beginnings of successive clauses), which also forms an extended acrostic in the opening words of successive tercets: in the original, lines 25, 28, 31, and 34 begin with Vedea (“I saw”); lines 37, 40, 43, and 46 with the apostrophe O; and lines 49, 52, 55, and 58 with Mostrava (“It showed”); their initial letters form the word VOM, or UOM (uomo, “man”), and these words repeat the acrostic at the beginnings of lines 61−63. A similar pattern occurs in the Paradiso, Canto XIX, lines 115−141.


    XII.26the noblest-fashioned creature fall: The reference is to Lucifer/Satan.


    XII.29Briareus: For Briareus, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXXI, line 99.


    XII.31My eyes saw Pallas, Mars, Thymbraeus: The examples of overweening pride in this tercet are the giants who made war against Olympus, their limbs scattered after they were killed by the thunderbolts of Zeus, whose children Pallas Athena, Ares (Roman: Mars), and Apollo (to whom a temple in Thymbra was dedicated) stand witness to the carnage.


    XII.34Nimrod: For Nimrod, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXXI, line 78. The Tower of Babel was believed to have been built on the plain of Shinar in Mesopotamia.


    XII.37Niobe: Niobe, daughter of Tantalus and Dione and wife of Amphion, king of Thebes, was proud of having borne fourteen children and lorded it over Latona, mother of only two. Latona persuaded her son, Apollo, to slay Niobe’s seven sons with his bow and arrows and her daughter, Diana, to do likewise to her seven daughters. Even after she was turned to stone, Niobe’s grief was so profound that her statue continued to unceasingly weep tears (Metamorphoses, Book VI).


    XII.40Saul: Abandoned by God for not keeping his commandments, King Saul of Israel was defeated by the Philistines at Mount Gilboa and fell on his sword to avoid capture by the enemy (I Samuel 31.1−4). His successor, David, called down upon the scene the curse described in lines 41−42 (2 Samuel 1.21).


    XII.43Arachne: For Arachne, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XVII, line 18.


    XII.46Rehoboam: Rehoboam, king of Israel, was petitioned to lighten the tax burden imposed by his father, Solomon. When he threatened his subjects with even harsher measures, they stoned his tax collector to death, whereupon he fled back to Jerusalem in his chariot (1 Kings 12.1−18).


    XII.50Alcmaeon: As told in Book IV of the Thebaid of Statius, the seer Amphiaraus, having foreseen that he would die in the assault against Thebes, had hidden to avoid his fate. His wife, Eriphyle, was bribed into revealing his whereabouts with a necklace fashioned by the god Hephaestus. At the urging of Amphiaraus, their son Alcmaeon avenged him by killing his mother.


    XII.53Sennacherib: Sennacherib, king of Assyria from 705 to 681 B.C.E., besieged Jerusalem in his campaign against King Hezekiah of Judah. According to 4 Kings 19.35, his army was destroyed by an angel of the Lord. Other accounts differ regarding the outcome of the war. Sennacherib was murdered by two of his sons while at prayer.


    XII.55Tomyris: According to the Historiae adversus paganos by the early-fifth-century Roman writer Paulus Orosius, Cyrus II, the Great, founder of the Persian Empire, was killed in 529 B.C.E. in battle against the forces of Queen Tomyris of the Massagetae, a Scythian people. In revenge for the death of her son Spargapises at the hands of Cyrus, Tomyris had the emperor’s head brought to her and plunged it into a vat full of human blood.


    XII.59Holofernes: In Judith 13.1−10, the Israelite widow Judith enters the tent of Holofernes, general of the army of the Assyrian king Nebuchadnezzar, while he is in a drunken stupor and decapitates him.


    XII.61My eyes saw Troy in ashes: Troy is described as superbum (“proud”) Ilium at the beginning of Book III of the Aeneid.


    XII.80See the sixth handmaid go in: “The sixth handmaid” is the sixth hour after sunrise, the hour before noon.


    XII.101the church above Rubaconte: The Rubaconte, built in 1237 and now known as the Ponte alle Grazie, is a bridge over the Arno east of Florence. On a hill above the bridge sits the church of San Miniato al Monte. The reference to the integrity of Florence’s government is stingingly sarcastic, as reinforced by the allusion to two separate instances of official corruption in Dante’s time, the distribution of short measures by the customs officer overseeing salt and the altering of the city’s financial records to hide a fraudulent transaction.


    XII.110Beati pauperes spiritu!: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven” is the first of the eight Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5.3).


    CANTO XIII


    XIII.29Vinum non habent: (“They have no wine”) is said by Mary to Jesus at the wedding feast in Cana, leading him to perform the miracle of changing water into wine (John 2.1−7).


    XIII.32I am Orestes: Orestes had avenged the murder of his father, Agamemnon, by Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra, and her lover, Aegisthus. His friend Pylades, who had urged Orestes to kill the adulterous pair, tried to save him from execution by declaring “I am Orestes,” leading Orestes to say “But, truly, I am Orestes.” Dante most likely knew the story from Cicero’s treatise De amicitia (“On Friendship,” 44 B.C.E.). Many readers will inevitably be reminded of the analogous instance in Stanley Kubrick’s 1960 film Spartacus.


    XIII.36Love those who have done harm to you!: This is said by Christ to his disciples in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5.44).


    XIII.42the pass of pardon: The pass of pardon is at the entrance of the ascent to the next terrace.


    XIII.61the blind men will adopt: On certain feast days, pardons, or indulgences, would be offered for the remission of sins, and services would be heavily attended. Because of the crowds, beggars would gather outside the church doors.


    XIII.109Sapìa: Sapìa was a noblewoman of Siena and an aunt of Provenzan Salvani (see note to Canto XI, line 109). Some time after the fight at Colle, she repented of her spite and donated much of her fortune to a local hospital.


    XIII.123as did the blackbird: According to a fable, the blackbird hates the cold, and when it emerges from hiding at the return of spring, it mocks the other birds and calls out: “I don’t fear you, Lord, now that winter’s over!”


    XIII.127Pier Pettinaio: Pier Pettinaio (“Peter the comb-seller”) became a member of the Franciscan Order and was regarded as a saint during his lifetime because of his honesty and piety. He ministered to the poor and the sick and was believed to have performed miracles. He died in December 1289, when, according to sources, he was over one hundred years old. In 1326 a shrine was erected over his grave, and in 1329 an annual feast was established to honor him.


    XIII.152Taramone: Talamone was a port on the Mediterranean, bought by the Sienese in 1303 in order to gain an opening to the sea, but the harbor required constant dredging and the surrounding marshes were a breeding ground for malaria. A similarly fruitless and expensive civic enterprise involved the ongoing attempts, in the hope of finding a source of much-needed water, to locate a river known as the Diana, which was believed to flow underneath the city.


    CANTO XIV


    XIV.16Rising in Falterona: Falterona is a mountain in the Apennine range.


    XIV.31Pelorus: Pelorus is a promontory in northeastern Sicily, which was believed to be part of the Apennines before it was cut off by water filling the Strait of Messina.


    XIV.42a grazing herd of Circe’s: In Greek mythology Circe was a goddess and enchantress. In Homer’s Odyssey she uses her arts to transform some of Odysseus’s crewmen into swine.


    XIV.43First it flows through a land: This line and those that follow bitingly characterize the inhabitants of the areas through which the Arno flows: the Casentino valley (lines 43−44), Arezzo (lines 47−48), Florence (lines 50−51), and Pisa (lines 53−54).


    XIV.58I see your grandson as a hunter: The soul being addressed here by his more vocal companion is, as will be revealed at lines 88−89, Rinieri de’ Paolucci da Caboli, member of a prominent Guelph family of Forlì and podestà of several cities over the course of a distinguished career. He was defeated by Guido da Montefeltro in 1276, and was killed in 1296 while defending Forlì against the Ghibellines. His grandson Fulcieri da Caboli (1270−1340), podestà of Florence in 1302, was a cruel and corrupt leader who imprisoned political opponents, extorting confessions from them; he had some executed and sold off others to their enemies to be killed.


    XIV.81Guido del Duca: Regarding Guido del Duca there survive only a handful of references, dated from 1199 to 1229. He was possibly the son of Giovanni del Duca of the Onesti family of Ravenna, and was active in the civic and military affairs of Ravenna and Rimini on the side of the Ghibellines.


    XIV.92from Reno to the sea: The Reno is a river to the west of Bologna.


    XIV.97−107Where are good Lizio and Mainardi?: Among the notables of Romagna cited here, little is known with certainty about Lizio da Valboni, Arrigo Mainardi, Guido di Carpigna, Guido da Prata, and Federigo Tignoso. Pier Traversaro (c. 1145−1225) was a prominent member of a powerful Ghibelline family of Ravenna and was podestà of that city several times. Fabbro de’ Lambertazzi (d. 1259) was a Ghibelline leader and podestà of Faenza and several other cities. Bernardin di Fosco, believed to have been born into a peasant family, was active in the defense of Faenza against Emperor Frederick II in 1240, and was podestà of Pisa in 1248 and Siena in 1249. Ugolino d’Azzo (d. 1293) belonged to the Ubaldini family (see note to the Inferno, Canto X, line 119) and was the son-in-law of Provenzan Salvani. The Anastagi were, like the Traversari, a prominent Ghibelline family of Ravenna.


    XIV.112Bertinoro: Bertinoro is a town in Romagna once noted for the hospitality of its noble families.


    XIV.115−116Bagnacavallo: Bagnacavallo and Castrocaro were Ghibelline strongholds. Conio was a castle possessed by a line of Guelph counts.


    XIV.118Pagani: The Pagani were a noble Ghibelline family of Faenza. For their “devil,” Maghinardo de’ Pagani da Susinana (d. 1302), see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXVII, line 51.


    XIV.121O Ugolin de’ Fantolin: Ugolino de’ Fantolini (d. 1278) was a Guelph who was podestà of Faenza. His two sons died, both without heirs, not long after him.


    XIV.133All who discover me will strike me dead: The voice is that of Cain (Genesis 4.13−14).


    XIV.139I am Aglauros who was turned to stone: In Book II of the Metamorphoses, Aglauros is an Athenian princess. Envious of the god Mercury’s love for her sister Herse, she blocks him from entering Herse’s bedchamber, which provokes him to turn her to stone.


    CANTO XV


    XV.1−6From the beginning of the day until: From daybreak to “the third hour” would be from 6:00 to 9:00 A.M. It is now 3:00 P.M. in Purgatory, three hours before sunset, and it is midnight “here” in Italy, where Dante is writing.


    XV.37Beati misericordes: “Blessed are the merciful” is the beginning of the fifth Beatitude (Matthew 5.7).


    XV.39Rejoice now, you who are victorious: This line is understood to be a paraphrase of the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount: “Rejoice and be glad, because your reward is great in Heaven” (Matthew 5.12).


    XV.44when he said that not to share . . . ?: Dante’s question looks back to Guido del Duca’s statement in lines 86−87 of the previous canto.


    XV.79erase the five wounds: Dante has not previously indicated when the erasure of the second P took place. Most commentators speculate that it must have occurred at lines 34−39 of this canto.


    XV.87of a temple filled with a great gathering: The first vision is of Mary when she discovers the twelve-year-old Jesus, missing for three days, discoursing with the teachers and rabbis in the Temple at Jerusalem (Luke 2.40−48).


    XV.94appeared another woman: Dante takes this anecdote from the Facta et dicta memorabilia of the first-century Roman writer Valerius Maximus. Pisistratus was the ruler of Athens through much of the sixth century B.C.E. Legend had it that both Athena and Poseidon had wanted to provide the city’s name. The issue was settled when the gods decided that Athena’s gift of an olive tree was more useful to humanity than Poseidon’s offer of a spring.


    XV.106And after that I saw a furious swarm: This is a heightened description of the death of St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr (Acts 7.54−60).


    CANTO XVI


    XVI.19Agnus Dei: “Lamb of God (Who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us),” the beginning of a prayer included in the canon of the Mass.


    XVI.46Marco by name, a Lombard, I used to be: The speaker could be saying either that Lombard (Lombardo in the original) is his family name or that he was from Lombardy. Some commentators associate him with a Marco Lombardo, a thirteenth-century knight of Venice.


    XVI.88there issues from His hand: Dante’s phrasing calls to mind—perhaps coincidentally—the emperor Trajan’s dying prayer, which begins “Animula, vagula, blandula.” I have adapted the allusion to Trajan’s prayer that begins T. S. Eliot’s poem “Animula.”


    XVI.97The law exists: See the note to Canto VI, line 88.


    XVI.98the shepherd who now goes before: The shepherd is, of course, the hated Pope Boniface VIII. Chewing the cud and having cloven hooves are the characteristics of animals that are clean and may therefore be eaten, as indicated in Leviticus 11.3. In the medieval age this verse was interpreted as an allegory of the just man, with the chewing of the cud representing knowledge and meditation, the cloven hooves the ability to discriminate between good and evil. Boniface, the present embodiment of a papacy that has usurped the powers that rightfully belong to the empire, lacks the latter.


    XVI.114Each plant’s known by its seed: “By their fruits you shall know them”: the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 7.16−17).


    XVI.117Frederick: See the note to the Inferno, Canto X, line 119.


    XVI.124Currado da Palazzo: Currado da Palazzo was a Guelph from Brescia who was podestà of Florence in 1276 and Piacenza in 1288. Gherardo da Camino (c. 1240−1306) of Padua was Captain-General of Treviso from 1283 to 1306. Guido da Castel (b. 1235) was a nobleman of Reggio Emilia; he was still alive in 1315, and was believed to be one of Dante’s hosts during his years of exile; the epithet “simple” is intended as praise, to signify that he was honest and straightforward, as opposed to sly and underhanded.


    XVI.131Levi’s progeny: The Levites, as servants of the Temple, were forbidden to own property, so that they would not be corrupted by the pursuit of worldly goods (Numbers 18.21−30).


    XVI.140Gaia: Gherardo’s daughter Gaia (d. 1311) is described by some commentators as notably virtuous, by others as quite promiscuous. Interpretation has tended to favor the latter view, in keeping with Marco’s emphasis on the decency of the past versus the degradation of the present.


    CANTO XVII


    XVII.20the horrid deed: In her wrath over the brutal assault against her sister, Philomela, by her husband, Tereus (see note to Canto IX, line 13), Procne murdered their son, Itys, and served his remains to Tereus as a meal and then showed him Itys’s severed head. Fleeing from his murderous rage, the sisters prayed to the gods to be transformed into birds. Philomela was turned into a nightingale and Procne to a swallow—although Dante has it the other way around.


    XVII.25To my high fantasy a crucified: The man crucified here is Haman, from the Book of Esther. After being appointed prime minister to King Ahasuerus of the Persian Empire, Haman demanded that all of the king’s servants do him homage by bowing to him. When Mordecai, who was Jewish, refused to do so, Haman determined to have all the Jews in the empire killed, and had an extremely high gallows—not a cross, as Dante suggests—constructed for the purpose. Queen Esther, who was Mordecai’s cousin and thus herself a potential victim of Haman’s intentions, turned her husband against his minister, with the result that Haman was hanged on his own gallows and Mordecai appointed in his place.


    XVII.34a weeping girl: In Book XII of the Aeneid, Amata is the wife of King Latinus of the Latins. Their daughter, Lavinia, has been promised in marriage to King Turnus of the Rutulians, but it is divinely ordained that she shall be the bride of Aeneas, which Amata opposes. When she mistakenly believes that Turnus has been killed in battle, Amata hangs herself. Lavinia’s anguished words in the canto are Dante’s own contribution to the story.


    XVII.68Beati pacifici: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God” is the seventh Beatitude in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5.9). The rest of the quoted words in the canto are added by Dante.


    XVII.108all creatures are secure against self-hate: Here Dante follows Aquinas in the Summa Theologica. Even suicide is seen as an act of self-love, since it is undertaken to avoid the effects of physical or emotional pain, financial ruin, public shame, or some other fate worse than death.


    XVII.115−123One feels that his own excellence can grow: The sins delineated in these three tercets are, successively, those of pride, envy, and wrath, the deadly sins that are being atoned for on the terraces through which Dante has previously passed.


    CANTO XVIII


    XVIII.79on the path where the sun ignites a line: The moon, here in the Southern Hemisphere, is on the course followed by the sun—setting, as seen from Rome, between Corsica and Sardinia—when it is in Sagittarius in late November.


    XVIII.82Piétola: Piétola, known to ancient Romans as Andes, is a village near Mantua. It is believed to have been the birthplace of Virgil in 70 B.C.E.


    XVIII.91Ismenus: Ismenus is a river that flows through Thebes; the river Asopus flows near the city. Orgiastic rites were held along their banks in celebration of Bacchus, the god of wine and revelry.


    XVIII.100Mary raced to the hills: Having been told by the angel Gabriel that her elderly kinswoman Elizabeth was also pregnant (with John the Baptist), Mary went to Elizabeth’s home in the hill country of Judah to offer her felicitations (Luke 1.39−40).


    XVIII.101To conquer Lérida made Caesar race: In 49 B.C.E., while laying siege to Marseille during the Roman civil war, Julius Caesar left the campaign to his lieutenants and rushed off to engage the forces of Pompey at Lérida (then Ilerda) in the Catalonian region of Spain.


    XVIII.118San Zeno’s abbot, in Verona: The speaker has not been identified with certainty, but he is generally associated with a Gherardo II who was abbot of the church of San Zeno from 1163 to 1187.


    XVIII.119when good Barbarossa ruled: Frederick I (“Barbarossa,” 1122−1190), Holy Roman Emperor from 1152 until his death, destroyed much of the city of Milan in 1162 in his campaign against Pope Alexander III.


    XVIII.121There’s one man halfway to the cemetery: Alberto della Scala (d. 1301), lord of Verona, appointed his son Giuseppe (1263−1313) abbot of San Zeno for life despite his manifest incapacity. Others of Alberto’s descendants hosted Dante in Verona at various times during his exile, and they are celebrated in Canto XVII of the Paradiso. One of the family, Can Grande I della Scala (1291−1329; see note to Inferno, Canto I, line 105), was Dante’s particular patron, especially in connection with the Paradiso.


    XVIII.133All those: Because the Israelites were restive and disobedient as they crossed the desert after the parting of the waters of the Red Sea, they were, with the exceptions of Joshua and Caleb, forbidden to cross the River Jordan into the Promised Land; only their children who had been born in the desert were allowed to cross over (Numbers 14.1−39).


    XVIII.136And those with Anchises’ son: In Book V of the Aeneid, some of the followers of Aeneas grew discouraged and refused to go on with him to fulfill his mission in Latium, choosing instead to settle in Sicily. While Aeneas allowed them to do so, by their actions they deprived themselves of a share in the glory of his triumph.


    CANTO XIX


    XIX.1That hour when the day’s heat is subject: It is now the hour before dawn on Tuesday, April 12.


    XIX.4when the geomancers see: “ ‘Geomancers’ foretold the future by means of figures constructed on points that were distributed by chance. Their specialty was the selection of favorable spots for burial. They were the first in Europe to use the compass. One of their figures, called fortuna major, or ‘greater fortune,’ resembled a combination of the last stars of Aquarius and the first of Pisces. As these constellations immediately precede Aries, in which the sun is from March 21 to April 21, the figure in question can be seen in the east shortly before sunrise at that season” (La Divina Commedia, edited and annotated by C. H. Grandgent, revised by Charles S. Singleton, Harvard, 1972).


    XIX.26holy lady: Some have maintained that the holy lady is Beatrice, but their arguments have found few adherents.


    XIX.50qui lugent: “Blessed are they who mourn, for they shall be comforted” is the second Beatitude (Matthew 5.4).


    XIX.59they atone for her alone upon each ring: The Siren of Dante’s dream represents the deadly sins of greed, gluttony, and lust that are atoned for on the upper terraces of Purgatory.


    XIX.73Adhaesit pavimento anima mea: “My soul clings to the dust” (Psalm 118[119].25).


    XIX.99scias quod ego: “Know that I was a successor of Peter.” The speaker is Adrian V, who died of an illness in August 1276, thirty-eight days after his election as pope. There is no known historical basis for Dante’s assumptions about his worldly attachments or his late conversion.


    XIX.100Sestri: Sestri and Chiavari are towns on the coast of Liguria near Genoa. The river is the Lavagna.


    XIX.136Neque nubent: When the Sadducees, who denied the resurrection, asked Jesus which of her husbands the widow of seven brothers would be married to in Heaven, he replied: “At the resurrection they neither marry (‘neque nubent’) nor are given in marriage but are like the angels in heaven” (Matthew 22.30). By quoting this text, Adrian reminds Dante that all earthly relationships and offices, including that of pope, are meaningless in the afterlife.


    XIX.142Alagia: Alagia dei Fieschi was the daughter of Adrian’s brother Niccolò and the wife of Moroello Malaspina, who was a host to Dante in Lunigiana during the early years of his exile (see note to Canto VIII, line 118).


    CANTO XX


    XX.10ancient she-wolf: For the she-wolf, see the note to the Inferno, Canto I, line 60.


    XX.13O heavens, whose revolutions: This passage is assumed to refer to Can Grande della Scala (see note to the Inferno, Canto I, line 105).


    XX.25Fabricius: Gaius Fabricius Luscinus served Rome as consul in 282 and 278 B.C.E. and censor in 275. During the invasion of Italy by King Pyrrhus of Epirus, he negotiated an exchange of prisoners and impressed Pyrrhus with his rejection of all offered bribes. He refused to participate in the financial corruption that characterized the political life of his time, and he was so steadfast in his unwillingness to profit from public service that he died in poverty and his funeral had to be paid for by the state.


    XX.31Nicholas: Saint Nicholas (270−343) was bishop of Myra in Asia Minor in the time of Constantine, and attended the first Council of Nicaea in 325. He was also the inspiration for Santa Claus. Dante refers to a legend that, in order to prevent an impoverished friend from selling his three daughters into prostitution, Nicholas passed by his house on three successive nights and on each occasion tossed a bag of his own gold through the window to provide dowries for the young women.


    XX.43I was the root of that malignant tree: Like many others of his time, Dante is to some extent confusing the speaker, Hugh Capet (c. 939−996, king of France 987−996), with his father, the duke Hugh the Great (c. 898−956). It was the father who was believed, erroneously, to be the son of a butcher, and who had amassed such power, though never on the throne himself, that his son was ultimately able to become king.


    XX.46Lille, Douay, Ghent, and Bruges: The four places named here are the principal cities of Flanders. King Philip IV of France had annexed Flanders by force and reneged on the promises he had made in negotiating an end to the conflict. The vengeance that Hugh prays for occurred in 1302, when the Flemish dealt the French a major defeat at the Battle of Courtrai.


    XX.53There was a gray-garbed monk: Once again Dante has confused two separate historical events. At the death of Louis V in 987, his uncle, Charles, duke of Lorraine, was the only surviving member of the Carolingian line. Hugh Capet placed him in prison, where he died a year later, and had himself crowned king. The French king who did become a monk was Childeric III, last of the Merovingian line, who was deposed by Pippin the Short in 752.


    XX.61The Provence dowry stripped: In 1246, Charles of Anjou, brother of King Louis IX of France, married Beatrice, daughter of Ramon Berenguer IV, count of Provence, who had died the year before. The French used this marriage as a pretext to seize Provence. Ponthieu, Normandy, and Gascony were counties belonging to England that were subsequently seized by the French.


    XX.67–68Charles came to Italy: See the note to the Inferno, Canto XXVIII, line 18.


    XX.69Thomas back to Heaven: The death of Saint Thomas Aquinas in 1274 after an illness gave rise to the wholly unfounded rumor that Charles of Anjou had had him poisoned. The three instances, in rhyme position, of the phrase “to make amends” are, of course, bitterly ironic.


    XX.70I see a day: On November 1, 1301, Charles of Valois entered Florence at the behest of Pope Boniface VIII to subdue the adherents of Emperor Frederick II and establish the pope’s authority over secular affairs. Charles took the city in 1302 and expelled all the members of the White party, including Dante (see the note to the Inferno, Canto VI, line 75).


    XX.79I see a third, once dragged from his ship: Charles II, son of Charles of Anjou and king of Sicily, suffered a severe naval defeat in 1284 and was for a time held prisoner. In 1305 he married off his young daughter, Beatrice, to the much older Azzo VIII of Este in exchange for 51,000 florins and other considerations (see notes to Canto V, lines 64 and 70).


    XX.85To make past and future crimes: The ongoing strife between Pope Boniface VIII and King Philip IV of France (see note to Canto VII, line 102) over taxation of the clergy came to a head in 1303 with the excommunication of the king. The order of excommunication was scheduled to be displayed in the cathedral in the town of Anagni, Boniface’s birthplace, but on the eve of the posting, in September 1303, the king’s representative, William of Nogaret, and an Italian confederate, Sciarra Colonna, entered the town with an armed force, seized the elderly pope, and held him prisoner for three days, ransacking his palace and subjecting him to repeated physical abuse. The townspeople rose up against his captors and freed Boniface, who was returned to Rome but died on October 13, in large part owing to the strain of his ordeal. Despite Dante’s detestation of Boniface, he was horrified at this assault upon Christ’s vicar, his representative and embodiment on Earth.


    XX.103We chant then of Pygmalion: This is not the sculptor who fell in love with his statue of Galatea, but the son of King Belus of Tyre and brother of Dido, who slew his sister’s husband, Sychaeus (so named in Virgil’s retelling of the story in Book I of the Aeneid), in hopes of gaining his riches. The shade of Sychaeus appeared to Dido in a dream, told her where his gold was hidden, and urged her to flee, after which she retrieved the treasure and sailed with her loyal followers to the coast of Africa, where she founded the city of Carthage.


    XX.106of avaricious Midas: The well-known part of Midas’s appearance in Book XI of the Metamorphoses involves his being granted the power to turn everything he touches into gold, and his subsequent asking for the gift to be withdrawn when even his food and drink are so transformed. His ridiculousness is enhanced by a later episode in which he is the only listener who finds Pan’s piping superior to Apollo’s playing of his lyre, which provokes Apollo into giving Midas ass’s ears.


    XX.109And we recall that senseless Achan: Achan stole part of the spoils of Jericho in defiance of Joshua’s command that the treasure be consecrated to the Lord. After Achan confessed his crime, he and his family were stoned to death on Joshua’s order (Joshua 7.1−26).


    XX.112Sapphira and her husband: Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, sold some of their land to make a donation to the Apostles. In presenting the money to Peter, they lied about the amount they had received, intending to keep the difference for themselves. When Peter rebuked each of them in turn for their dishonesty, they fell dead at his feet (Acts 5.1−11).


    XX.113Heliodorus: According to the Old Testament Apocrypha, Seleucus IV, king of Syria from 187 to 175 B.C.E., sent his treasurer, Heliodorus, to steal from the Temple of Jerusalem in order to defray heavy taxes levied by the Roman Empire. As he entered the Temple, Heliodorus was confronted by a mysterious figure on horseback and two young men on foot, and was kicked and beaten nearly to death (2 Maccabees 3.25−27).


    XX.115Polymnestor who killed Polydorus: Shortly before the fall of Troy, King Priam sent his youngest son, Polydorus, to King Polymnestor of Thrace for safekeeping, along with a large sum of money. After Troy fell, the king killed Polydorus for the treasure (Aeneid, Book III; Metamorphoses, Book XIII).


    XX.116Crassus: Marcus Licinius Crassus (c. 112−53 B.C.E.) was a Roman political figure and ally of Caesar who was reputed to be the richest person in Rome and a man of insatiable avarice. While serving as governor of Syria, he was defeated and killed by the Parthians, who cut off his head and right hand and sent them to the Parthian king, who, according to several accounts, had his mouth filled with molten gold in mockery of his greed.


    XX.130Delos: Delos is the smallest island of the Cyclades. The legend is that Jupiter established it as a refuge where Latona could bear his children Apollo and Diana, hidden from the wrath of Juno (Metamorphoses, Book VI).


    XX.137Gloria in excelsis Deo!: “Gloria in excelsis Deo” (“Glory to God in the highest”) are the words of the angels appearing before the shepherds to herald Christ’s nativity (Luke 2.13−14).


    CANTO XXI


    XXI.3Samaritan woman was tormenting me: Jesus tells the Samaritan woman at the well that all who drink the water that he offers will never thirst again; it is, of course, the water of everlasting life made possible through salvation (John 4.5−15). The incident is recounted in the well-known gospel song “Jesus Gave Me Water,” recorded in 1951 by the Soul Stirrers with Sam Cooke singing lead.


    XXI.7Luke describes for us the day: On the Sunday after the Crucifixion, as two of the disciples were walking on the road to Emmaus, they were joined by a figure that they did not at first recognize as the risen Christ (Luke 24.13−35). In his Notes to The Waste Land, T. S. Eliot cites this episode as one of the inspirations for the last section of the poem.


    XXI.13Brothers, God grant you peace: This greeting echoes the words of Christ to His gathered disciples when He appears among them after the Resurrection (Luke 24.36, John 20.21).


    XXI.25she whose spinning is continuous: Of the three Fates of Greek mythology, Lachesis, the “she” of line 25, measured the thread of life allotted to each human, Clotho spun the thread on her spindle, and Atropos cut it with her shears (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXXIII, line 126).


    XXI.50Thaumas’s daughter: Thaumus is a sea god in Greek mythology. He and his wife, Electra, are the parents of Iris, the personification and goddess of the rainbow. Since the rainbow is always opposite the sun, it appears in many different places in the sky.


    XXI.53Peter’s vicar: The angel sitting above the steps at the entrance to Purgatory is Christ’s vicar because he holds St. Peter’s keys (see note to Canto IX, line 117).


    XXI.82Titus: Titus Caesar Vespasianus (39–81) was Roman emperor from 79 to 81. In 70, during the reign of his father, Vespasian, he led the forces that took Jerusalem and destroyed the city and the Temple. This conquest was seen by early Christian writers, whose view Dante adopts here, as retribution for the death of Christ (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXIII, line 124).


    XXI.91Statius: The Roman poet Publius Papinius Statius (c. 40−96) was born in Naples. In having him cite Toulouse as his birthplace, Dante confuses him, as did others of his time, with his contemporary Lucius Statius Ursulus, a teacher of rhetoric. Statius’s principal work was the Thebaid (see note to the Inferno, Canto XIV, line 46), in whose epilogue he acknowledges his debt to Virgil. At the time of his death, he had written only the first book and part of the second of another epic, the Achilleid.


    CANTO XXII


    XXII.4proclaiming that those who thirst for justice: The eighth Beatitude begins “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst [sitiunt] for justice.” Here the angel omits “hunger” (“esuriunt”), presumably reserving it for the sin of gluttony, which is atoned for on the next terrace.


    XXII.13from the hour when Juvenal came: The Roman poet Decimus Junius Juvenalis, who flourished early in the second century C.E., was the author of sixteen Satires, of which the tenth has been extensively translated, imitated, and adapted, most notably in Samuel Johnson’s The Vanity of Human Wishes (1749). In his seventh satire, Juvenal refers to Statius as a poet with a beautiful style who is nonetheless mired in poverty.


    XXII.34Greed was too distant: Statius implies that his besetting sin was profligacy, the opposite of avarice.


    XXII.38I pondered those lines: In the original Latin passage that Dante has Statius quote (Aeneid, Book III, lines 56−57), Virgil clearly condemns greed for driving men to commit extreme offenses. As Dante translates it, however, it is much more ambiguous. It could be interpreted to read either “How far do you push men . . . ?” or “Why do you not control men . . . ?” To complicate things even further, the adjective sacra can mean either “cursed,” as it is customarily rendered, or “holy,” which is its sense in every other instance in which Dante uses it. Needless to say, there has been an extensive and continuing debate among commentators regarding Dante’s intent, and/or that of Statius. Those favoring “holy” take the position that, as a Thomist, Dante would have believed that normal human appetites—for food and drink, for sex, and for material comfort—were not sinful as long as they were expressed within the proper bounds of moderation.


    XXII.42I’d have joined the wretched jousts: The reference is to the clash between the misers and spendthrifts in Canto VII of the Inferno.


    XXII.46On the last day, how many will arise: In the Inferno the shaved heads of the profligates are part of the punishment for their earthly extravagance.


    XXII.55when you sang the savage fratricide: In Statius’s Thebaid, Jocasta is the mother and widow of Oedipus and the mother of Polynices and Eteocles, whose hatred of one another leads to a war in which they both die (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVI, line 54).


    XXII.57the singer of bucolic songs: The Eclogues, also known as the Bucolics, a group of ten pastoral poems, was Virgil’s first major work of poetry. Earlier in his career, Dante had taken them as a model for two poems of his own, also called Eclogues.


    XXII.58Clio: Clio is the Muse of history. She is invoked by Statius at the beginning of the Thebaid.


    XXII.63to follow the fisherman?: Saint Peter had been a fisherman, and then followed Jesus to become “a fisher of men” (Matthew 4.18−19).


    XXII.64Parnassus: In Greek mythology, Parnassus is the mountain of Apollo and the Muses, and thus the mountain of poetry. At its foot is the Castalian Spring, believed in ancient times to be a source of poetic inspiration.


    XXII.70when you wrote: “The centuries are renewed, . . .”: These lines are a translation and a slight paraphrase of lines 5−7 of Virgil’s fourth Eclogue, which was widely, and erroneously, understood in the Middle Ages to prophesy the birth of Christ. There is no evidence to support the claim that the historical Statius ever converted to Christianity.


    XXII.83Domitian persecuted them: Domitian (51−96) was the second son of Vespasian and brother of Titus, whom he succeeded as emperor in 81. Several fourth-century sources claim that severe persecutions of Christians and Jews occurred during the latter part of his reign, but the accuracy of these claims is questionable.


    XXII.97Terence and Plautus: The Roman poets cited are Terence (c. 195−c. 156 B.C.E.), Plautus (c. 254−184 B.C.E.), and Caecilius (c. 220−c. 166 B.C.E.), all authors of comic plays; Varius (c. 74−14 B.C.E.), writer of epics and tragedies and a friend of Virgil’s; and Persius (34−62 C.E.), a satirist.


    XXII.101that Greek who fed: “[T]hat Greek” is, of course, Homer.


    XXII.106Antiphon’s not far to seek: Euripides (c. 485−406 B.C.E.) was the great Greek tragedian; Antiphon and Agathon (c. 448−402 B.C.E.) were also tragic playwrights of the fifth century B.C.E. Simonides (c. 556−467 B.C.E.) was a lyric poet.


    XXII.109Among those that you wrote about: In six lines Virgil makes reference to eight characters, all of them virtuous women, who appear in the two epics of Statius (the first six in the Thebaid, the last two in the Achilleid): Antigone and Ismene are daughters of Oedipus and Jocasta; Deïphyle and Argìa are daughters of King Adrastus of Argos, and Argìa is also the wife of Polynices of Thebes; when they are dying of thirst, Adrastus and others are led to the spring of Langìa by Hypsipyle, queen of the Greek island of Lemnos; the daughter of Tiresias is Manto, whom Dante has previously located in Hell among the soothsayers (this double placement, the only such instance in the Comedy, is addressed by Robert Hollander in a note to Canto XX of his and Jean Hollander’s Inferno); for Thetis and Deïdamìa, see the note to Canto XXVI, line 63, of the Inferno. In placing these women in Limbo with the Greek and Roman poets, Dante continues the mingling of mythical and historical figures that has been a constant of the Comedy.


    XXII.118four handmaids of the day: The handmaids are the hours of the day, beginning at dawn (6:00 A.M.). It is now between 10:00 and 11:00 A.M.


    XXII.142Mary cared more: The reference is once again to the wedding feast at Cana (see note to Canto XIII, line 29).


    XXII.145Roman women of old: In his Summa Theologica, Thomas Aquinas quotes Valerius Maximus (see note to Canto XV, line 94) to the effect that women in ancient Rome did not drink wine.


    XXII.146Daniel’s disesteem: Daniel refused the food and drink of the king’s table and was rewarded with the ability to interpret visions and dreams (Daniel 1.3−20).


    XXII.151Honey and locusts were the sustenance: When John the Baptist preached in the wilderness of Judea, “his meat was locusts and wild honey” (Matthew 3.1−4).


    CANTO XXIII


    XXIII.11Labïa mëa Domine: “O Lord, open Thou my lips; and my mouth shall show forth Thy praise” (Psalm 50[51].15; see note to Canto V, line 22).


    XXIII.25I doubt that Erysichthon grew so thin: Erysichthon was cursed with insatiable hunger after cutting down trees in a grove sacred to the goddess Ceres. His constant need for food led him to go through all his property, to sell his daughter into slavery, and, finally, to devour his own flesh (Metamorphoses, Book VIII).


    XXIII.29Behold the ones who lost Jerusalem: In Book VI of De bello judaico (c. 75 C.E.), Josephus tells of a woman named Mary, or Miriam, who was so tormented by hunger during the siege of Jerusalem by Titus (see note to Canto XXI, line 82) that she killed and ate her infant son.


    XXIII.32Anyone who sees OMO appear: A medieval conceit held that the word OMO (Latin homo, Italian uomo, “man”) could be seen in the human face, with the M representing the nose and arched eyebrows, and the O’s the eyes.


    XXIII.48told me I had Forese’s face in sight: Forese Donati (d. July 28, 1296) was a friend of Dante’s and a kinsman of Dante’s wife, Gemma Donati. Dante and Forese had exchanged a series of comically abusive sonnets, in which Dante accused Forese of gluttony and commiserated with his long-suffering wife, Giovanna (for which name Nella [line 85] was an affectionate diminutive).


    XXIII.74the trees caused Christ to gladly say: “And about the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? that is to say, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27.46). These are the last words spoken by Christ upon the cross.


    XXIII.94Barbagia: The Barbagia was a wild mountainous region in central Sardinia inhabited by the Barbacini, a bandit clan believed to have descended from a group of prisoners transported there centuries earlier by the Vandals. It was characterized by crude and loose behavior, and its women were variously described as going about bare-breasted or even totally naked. In referring to Florence as a Barbagia, Forese suggests that it is a den of even worse iniquity.


    XXIII.106If they knew what swift Heaven has in store: A number of calamities would befall Florence in the fifteen years or so that would pass before the infant boys of 1300 would begin to grow facial hair, including the invasion by Charles of Valois, a famine, and a bridge collapse that resulted in many fatalities.


    XXIII.115If you recall the old days: Unsurprisingly, this allusion to behavior that still causes Dante shame and remorse has intrigued commentators for centuries, despite the lack of any biographical information to clarify the reference. Some think that he must mean the exchange of vulgar sonnets, which the mature poet of the Comedy would see as an abuse of his poetic gifts. Others believe that it would take more than a few silly verses to provoke this level of embarrassment.


    XXIII.120when the sister of this one was in full view: The sun’s “sister” is the moon.


    CANTO XXIV


    XXIV.10But where’s Piccarda?: Forese’s sister Piccarda, a nun, is believed to have been forced out of her convent into a marriage politically advantageous to her brother Corso. In Canto III of the Paradiso, she will be the first soul that Dante encounters in Heaven, for which Olympus (line 16) is here used as a metaphor.


    XXIV.20Bonagiunta of Lucca: Bonagiunta Orbicciana (c. 1220−1297) was a Luccan notary and poet, whose choice of diction Dante criticizes elsewhere.


    XXIV.21the Luccan, he whose face is the most drawn: Simon de Brion was the treasurer of the church of St. Martin of Tours when he was elected pope in 1281. He served as Pope Martin IV until his death in 1285, which was believed to have been caused by eating an excess of eels from Lake Bolsena that had been stewed in Vernaccia wine.


    XXIV.28Ubaldin de la Pila: Ubaldino degli Ubaldini della Pila (Pila was a castle north of Florence) belonged to a powerful Ghibelline family, which included his brothers Cardinal Ottaviano degli Ubaldini (see note to the Inferno, Canto X, line 119) and Ugolino d’Azzo (see note to Canto XIV, lines 97−107) and his son Archbishop Ruggieri (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXXIII, lines 12−13).


    XXIV.29Boniface: Bonifazio dei Fieschi of Genoa was archbishop of Ravenna from 1274 to 1294. His interests were much more worldly, especially in the political realm, than spiritual. We are meant to understand that his pasturage focused less on the souls of his flock than on their bellies.


    XXIV.31Messer Marchese: Marchese belonged to the Argogliosi family of Forlì and served as podestà of Faenza in 1296. There is a story that he once asked a servant what people said about him. On being told that they said he was always drinking wine, he replied that they should add that that was because he was always thirsty.


    XXIV.38Gentucca: Opinion is divided as to whether this mysterious term is a pejorative form of gente that signifies “low people” or is the name of the woman of Lucca who is alluded to a few lines later.


    XXIV.44wimple: A wimple was a cloth head covering worn by married women.


    XXIV.45though it’s reviled by everyone: For Dante’s own reviling of Lucca, see the Inferno, Canto XXI, lines 40−42.


    XXIV.51Ladies who have intelligence of love: “Ladies who have intelligence of love” is the opening line of the first of three canzones interspersed among the sonnets and prose commentaries in Dante’s Vita nuova.


    XXIV.55Now I see the knot that bound the Notary: Giacomo da Lentini (died c. 1250) was a notary at the court of Emperor Frederick II and founder of the Sicilian School of Italian lyric poets; he is generally considered the inventor of the sonnet form. Guittone d’Arezzo (c. 1230−1294) was a Tuscan poet credited with introducing the Sicilian style to Tuscany; in 1266 he underwent a religious awakening and left his wife and three children to enter a monastery. Dante makes another disparaging comment about his poetry in Canto XXVI, lines 124−126.


    XXIV.57this sweet new style I hear: Here Dante introduces the concept of the dolce stil novo, the “sweet new style” that, in contrast to the traditions of Provençal and Sicilian poetry, celebrated romantic love and female beauty not merely as emotional and physical elements, but as the manifestation of divine love and an inducement to reverence and contemplation. Most commentators take the reference to “pens” in the following line to mean that Dante regarded himself as one of a group, or school, of poets writing in this new style, a view that is strongly dissented from by Mark Musa in the note to this passage in his translation of the Purgatorio (Indiana UP, 1981), where he understands penne to mean “wings” and the reference to be to Dante alone.


    XXIV.82Take heart. I see the guiltiest one dragged round: This worst of all of Florence’s offenders is none other than Forese’s own brother, Corso Donati. It was he who urged Pope Boniface VIII to have Charles of Valois invade the city, after which catastrophic event he unleashed a reign of terror on his political enemies. In 1303, he switched sides and instigated a new period of unrest. In 1308 he was charged with plotting to assume absolute power in the city, and was tried and condemned to death. On October 6 of that year, he was captured and killed while attempting to flee.


    XXIV.121–122how those / two-chested creatures, cloud-formed and accursed: The centaurs (see note to the Inferno, Canto XII, line 55) became drunk at the wedding of Pirithoüs and Hippodamia, and attempted to assault the bride and other women, who were rescued by Theseus and others of the wedding guests (Metamorphoses, Book XII).


    XXIV.125spurned by Gideon: On the eve of battle against the Midianites, God instructed Gideon to drastically reduce his army of ten thousand men by observing how they drank from a stream. The vast majority, who knelt at the stream and lapped up the water like dogs, were rejected as lacking in self-control. Those who brought the water to their mouths in their cupped hands, three hundred in number, were deemed sufficiently disciplined for the fight (Judges 7.1−8).


    XXIV.151Blessed are they who are illuminated: Here is the conclusion of the Beatitude that was cited in part at the beginning of Canto XXII (see note to Canto XXII, line 4). Now reference to thirst is omitted and the emphasis is upon hunger.


    CANTO XXV


    XXV.1Now was the time for climbing: At this time of year the sun is in Aries. The next succeeding sign is Taurus, the Bull. As the Zodiac contains twelve signs for twenty-four hours, it is now two hours past noon, 2:00 P.M., in Purgatory, and, at the opposite point of the world, 2:00 A.M. in Jerusalem.


    XXV.22Remember Meleager’s brand: Meleager was the son of King Oeneus of Calydon and his wife, Althaea. In response to a decree that Meleager would live only as long as a piece of wood burning in his mother’s hearth remained unconsumed, she had removed it from the fire, extinguished, and hidden. As a grown man, Meleager killed the Calydonian boar and gave its skin to his love, Atalanta. When Althaea’s brothers stole the skin from her, he grew enraged and killed them, which led her to throw the piece of wood back into the fire. It was completely burned, and Meleager died (Metamorphoses, Book VIII).


    XXV.37The perfect blood is like food that remains: Beginning here and continuing to line 75, Statius describes the process by which the “perfect blood” forms and nourishes the parts of the human body, and descends to the male generative organs to become sperm; from there it proceeds to mingle with the blood of the female to bring about conception and the development of the fetus in the womb, where it is endowed by God with its soul. John Ciardi’s notes to this canto give an especially detailed and lucid exegesis of Statius’s explanation (The Divine Comedy, Norton, 1977).


    XXV.63a wiser mind than yours to go astray: The “wiser mind” is Averroës (see note to the Inferno, Canto IV, line 143). He could find no organ for the “possible intellect” (the ability to reason abstractly from particulars) and therefore assumed that it was external to the individual and that, since at death the individual soul ceased to participate in it, there was no basis for assuming the immortality of the soul.


    XXV.79the thread of Lachesis: For Lachesis, see the note to Canto XXI, line 25.


    XXV.121Summae Deus clementiae: “Summae Deus clementiae” (“God of Supreme Mercy”; now known as “Summae Parens clementiae”) is a hymn in which supplicants beseech God to burn away their lustful urges.


    XXV.127Virum non cognosco: When told that she had been chosen to be the mother of God, “Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?” (Luke 1.34).


    XXV.130Diana kept to the forest: Helice, or Callisto, was one of the nymphs attendant upon the goddess Diana, who had taken refuge in the woods to preserve her virginity. Diana sent her away when she discovered that Helice had been seduced and impregnated by Jove. After Helice had given birth to a son, Arcas, the jealous Juno turned her into a bear. Jove softened this curse—which, like all the “gifts” of the gods, could not be undone—by transforming her into the constellation Ursa Major (Metamorphoses, Book II). Zeus later turned Arcas into a bear that became Ursa Minor.


    CANTO XXVI


    XXVI.40Sodom and Gomorrah!: The name of the city of Sodom connotes sodomy (see Genesis 19.5−8).


    XXVI.41–42Pasiphaë has gone / into the cow for the bull to serve her lust: See the note to the Inferno, Canto XII, line 13.


    XXVI.44Riphaean peaks: The Riphaean mountains are a nonexistent range that was believed in classical and medieval times to be at the northern boundary of the known world.


    XXVI.77–78sin for which, when Caesar came / in triumph: According to Suetonius (Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus) in his De vita Caesarum (The Lives of the Caesars, written early in the second century C.E.), Julius Caesar had sexual relations as a young man with King Nicodemus of Bithynia. Dante most likely took the anecdote recounted here from the entry under “Triumph” in Uguccione da Pisa’s Magnae Derivationes, a work of etymology written around 1200.


    XXVI.82Our sin, however, was hermaphrodite: The term “hermaphrodite” here indicates heterosexual relations—i.e., activities involving both male and female organs—as opposed to the modern sense of the word. In the Inferno, instances of heterosexual lust are punished relatively lightly, as sins of incontinence, the excessive or inappropriate indulgence in what, under proper circumstances, is an inoffensive activity, while homosexuality is punished more severely, as an unnatural offense. Some have maintained that placing both groups of sinners on the same level here demonstrates a softening or broadening of Dante’s attitude; in his note to line 40 of this canto, Robert Hollander opposes this view, arguing that both appear on this terrace because Lust is the only one of the Seven Deadly Sins—which are the organizing principle of Purgatory—under which both behaviors can be categorized.


    XXVI.92Guido Guinizzelli: See the note to Canto XI, line 97.


    XXVI.94I responded as that pair of brothers: While leading Adrastus and the others of the seven against Thebes to the spring of Langia, Hypsipyle, who was caring for Archemorus, the infant son of King Lycurgus of Nemea, left him alone. While she was gone, the baby was bitten by a snake and died. Lycurgus was about to put her to death when her two sons arrived and intervened. The story is told in Book V of Statius’s Thebaid.


    XXVI.116Brother, a finer craftsman: The “finer craftsman” is the Provençal troubadour poet Arnaut Daniel (flourished c. 1200), the inventor of the sestina and the author of sixteen lyric poems marked by density of expression and extreme complexity of form; he is not known to have written any prose romances. T. S. Eliot used the original of the phrase “finer craftsman” (“miglior fabbro”) in dedicating The Waste Land to Ezra Pound, and he quoted the concluding line of this canto (“Poi s’ascose nel foco che gli affina”) a few lines before the end of that poem. Dante refers to the (not his) mother tongue; commentators have disputed whether he means Daniel’s langue d’oc or, more broadly, any Latin-derived dialect, which would include Dante’s Tuscan.


    XXVI.121that fellow from Limoges: Giraut de Bornelh (c. 1138–1215) was a troubadour poet whose work, written in a much simpler style than that of Daniel, was highly regarded by his contemporaries.


    XXVI.125Guittone’s greatness: See the note to Canto XXIV, line 55.


    XXVI.140I cannot hide myself, nor would I so: The eight lines of Daniel’s speech are written in Daniel’s own langue d’oc. Quite a few translators ignore this change of language, while a number of others simply italicize the lines. With greater enterprise, Dorothy L. Sayers “translated the speech into Border Scots—a dialect which bears something of the same relation to English as Provençal does to Italian”; be that as it may, the result is tonally quite discordant. Rather more successfully, John Ciardi renders the lines into what he describes as “a desperate attempt at bastard Spenserian.” Since his achievement here has, I feel, foreclosed that option, I have (dis)contented myself with a bit of rhetorical heightening.


    XXVI.145I pray you now: The phrase Ara vos prec (“I pray you now”) was used by Eliot as the title of a volume of his poems published in London in 1920.


    CANTO XXVII


    XXVII.1As when, there where its Maker’s blood: It is now 6:00 A.M. in Jerusalem, noon in India, midnight in Spain, and 6:00 P.M. in Purgatory.


    XXVII.8Beati mundo corde: “Blessed are the pure in heart, [for they shall see God]”) is part of the sixth Beatitude.


    XXVII.17the fire, a sight I once was witness to: Public burning at the stake, fairly frequent in Dante’s time, was the sentence that would have been imposed on him if he had ever returned to Florence after his banishment.


    XXVII.24safely on the back of Geryon: For Geryon, see Canto XVII of the Inferno.


    XXVII.37At Thisbe’s name, the dying Pyramus: In Book IV of the Metamorphoses, Pyramus and Thisbe are neighbors in ancient Babylon whose parents have forbidden them to marry. Communicating through a hole in the wall separating their families’ properties, they arrange to meet one night at the tomb of King Ninus. Thisbe arrives first, but is scared off by a lioness who has just killed an ox. As she flees she drops her cloak, which is then mangled by the bloodstained paws of the lioness. When Pyramus arrives, he finds the cloak and, assuming that Thisbe has been killed, stabs himself with his sword. His blood stains the white fruit of the mulberry tree red. Thisbe returns in time to hold the dying Pyramus and speak their names to him, then kills herself with his sword. The tale influenced the ending of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and was put to farcical use by him in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


    XXVII.58Venite, benedicti Patris mei: This is the beginning of what Christ will say to the elect at the last judgment: “Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matthew 25.34).


    XXVII.95Cytherea: Cytherea is an epithet of Venus, the morning star.


    XXVII.98a young and lovely lady as she strayed: Leah and Rachel were the daughters of Laban and the first and second wives of Jacob (Genesis 29.10−35). To medieval scholars they symbolized, respectively, the active and the contemplative life. They are also analogues of Matelda and Beatrice in the succeeding cantos.


    XXVII.142Over yourself I crown and miter you: The commentaries display a wide range of opinion regarding the meaning of the crown and the miter; there is even dispute over whether they represent the same function or separate ones. What is beyond dispute is that Virgil proclaims Dante to have reached a level of spiritual purification at which he can be fully trusted to make proper moral decisions.


    CANTO XXVIII


    XXVIII.20Chiassi’s shore: Chiassi (now Classe) was the port of Ravenna in Dante’s time. The area is noted for its luxuriant pine forest. In Greek mythology Aeolus is the god of the winds, who keeps them pent up in a cave. The scirocco is a hot wind that blows from northern Africa to southern Europe.


    XXVIII.50where Proserpine was: In Book V of the Metamorphoses, Ovid tells the tale—analogous to the Greek myth of Demeter, Persephone, and Hades—of Proserpine, a maiden gathering flowers in the spring who is carried off by Pluto to be his queen of the Underworld. Her mother, Ceres, intercedes for her return, but since she has eaten a quarter of the seeds of a pomegranate, she must continually return to Pluto for one quarter of the year, the winter.


    XXVIII.64I doubt the eyes of Venus had been lit: While kissing her son Cupid, Venus is accidentally struck by one of his arrows and falls madly in love with Adonis (Metamorphoses, Book X).


    XXVIII.71Hellespont—eternal curb on human pride: The Hellespont, known today as the Dardanelles or the Strait of Gallipoli, is located in Turkey and forms part of the boundary between Europe and Asia. It runs for 38 miles between the Sea of Marmara and the Aegean, and is nearly four miles across at its widest point. According to Herodotus, it was crossed in 480 B.C.E. by the invading army of Xerxes I of Persia, on a pontoon bridge formed by lashing ships together; two bridges of this sort had earlier been constructed, but by the time the army arrived for the crossing, they had been destroyed by winter storms; enraged, Xerxes had the builders beheaded and the water itself lashed with whips and branded with red-hot irons. In Greek myth, Leander, a young man who lived in Abydos, would swim the Hellespont every night to make love to Hero, a priestess of Aphrodite in the city of Sestos on the opposite shore. While attempting to cross the strait on a stormy night, Leander was drowned, and Hero killed herself when she learned that he was dead. Their story is told in Books XVIII−XIX of Ovid’s Heroides and is referred to in passing in Virgil’s Georgics and Statius’s Thebaid. It is also the subject of Hero and Leander, a long, unfinished narrative poem by the English playwright Christopher Marlowe (1564−1593). Note that all three of the classical citations in this canto concern carnal love, suggesting that Dante’s original response to the young lady—whose name, as we learn in Canto XXXIII, is Matelda—is distinctly unspiritual in nature.


    XXVIII.80the psalm of Delectasti: The reference is to Psalm 91[92].4: “For thou, Lord, hast made me glad through thy work: I will triumph in the works of thy hands.”


    XXVIII.85The forest’s music and the stream: Here Dante recalls Statius’s telling him, in his speech at lines 41−72 of Canto XXI, that there are no winds and no precipitation on the mountain above the gate of Purgatory.


    XXVIII.130Lethe: For Lethe, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XIV, line 138. Eünoè is Dante’s own invention; he formed its name from the Greek eu- (“good”) and nous (“mind”).


    CANTO XXIX


    XXIX.2–3Beati quorum tecta sunt / peccata!: This is a truncated version of the opening of Psalm 31[32]: “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.”


    XXIX.37O holiest Virgins: The “holiest Virgins” are the nine classical Muses, here to some degree recast in Christian terms. Helicon is a mountain in Boeotia, Greece, which, in Greek mythology, contained two springs sacred to the Muses. Urania is the Muse of Astronomy, of “high [i.e., heavenly] things.”


    XXIX.43I saw what I mistook for an array: The elements of the first part of this procession, from here to line 96, are drawn from Revelation 4.4−8.


    XXIX.50saw candlesticks: The seven candlesticks represent the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit: wisdom (self-control), understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord (Isaiah 11.1−2).


    XXIX.78Delia’s girdle and the sun’s bright bow: Delia is the moon goddess Diana, born on the island of Delos; her girdle is the lunar halo. The sun’s bow is the rainbow.


    XXIX.82Twenty-four elders I now saw appear: The twenty-four elders symbolize the twenty-four books of the Old Testament as counted by St. Jerome (c. 342−420). They have also been interpreted to represent the twelve tribes of Israel plus the twelve apostles.


    XXIX.92–93four / live creatures: The four beasts here represent the four gospels. In Ezekiel 1.6 they are described as having four wings each, but in Revelation 4.8 John gives them six.


    XXIX.95–96so many eyes that they could be the eyes / of Argus: In her jealousy, Juno employed the hundred-eyed giant Argus to keep watch over Io, one of her spouse Jove’s many lovers, whom she had turned into a heifer. Mercury, sent by Jove to free Io, played upon a reed pipe to lull Argus to sleep. When the drowsing Argus asked how the pipe was invented, Mercury told him how the nymph Syrinx was transformed into a marsh reed to enable her to elude her pursuer, the god Pan. At this point Argus fell asleep, and Mercury then beheaded him, after which Juno had the eyes of Argus placed in the peacock’s tail (Metamorphoses, Book I).


    XXIX.107proceeded a triumphal chariot: The chariot represents the church itself. The symbolism of its two wheels has been variously interpreted.


    XXIX.108About a griffin’s neck its lead was tied: The griffin symbolizes the dual nature of Christ, both human and divine.


    XXIX.116to gladden Africanus or Augustus: Scipio Africanus the Younger (185−129 B.C.E.), who destroyed Carthage in 146 to conclude the third and final Punic War, was rewarded with a triumph in Rome.


    XXIX.117nor could the chariot of the sun compare: See the note to Canto IV, line 73.


    XXIX.121three ladies danced about: The three dancing ladies represent the theological virtues of faith (white), hope (green), and charity (red).


    XXIX.130Four ladies, purple-clad, made festival: The four purple-clad ladies represent the four cardinal virtues of prudence (the three-eyed one, who can see past, present, and future), justice, fortitude, and temperance.


    XXIX.133Next there came two old men: The first of the old men is St. Luke, author of the Acts of the Apostles and a physician. The other is St. Paul (“And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God”: Ephesians 6.17). For Hippocrates, see the note to the Inferno, Canto IV, line 140.


    XXIX.142Behind them came four humble-seeming men: These four are James, Peter, John, and Jude, the authors of the minor Epistles.


    XXIX.143An old man, all alone: Here John makes his third appearance in the procession, this time as the author of Revelation, the last book of the New Testament and one quite different in nature from the rest. His somnolent aspect signifies the visionary nature of that work.


    XXIX.145These seven were dressed the same: The similarity of dress between these seven and the twenty-four elders symbolizes the unity of the Old and New Testaments. The white crowns of the former emphasize faith; the red ones of the latter stress charity, or love.


    CANTO XXX


    XXX.1When the first heaven’s septentrion: The first heaven, counting from the outermost ring, is the Empyrean, the seat of God Himself. The seven candlesticks are compared to the septentrion (“seven ploughing oxen”) of Ursa Minor, the Little Dipper, which contains the North Star.


    XXX.11–12Veni, sponsa de / Libano: “Come with me from Lebanon, my spouse,” from the Song of Solomon (Canticles 4.8).


    XXX.17ad vocem tanti senis: “At the voice of so great an elder.”


    XXX.19Benedictus qui venis: “Blessed art thou who comest,” an adaptation of “Blessed is He who cometh” (Matthew 21.9), describing Christ’s entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.


    XXX.21Manibus, oh, date lilia plenis: “Give lilies with full hands.” This is spoken by the shade of Anchises as he predicts the future of Rome to his son, Aeneas, in connection with the early death of Marcellus, a nephew of Emperor Augustus (Aeneid, Book VI, line 883). This quotation has been commonly understood as a last tribute to Virgil at the moment of his disappearance from the Comedy.


    XXX.33an olive crown above a veil of white: The olive tree was sacred to Minerva, the Greek goddess of wisdom (see line 67).


    XXX.83In te, Domine, speravi: “In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust” is the beginning of Psalm 30[31], sung here for eight verses to “thou hast set my feet [‘pedes meos’] in a large room [or ‘spacious place’].”


    XXX.86the live rafters: “Italy’s spine” is the Apennine mountain range, its “live rafters” the pine trees that grow there. The “land without a shadow” is northern Africa (see note to Canto XVIII, line 20).


    CANTO XXXI


    XXXI.72from Iarbas’ land: In Roman mythology, Iarbas was the king of Getulia in North Africa. In Book IV of the Aeneid, he is one of Dido’s unsuccessful suitors.


    XXXI.80Beatrice turned toward the beast: The griffin (see Canto XXIX, line 108).


    XXXI.93of her I had found alone: The reference is to Matelda, the “lovely lady” who first appears at line 40 of Canto XXVIII.


    XXXI.97Asperges me: “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow” (Psalm 50[51].7).


    XXXI.104The fair four each extended: See Canto XXIX, line 130, and note.


    XXXI.111those three, who see more deeply: See Canto XXIX, line 121, and note.


    XXXI.115We’ve brought you to these emeralds: The “emeralds” are Beatrice’s eyes.


    XXXI.144with Heaven’s harmony overshadowing: An apparent reference to the seven streaks of light in the sky (see Canto XXIX, line 73, and note to Canto XXIX, line 50).


    CANTO XXXII


    XXXII.2to quench a ten-year thirst, were so intent: Beatrice Portinari, the presumed model for Dante’s Beatrice, died on June 8, 1290, at the age of 24.


    XXXII.38they formed a circle round a tree: The reference to Adam reinforces the reader’s awareness that this is the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, from which Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit.


    XXXII.41at heights that men who know the trees: India was noted for the height of its trees.


    XXXII.54of rays that follow the heavenly Fish: The “heavenly Fish” is Pisces, which is followed by Aries, the constellation of the early spring, when nature begins to reanimate itself, before the sun moves on to “other stars” (line 57).


    XXXII.64If I could show just how the pitiless: See the note to Canto XXIX, line 96.


    XXXII.73blossoms of the apple tree: After Christ’s resurrection, the apostles Peter, James, and John accompanied him to a mountain where they witnessed his transfiguration as his robes turned completely white, and saw Moses and Elijah appear at his side and then disappear once again (Matthew 17.1−8). The “word” of line 77 is “Arise,” the word with which Christ called Lazarus forth from the tomb (Luke 7.14−15).


    XXXII.97neither Auster nor Aquilo: Auster and Aquilo are the south and the north wind, respectively.


    XXXII.109Never did fire fall at such swift pace: Here Dante begins, as Mark Musa notes, “a pageant [that] depicts chronologically the church’s mission on Earth from the time of Christ’s Ascension to the year 1300. . . . Each of the seven tableaux . . . is a symbolic vision of one of the successive catastrophes that befell the church during that time span” (Musa, Purgatorio).


    XXXII.112as the bird of Jove: The “bird of Jove” is the eagle, which is also the symbol of the Roman Empire, whose persecution of the church in its earliest days is alluded to here.


    XXXII.118A fox leaped in the chariot: Foxes are presented as symbols of heresy by both Ezekiel and St. Augustine.


    XXXII.124The eagle swooped: This passage signifies the so-called Donation of Constantine (see note to the Inferno, Canto XIX, line 117), which began the intermingling of temporal wealth and power with the spiritual mission of the church, leading to the disastrous contemporary situation that is frequently lamented throughout the Comedy.


    XXXII.130The earth between the two wheels split: Many commentators see here a representation of what Dante regarded as the schism in the church brought about by Mohammed (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVIII, line 31).


    XXXII.136Like grass on fertile soil, the plumage went: “The tableau of the fifth catastrophe shows the church’s further acquisitions of temporal wealth and power. . . . Dante may be referring specifically to the Donations of Pepin (A.D. 755) and Charlemagne (A.D. 775), which relatively quickly . . . increased the church’s land holdings and transformed her into a powerful medieval state” (Musa).


    XXXII.142the holy structure then began: The harlot symbolizes the corrupt modern papacy; the giant, King Philip IV of France (see note to Canto VII, line 102). His kissing her suggests his manipulation of the papacy for his own ends; his beating her, the seizure of and assault upon Pope Boniface VIII in 1303 (see note to Canto XX, line 85). When he drags her and the chariot so deep into the woods that they can no longer be seen, we enter the realm of prophetic vision: in 1305 Philip forced the election of Pope Clement V, who in 1309 moved the papal seat from Rome to Avignon.


    XXXII.143seven sprout, one at each corner: The horned heads that sprout on the yoke which represents the cross of Christ are commonly understood to signify internal corruption within the church. For the seven heads and ten horns, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XIX, line 111.


    CANTO XXXIII


    XXXIII.1Deus, venerunt gentes: “O god, the heathen are come [into thine inheritance]”: the beginning of Psalm 78[79].


    XXXIII.10Modicum et non videbitis me: “A little while, and ye shall not see me: and again, a little while, and ye shall see me”: Christ to his disciples at the Last Supper (John 16.16).


    XXXIII.37For he will finally have an heir someday: Dante regarded the empire as lacking a leader between the death of Frederick II and the coronation of Henry VII (c. 1273–1313) in 1309, since in the interim none of Frederick’s successors had come to Rome to be formally crowned.


    XXXIII.44Five Hundred Ten and Five: This is one of the most obscure and most vigorously debated passages in the entire Comedy. No one has definitively explained the significance of the number or established the person it refers to, although Henry VII is often invoked. It is also frequently pointed out that 515 is represented in Roman numerals as DXV, which can be rearranged to spell DVX (or DUX), Latin for “leader.”


    XXXIII.47Obscure as Themis and the Sphinx: Themis, the daughter of Gaea (Earth) and Uranus (Heaven), was a prophetic goddess, thought to have preceded Apollo at Delphi. She gave a cryptic answer to Deucalion and Pyrrha when they asked her how they were to repopulate the Earth after the great flood (Metamorphoses, Book VII). The Sphinx, Themis’s oracle at Thebes, was a monstrous creature with the head of a young girl and the body of a beast who sat outside the city and killed all passersby who could not answer her riddle, “What walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three at night?” When Oedipus gave the correct answer, “Man,” the Sphinx was so enraged that she threw herself from the rocks to her death. In vengeance, Themis sent a monster to destroy the city’s fields and flocks (Metamorphoses, Book I). The reference to the Naiads is generally understood to be a lapse on Dante’s part, caused by his working with a manuscript of the Metamorphoses that mistakenly gave Naiades in place of Laiades (“son of Laius,” Oedipus).


    XXXIII.63the first soul mourned five thousand years and more: According to the chronology of the Greek historian Eusebius (c. 260−339), Christ was born exactly 5,200 years after the creation. It was after the crucifixion some three decades later that Adam was redeemed from Limbo by the harrowing of Hell (see note to the Inferno, Canto IV, line 63).


    XXXIII.68Elsa’s water: The Elsa is a river between Florence and Pisa. At certain points its high mineral concentration had the effect of encrusting objects left immersed in it.


    XXXIII.69a Pyramus to the mulberry: For Pyramus and the mulberry, see the note to Canto XXVII, line 37.


    XXXIII.89from the remotest and most rapidly: The ninth and outermost of the revolving heavens is the Primum Mobile.


    PARADISO


    CANTO I


    I.4I saw that heaven with the largest share: The Empyrean (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto XXX, line 1).


    I.5What I saw, no one has wit: An allusion to Saint Paul: “And I knew such a man, (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) how that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter” (2 Corinthians 12.3−4).


    I.13Apollo: Apollo is the god of poetry and of the Muses, and also of the sun.


    I.16The one peak of Parnassus: One peak of Parnassus, Nisa, was sacred to the Muses. The other, Cyrrha, was sacred to Apollo.


    I.21Marsyas from his sheath of limbs and skin: Marsyas challenged Apollo to a musical contest to be judged by the Muses. After defeating Marsyas, Apollo, to punish him for his presumption, bound him to a tree and flayed him alive (Metamorphoses, Book VI).


    I.32Peneian: The river god Peneus was the father of Daphne, who was changed into a laurel tree to escape the clutches of Apollo (Metamorphoses, Book I).


    I.37The world’s lamp rises to us mortals: The “lamp of the world” is the sun. The “gate” of four circles is that of the vernal equinox, the circles being the Equator, the ecliptic, the celestial horizon, and the equinoctial colure, and the crosses are the points at which the circles intersect. The circles and crosses are symbolically associated with the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance and the three holy virtues of faith, hope, and charity, as well as the three crosses of the crucifixion. The sun rises in Aries at the vernal equinox; it is still rising near that gate (i.e., still in Aries) at the time when the action of the poem commences, which is noon on Wednesday, April 13, 1300.


    I.67Glaucus: Glaucus was a fisherman who discovered an herb that restored life to the fish he caught. When he ate it himself, he became immortal but also grew fins and a fishlike tail, which forced him to live in the sea. There the sea gods welcomed him as one of their own and taught him the gift of prophecy (Metamorphoses, Book XIII).


    I.74the last part of me that You created: The part created last is the soul.


    I.76The wheel You eternalize: The reference is to the Primum Mobile.


    I.122Its light to calm the heaven: The calm heaven is the Empyrean, the quickest-spinning sphere the Primum Mobile.


    CANTO II


    II.8Apollo steers, Minerva moves the air: Minerva is the goddess of wisdom, Apollo the god of poetry.


    II.11you sought bread of the angels: The bread of the angels is the knowledge of God and revealed truth.


    II.18at Colchis, finding Jason at the plow: One of the tasks Jason had to perform to obtain the golden fleece required him to yoke two huge fire-breathing brass-hooved bulls and plow a field with them (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVIII, line 96).


    II.30the first star of all: The “first star” is the moon.


    II.51inspiring them to tell wild tales of Cain?: See the note to the Inferno, Canto XX, line 125.


    II.60bodies that are rare or dense: Dante (the character) follows the view of Averroës (Ibn Rushd, 1126−1198) that the spots on the moon are caused by the relative density of matter in its various surfaces.


    II.64The eighth sphere shows you many lights: The eighth sphere is that of the fixed stars, which is also referred to in lines 115 and 130.


    II.70–72Now, formal principles are necessary: “Scholastic teaching distinguishes two principles in all bodies: the material, which is to say, the first matter, which is the same in all; and the formal, which is to say the substantial form that produces the various species and innate abilities of living forms. The formal principle is active; the material principle, passive. Dante’s reasoning is false in that it would reduce all to a single principle” (John Ciardi, note to Canto II, line 71, in Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, Norton, 1977).


    II.106−148. Just as the sun’s rays beat: “Beatrice’s exposition of the true cause of the moon spots, one of the most magnificent passages in the poem, . . . presents a complete astrological cosmology. God’s creative power is transmitted downward, increasingly diversified, through the heavenly spheres governed by the angelic intelligences (the ‘movers’). The passage is thus itself a little model of the cosmos. In the microcosmic Paradiso, the pilgrim and Beatrice are of course ascending . . . , and the ascent involves increasing understanding of the descent of causality . . .” (Ronald L. Martinez and Robert M. Durling, note to Canto II, lines 106–148, in The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri. Volume 3: Paradiso, Oxford, 2011).


    II.112There is a body that’s revolving: The “heaven of God’s peace” is the Empyrean, the body revolving in it the Primum Mobile.


    II.128the blest movers’ inspiration: “The Angels, Powers, Principalities, and Intelligences who influence each sphere” (Ciardi).


    II.131seal of the stamp: “This is one of the most important images used by Aquinas, and then by Dante, to describe God’s act of creation. He seals it as if it were warm wax, stamping it with himself. So here he who is One creates a multiplicity of beings that in their degrees and kinds of nobility, and in the harmony among them, are stamped, not in identical fashion but ever to the same end, with his power and wisdom and love . . .” (Anthony Esolen, note to line 132, in Dante: Paradise, Modern Library, 2007).


    CANTO III


    III.18the error that sparked love: Narcissus mistook his own reflection in a pool for a real person. Dante reverses that error by mistaking real beings for mirrored reflections.


    III.50Piccarda: Piccarda Donati, Dante’s kinswoman by marriage, was the sister of Forese and Corso Donati (see notes to the Purgatorio, Canto XXIII, line 48, and Canto XXIV, lines 10 and 82).


    III.51blest in this sphere: The moon is the innermost and slowest-moving of the nine concentric spheres between Earth and the Empyrean.


    III.98a lady higher than here. In your world: The lady is Saint Clare (Chiara Offreduccio, 1194−1253) of Assisi, who in 1212, with Saint Francis, founded the order of nuns known as the Poor Clares, noted for its austere discipline.


    III.109This splendor on my right: Constance (1154−1198) was the hereditary queen of Sicily (1194−1198) and Holy Roman Empress (1191−1197) through her 1186 marriage to Henry VI, son of Frederick Barbarossa, Swabia’s first “blast.” Her son was Emperor Frederick II. The belief that she had been a nun has no basis in fact.


    CANTO IV


    IV.13Beatrice did what Daniel did the day: In the Old Testament, King Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon, without revealing the content of a dream he has had, commands his wise men to describe and interpret it. When they protest that this is impossible, he orders them all put to death. With God’s help, Daniel is able to fulfill the king’s demand, which placates his rage and causes him to rescind his order (Daniel 2.1−46).


    IV.23that souls would seem to go back in due course: This view is expressed in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus (c. 360 B.C.E.); its central speaker is referred to in line 49 of this canto.


    IV.28whichever John: John the Baptist or John the Evangelist.


    IV.47on Michael, Gabriel, and the one who brought: The references are to the three archangels; the unnamed one is Raphael, who restored the sight of the elderly Tobit (Tobit 11.1−15).


    IV.82Lawrence who withstood: Saint Lawrence was a Christian martyr, put to death in 258. A deacon of the Church of Rome, he was ordered by the Roman prefect to surrender the treasures of the church entrusted to him by Pope Sixtus II. He produced a crowd of poor and sick people, saying that they were the church’s treasures. When he proved unresponsive to torture, he was stretched on an iron grid above a roaring fire. According to legend, he mocked his tormentors by asking to be turned over so that he might be roasted evenly on both sides.


    IV.83Mucius: In 508 B.C.E., Rome was besieged by the forces of King Lars Porsena of Clusium. A young Roman named Gaius Mucius Cordus volunteered to sneak into Porsena’s encampment and assassinate the king. When he mistakenly stabbed the king’s scribe, he was seized and ordered to be burned alive, at which he thrust his right hand into a nearby fire and stood unflinching as it was consumed. The king was so impressed that he ordered Mucius to be freed. Mucius told Porsena that the attempts on his life would continue until one finally succeeded, which led the king to decide to negotiate an end to the siege. Mucius was rewarded with farmland and given the sobriquet Scaevola (“left-handed”).


    IV.103at his father’s urging, Alcmaeon: See the note to the Purgatorio, Canto XII, line 50.


    IV.109Absolute will opposes the offense: Beatrice distinguishes between absolute will, which never consents to evil, and conditional will, which will agree to a lesser evil in order to avoid a greater one.


    CANTO V


    V.49And so the Hebrews: Chapter 27 of Leviticus prescribes that the substituted offering must be worth at least 120% of the value of the original one. In line 59 of this canto, Beatrice raises that minimum to 150%.


    V.57turns of the white key and the yellow key: For the meaning of the keys, see the note to Canto IX, line 117, of the Purgatorio. The point is that such substitutions can be made only with the approval of the church.


    V.66Jephthah: Jephtha was a judge of Israel (c. 1143−1137 B.C.E.) who vowed that, if God allowed him to be victorious against the Ammonites, he would sacrifice the first creature he saw upon returning home, which turned out to be his daughter and only child (Judges 11.30−34).


    V.70for her fair face Iphigenia wept: According to one version of the legend, after Agamemnon had killed a stag in the grove sacred to the goddess Artemis, he was punished by a plague and by a lack of wind that prevented his fleet from sailing to make war on Troy. He was persuaded by the seer Calchas that the curse could be lifted only by the sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia. The reference to “her fair face” alludes to one variant of the story in which Agamemnon promises to sacrifice the fairest creature born in his realm.


    V.81the Jews among you cannot laugh at you: The Jews know and observe the law regarding sacrifice (see note to line 49) and are therefore well positioned to mock the hypocrisy of Christians who try to evade their obligations.


    V.86where the cosmos glows: The “universe glows / most vividly” in the Empyrean, where God is.


    V.91the second realm: The “second realm” is Mercury.


    V.128this sphere veiled from the view: Since Mercury is so close to the sun, the sun’s rays obscure Earth’s view of it.


    CANTO VI


    VI.1Once Constantine reversed the eagle’s ways: The eagle was the symbol of the Roman Empire. In 330 Constantine (c. 272−337, reigned 306−337), the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity, relocated the seat of empire from west to east, Rome to Byzantium (which was renamed Constantinople). “Lavinia’s spouse” was Aeneas, the legendary founder of the empire, who had moved the eagle from Troy to Rome, east to west, which was also “Heaven’s course,” the path followed by the sun.


    VI.4a hundred and a hundred years: Justinian I (482−565), whose monologue takes up this entire canto, was Byzantine emperor from 527. The period from the relocation of the capital to his ascension is slightly less than two hundred years, not the two hundred and more that this line suggests. According to some commentators, Dante may have taken his chronology from the Trésor of Brunetto Latini (see note to the Inferno, Canto XV, line 30), which mistakenly gives the dates as 333 and 539.


    VI.6close to the peaks it had come: Constantinople (now Istanbul) is near the mountains of the Troad, the site of ancient Troy. Justinian moved the seat of empire from there to Ravenna.


    VI.11who cut excess and emptiness: The great achievement of Justinian’s rule was the codification and simplification of Roman law (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto VI, line 88).


    VI.14Christ had one nature and no more: Perhaps once again through his reliance on Brunetto Latini, Dante wrongly assumes Justinian to have been an adherent of the Eutychian or Monophysite heresy, which maintained that Christ was only divine and not human. It was Justinian’s wife, Empress Theodora, who was active in the promotion of this heresy.


    VI.16Agapetus: Agapetus I (c. 489−536) was pope from May 535 to his death in May 536. He is canonized in both the Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Church. He did not come to Constantinople until 535, after the codification of the laws had been completed. As is observed in the notes to this canto in Robert and Jean Hollander’s translation of the Paradiso, “Dante is insistent in establishing the emperor’s conversion as preceding his formulation of the laws, no matter what the facts may have been.”


    VI.21all contradictions are both false and true: Aristotelian logic maintains that every contradiction contains a statement and its opposite, one of which must be true and the other false.


    VI.25Belisarius: Flavius Belisarius (c. 505−565) is generally regarded by historians as one of the greatest military commanders of all time. He drove the Vandals out of northern Africa, reconquered Italy from the Goths, and successfully defended Rome against a yearlong siege. He has also been the subject of a number of literary and other artistic works, including a poem by Longfellow, a novel by Robert Graves, and an opera by Donizetti.


    VI.31the rightness of those factions: The factions are the Ghibellines, who nominally support the empire and appropriate its symbol, the eagle, and the Guelphs, followers of Charles II of Anjou and supporters of the papacy against the empire.


    VI.36Pallas: In the Aeneid, Pallas, the young son of King Evander of Latium, fights heroically beside Aeneas in his war against the Rutuli. Turnus, the Rutulian leader, kills Pallas in battle and despoils his body. At the conclusion of the epic, Aeneas defeats Turnus in single combat and is inclined to spare his foe, but the sight of Pallas’s sword belt on Turnus drives him into a murderous rage (an incident clearly inspired by Achilles’s slaying of Hector in the Iliad). Aeneas thus wins the hand of Lavinia, who had been previously promised to Turnus, and the kingdom of her father, Latinus (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto XVII, line 34).


    VI.37three hundred years and more passed then: After Aeneas’s death, his son Ascanius moved the kingdom from the city of Lavinium to Alba Longa. Some three hundred years later, during the reign of the Roman king Tullius Hostilius (670−638 B.C.E.), a dispute arose between the two kingdoms. To avoid a bloody war, it was decided that the matter would be settled by combat between three Alban brothers, the Curiatii, and three Romans, the Horatii. After his brothers had been killed, the survivor of the Horatii slew all three of his opponents, and the eagle was removed to Rome.


    VI.40Sabine outrage: According to Ab urbe condita (“From the City’s Founding”) by the Roman historian Livy (Titus Livius, 59 B.C.E.−17 C.E.), in the eighth century B.C.E., Romulus, concerned that there were not enough women in Rome to increase the city’s population, engineered the forcible abduction of thirty young women of the neighboring Sabines. Through a succession of seven kings, the Romans made war upon many of the nearby cities and greatly consolidated their territory and power. When, in 510 B.C.E., Sextus, the son of the last of these kings, raped Lucretia, the wife of a nobleman, who consequently killed herself, the populace rebelled and established the republic (see note to the Inferno, Canto IV, lines 127–129).


    VI.44Romans against Brennus: Brennus was a leader of the Senone Gauls who captured Rome in 390 B.C.E. He was subsequently defeated and killed by a Roman force led by Camillus. For Pyrrhus, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XII, line 135. Titus Manlius Torquatus (d. 235 B.C.E.) was at various times consul, censor, and dictator of the Roman republic. Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus (c. 519–c. 430 B.C.E.; the surname means “curly hair”) was a Roman statesman who, according to legend, was called from his farm to assume the dictatorship, won a swift military victory, and promptly returned to private life; the Society of the Cincinnati, founded in 1783 in commemoration of the American Revolution, and the city of Cincinnati, Ohio, are named in his honor. The Decii were a father, son, and grandson, all named Publius Decius Mus, all of whom died on the field of battle in various wars of the fourth and third centuries B.C.E. The Fabii were a distinguished Roman family that produced a number of statesmen and military leaders.


    VI.49on the pride of the Arab force: Here Dante speaks anachronistically. The area that had been ancient Carthage was occupied by the Arabs in Dante’s time, but the Carthaginians who marched with Hannibal across the Alps were not Arabs.


    VI.52Scipio: Scipio Africanus the Elder (c. 253−c. 183 B.C.E.) saved his father’s life in battle when he was 17 and invaded Africa and brought about the final defeat of Hannibal when he was in his early thirties. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus (106–48 B.C.E.), known as Pompey the Great, was, with Crassus and Julius Caesar, a member of the First Triumvirate. He later opposed Caesar for total control of Rome, and was assassinated in Egypt, at the behest of the advisors of the boy king Ptolemy XIII, while fleeing Caesar’s forces after the Battle of Pharsalia.


    VI.53it proved harsh to the hill: The reference is to the hill town of Fiesole, overlooking Florence, thought to have been destroyed when the Romans under Cicero’s command invaded it in pursuit of Catiline in 62 B.C.E. (see note to the Inferno, Canto XV, line 78).


    VI.58And what it did from Var to Rhine: All six rivers named in this tercet either bound or lie within Gaul, and were witness to Caesar’s triumphs there in the Gallic Wars.


    VI.62leaping the Rubicon: Here Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon is viewed much more favorably than it was in the Inferno (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVIII, line 102). As Hollander observes, “There the context was the destruction of the republic; here it is the establishment of the empire.”


    VI.64It turned to Spain: Caesar defeated Pompey’s forces in Spain in 49 B.C.E., at Dyrrhachium (now Durrës, in Albania) in 48, and decisively at Pharsalia, also in 48.


    VI.67Next to Antandros and the Simois’ flow: Antandros is a coastal town near Troy, and Simois is a nearby river. Caesar went there while pursuing Pompey.


    VI.69Ptolemy’s woe: In 47 B.C.E., with Caesar’s backing, Cleopatra’s army deposed her brother, Ptolemy, who drowned while fleeing.


    VI.71Juba: Juba, king of the Numidians in northern Africa and an ally of Pompey, was defeated by Caesar in 46 B.C.E. From there, Caesar undertook his Spanish campaign.


    VI.73With the next steward: The next steward is Octavian, subsequently Emperor Augustus. After Caesar’s assassination in 44 B.C.E., Octavian defeated Marc Antony near Modena in 43, after which Antony allied with him. They defeated Brutus and Cassius, Caesar’s killers, at Philippi in 42, and Antony’s brother Lucius at Perugia in 41.


    VI.76Sad Cleopatra weeps: After Octavian had defeated Marc Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 B.C.E., Antony stabbed himself to death. Cleopatra, fleeing capture by Octavian, killed herself by the bite of a venomous snake.


    VI.81Janus’s shrine: The gates of the temple of Janus in the Roman Forum were left open in times of war and closed in the rare periods when there was peace.


    VI.87the third Caesar: The “third Caesar” was Tiberius (42 B.C.E.−37 C.E.), stepson of Augustus and emperor from 14 to 37. Although no one ranks him among the greatest of the Roman rulers, Dante exalts him because he was emperor at the time of Christ’s crucifixion, “the vengeance of [God’s] wrath” for the sin of Adam and Eve, and the transformative event of human history because it made salvation possible.


    VI.92it sped with Titus then for vengeance: Despite being the most positive event in history, Christ’s crucifixion was also a great sin, for which vengeance was taken by Titus (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto XXI, line 82).


    VI.94the Lombard tooth bit down: Desiderius (c. 720−c. 786), king of the Lombards (756−774), over the course of his reign grew increasingly hostile to the papacy, which at that time controlled a considerable amount of territory. When his depredations against papal authority and holdings grew intolerable, Pope Adrian I appealed for assistance from Charlemagne, then king of the Franks (he would not be crowned Holy Roman Emperor until 800). Charlemagne’s armies entered Italy in the spring of 773, and Desiderius was besieged, deposed, and exiled to an abbey in northern France.


    VI.106Let the new Charles not war: The “new Charles,” Charles II, is to be distinguished from his father, predecessor, and superior, Charles of Anjou, who had died in 1285.


    VI.128from the light of Romeo: It is a fact that one Romeo (or Romée) de Villeneuve (1170−1250) was the seneschal, or chief steward, of Raymond Berenger IV (1198−1245), count of Provence, and that all four of Raymond’s daughters married kings. But almost everything else said of him here is questionable, to say the least. That he had been a pilgrim before his service to Raymond, that he was the object of calumny by jealous rivals, and that he became a wandering mendicant at the end of his life—all of this is the stuff of legend. It is certainly not the case that Romeo felt constrained to leave Raymond’s employ, since he outlived the count by five years and continued to manage the family’s affairs—including the marriage of Raymond’s youngest daughter, Beatrice, to Charles of Anjou in 1246—after Raymond’s death. This marriage brought Provence under the harsh control of Charles and the king of France, which is one possible basis for Dante’s claim that Romeo’s detractors have not profited from their slanders. Whatever the facts of Romeo’s life may be, it is obvious why the legends surrounding him would appeal to Dante: the story presented here—like that of Pier delle Vigne in Canto XIII of the Inferno—has unmistakable parallels to Dante’s situation in the last two decades of his life.


    CANTO VII


    VII.1–3Osanna, sanctus Deus sabaòth, / superillustrans claritate tua / felices ignes horum malacòth!: This passage, a combination of Latin and Hebrew, means: “Hosanna, holy God of hosts, who from above illuminate with your brightness the happy fires of these realms.” According to Mark Musa, “The word ‘malacoth’ should be ‘mamlacoth.’ Dante did not know Hebrew, and is believed to have copied the words from the Prologus Galeatus of St. Jerome.”


    VII.7lights twinned on him: Various surmises have been offered as to what the double light signifies, many of them ingenious but none definitive. For discussions of some of these speculations, see the notes to this passage in the Hollander and Singleton editions.


    VII.25The man who was not born: “The man who was not born” is Adam.


    VII.39truth and its own life away. The Cross: From here to line 51, Beatrice expands on a comment made by Justinian in the previous canto (see Canto VI, lines 92−93, and the accompanying note).


    VII.48Earth trembled and the heavens opened wide: “And, behold, the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom; and the earth did quake, and the rocks rent” (Matthew 27.51).


    VII.128from what you’ve told me: The phrase “what you’ve told me” alludes to Beatrice’s statements in lines 67−72 of this canto.


    CANTO VIII


    VIII.2the fair Cyprian: The Cyprian is the goddess Venus, so called because, in one version of the legend, she rose, fully formed as an adult, from the sea foam off the coast of Cyprus.


    VIII.2–3turning in the third / epicycle, . . . : In the Ptolemaic system, which posits Earth as the center of the universe, each of the other planets has three types of motion: a diurnal cycle, a periodic orbit, and an epicycle, a smaller circular revolution whose center is carried on the circumference of the larger orbit. Venus is the third sphere, after the moon and Mercury.


    VIII.9who sat on Dido’s lap: According to Virgil, Cupid, disguised as the child Ascanius, son of Aeneas, sat on Dido’s lap and inspired her with her desperate love for Aeneas (Aeneid, Book I).


    VIII.12wooed always by the sun: Venus is at times the morning star and at others the evening star.


    VIII.22A cloud’s cold winds, whether or not they show: According to Aristotle, lightning is wind made visible when it is ignited.


    VIII.26abandoning the dancing round: Commentators disagree as to whether the dance of the Seraphim takes place in the Empyrean or the Primum Mobile.


    VIII.34those high Principalities: The Principalities are the order of angels who govern the third sphere.


    VIII.37–38You who are moving the third heaven through / intellect: This is the beginning of the first canzone of Dante’s Convivio.


    VIII.49Thus changed, he said: “The world below . . .”: Though he never identifies himself by name, it is clear from his monologue that the speaker is Charles Martel (1271−1295), son of King Charles II of Naples and grandson of Charles of Anjou; he is not to be confused with the more famous Charles Martel (“Charles the Hammer”), the eighth-century ruler of the Franks and grandfather of Charlemagne. In the spring of 1294, the year before his death of plague, in Naples, Charles spent some time in Florence, where he is presumed to have made the acquaintance of Dante.


    VIII.58The left bank that the Rhone laps up to: The Rhone and Sorgue rivers form the western boundary of Provence. Charles would have become count of Provence had he not died before his father.


    VIII.61Ausonia: Ausonia was the ancient Greek name for lower Italy. The towns Bari, Catona, and Gaeta marked the eastern, southern, and western boundaries, respectively, of the kingdom of Naples, the Tronto and Verde rivers its northern boundary.


    VIII.64I had put on the shining crown as heir: Charles was named king of Hungary after the death of King Ladislaus IV, brother of Charles’s mother, Mary, but he never assumed the throne.


    VIII.67Trinacria: Trinacria (“three-pointed”) was the ancient Greek name for Sicily, alluding to the shape of the island. Pachynus is Cape Passero, at the southeastern tip of Sicily. Pelorus is Cape Faro, at its northeastern tip. Between them lies the Gulf of Catania. Eurus is the east wind.


    VIII.70it’s dark from rising sulfur, not Typhon: Typhon was a raging hundred-headed monster who battled Zeus for control of the cosmos. Zeus felled him with a thunderbolt and buried him beneath Mount Etna, whose eruptions were attributed to his struggles to free himself (Metamorphoses, Book V).


    VIII.72from Charles and Rudolf: Charles is Charles of Anjou, Charles Martel’s grandfather. Rudolf is Rudolf I (1218−1291; see note to the Purgatorio, Canto VI, line 103), the first Habsburg king of Germany (1273−1291) and the father of Charles Martel’s wife, Clemence.


    VIII.74bad governance, into bitter misery: The uprising against French oppression known as the Sicilian Vespers, which led to the loss of control of the island by Charles of Anjou, occurred in Palermo on March 30, 1282.


    VIII.76And if my brother foresaw this: Charles Martel’s brother Robert would become king of Naples and Sicily in 1309. For some years before that he had been held as a hostage in Catalonia by the king of Aragon. While there, he had gathered a number of Spanish supporters whom he would later appoint to positions of authority in his government.


    VIII.82of a worthy ancestor: The identity of the “worthy ancestor” is a matter of some dispute. Claims for Robert’s father, Charles II, are thrown into doubt by the earlier excoriation of him (see the Purgatorio, Canto XX, lines 79−81, and accompanying note), leaving Robert’s grandfather, Charles of Anjou, as perhaps a less implausible candidate.


    VIII.120Not if your master states this accurately: The “master” referred to here is Aristotle.


    VIII.124One is born Solon, one Xerxes: Solon (c. 630–c. 560 B.C.E.) was an Athenian statesman and lawgiver. Xerxes I (c. 518–465 B.C.E.) was the ruler of the Persian Empire. In Genesis 14, Melchizedek is the king of Salem and “priest of the most high God.” The other “one” is Daedalus (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVII, line 111).


    VIII.131Jacob, and Quirinus has a birth so mean: In Genesis 25, the friction between the fraternal twins Jacob and Esau begins in the womb and only worsens thereafter. Quirinus is Romulus—also one of a pair of contentious twins—whose great deeds led many, including Virgil, to assume that he could not have been of lowly birth and to claim that he was the son of the god Mars.


    VIII.145One’s born to strap the sword on: Many commentators find in this general observation a veiled reference to two of Charles’s brothers: Louis, who renounced all claims to the throne, became a Franciscan, was appointed bishop of Toulouse, and was canonized in 1317; and Robert, who, unusually for a monarch of his era, had a great interest in religion and the arts. Dante’s unremittingly negative presentation of Robert, which ignores the considerable achievements of his reign, is colored by political concerns, in that Robert was a champion of the papal cause and opposed Emperor Henry VII.


    CANTO IX


    IX.1Lovely Clemence, after your Charles: Charles Martel’s wife and daughter were both named Clemence, and there is considerable dispute among the commentators as to which of the two is being addressed in these lines. Opinion leans more strongly toward his wife, who had died in 1295, partly because of the familiarity of Dante’s address to her (he uses the tu form) and the reference to “your Charles.”


    IX.3to plague his seed: Charles and Clemence’s son, Charles Robert (1288−1342), king of Hungary from 1308, was also heir to the throne of the kingdom of Naples, but was usurped by his uncle Robert, with the backing of Pope Clement V.


    IX.25In the part of wicked Italy that lies: The area described here is the March of Treviso (in medieval geography a march is a borderland or neutral zone between two realms), bounded to the south by Venice, whose largest island is the Rialto, and to the north by the Alps, where the Piave and Brenta rivers have their sources. The modest hill is the Romano, on which stood the castle of the Ezzelino family.


    IX.30came a firebrand: The “firebrand” is Ezzelino III da Romano (see note to the Inferno, Canto XII, lines 109−110).


    IX.32Cunizza: Cunizza da Romano (c. 1198−1279), sister of Ezzelino, had four husbands and at least two other lovers, including the troubadour Sordello. “[T]his star” (line 34) is Venus.


    IX.40time’s enfiving this centennial year: I.e., his fame will endure for at least five more centennials, or five hundred years.


    IX.44the Tagliamento to the Adige: The March of Treviso is bounded to the east by the Tagliamento River and to the west by the Adige.


    IX.46The Paduans: The Paduan army was routed at Vicenza in 1314 by a force led by Dante’s patron Can Grande I della Scala (see note to the Inferno, Canto I, line 105), who was then the imperial vicar of Vicenza.


    IX.48Cagnano and Sile: The Cagnano and Sile rivers meet at the city of Treviso. Rizzardo IV da Camino (1274–1312), son of Gherardo da Camino (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto XVI, line 124) and son-in-law of Nino Visconti (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto VIII, line 53), was lord of Trevino from 1306 to 1312, somewhat later than line 51 suggests. In the latter year, while playing chess, he was murdered by a peasant wielding a pruning hook, possibly at the instigation of his opponent in the match, Alteniero degli Azzoni, whom Rizzardo had cuckolded.


    IX.52Feltre shall grieve a shepherd’s treacherousness: Alessandro Novello, a Trevisan, was bishop of the town of Feltre in 1314, when he turned over three Ghibelline brothers, to whom he had offered protection, to the Guelphs of Ferrara. The brothers were publicly beheaded, along with more than two dozen of their associates. The resentment of Novello was so great that he was forced to retire to a monastery. Malta was the name of at least six different prisons in Italy.


    IX.61Above are mirrors, known as Thrones to you: The Thrones are the third order of angels, below the Seraphim and Cherubim; they direct the seventh sphere, the heaven of Saturn.


    IX.67That other joy: “That other joy,” the “gem” of line 37, will identify himself in line 94 as Folquet of Marseille (c. 1150–1231), a wealthy troubadour who enjoyed the patronage of King Richard I of England and other sovereigns and was rumored, on questionable grounds, to have had affairs with a number of married noblewomen. Around 1195, despite having a wife and two sons, he became a Cistercian monk, and in 1205 he was appointed bishop of Toulouse. Dante does not mention his having taken a prominent role in the vicious persecution of the Cathars.


    IX.77the devout flames: The reference is to the Seraphim, the ministers of divine love.


    IX.82The broadest basin: The basin is the Mediterranean, believed then to stretch across ninety degrees of longitude, more than double its actual width. It was also believed that all of Earth’s land mass was surrounded by one vast sea. The Ebro is a river in Spain that flows into the Mediterranean in southern Catalonia. The Magra River divides Tuscany from Liguria. Bougie (now Béjaïa) is a city in northern Algeria, close in longitude to Marseille. In lines 82−93 Folquet provides a series of hints to the (here unnamed) city of his birth.


    IX.97Belus’ child: Belus was the father of Dido, queen of Carthage, whose passion for Aeneas caused her to break her vow to remain faithful to the memory of her husband, Sychaeus. Creusa, the wife of Aeneas and mother of his son Ascanius, died during the sack of Troy (Aeneid, Books II and IV).


    IX.100the maid of Rhodope: The Rhodope Mountains are a range in Bulgaria and Greece. Phyllis, daughter of the king of Thrace, believing that she had been deserted by her lover, Demophoön, hanged herself (Ovid, Heroides, Book II).


    IX.102Iole in his heart: For the story of Hercules (also known as Alcides) and Iole, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XII, line 69.


    IX.115that Rahab is at peace in it: Before the assault on Jericho, Joshua sent two spies into the city to reconnoiter. They stayed in the house of the prostitute Rahab, who hid them from the king’s soldiers and helped them to escape, in exchange for their promise that her life and those of her family would be spared by the Israelites (Joshua 2.1–24). For the harrowing of Hell (lines 118−119), see the note to the Inferno, Canto IV, line 63.


    IX.120heaven touched by the tip of your Earth’s shade: According to Ptolemy and the ninth-century Persian astronomer Alfraganus, Earth casts a conical shadow, 871,000 miles in length, whose tip reaches Venus when that planet is closest to Earth.


    IX.125glory in the Holy Land: For the pope’s indifference to the Holy Land, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXVII, line 90.


    IX.127Your city—which was planted as a creation: Florence, which Folquet describes as a plant of the devil, had a lily stamped on one side of its coin, the florin, the “cursed flower” that leads the shepherds and their flocks astray.


    IX.134with only Decretals deemed fit: The Decretals were books of canon law, composed of papal epistles and decrees. Volumes of them were issued by Gregory IX in 1234, Boniface VIII in 1298, and Clement V in 1314, with each pope providing his own additions. In Catholic Europe, the laws of the church took precedence over secular legal codes. According to Dante, the heavily annotated margins of the Decretals suggest that the clergy of his time are more interested in studying these volumes, with a view toward profiting financially and furthering their careers, than they are in the Gospels and the writings of the Church Fathers.


    IX.137Nazareth: Nazareth is where the archangel Gabriel appeared to Mary.


    IX.139Vatican hill: Saint Peter is presumed to have been crucified on Vatican Hill and to be buried beneath the basilica of the cathedral that bears his name. Other early Christian martyrs were entombed in the catacombs and other places around Rome.


    CANTO X


    X.8your sight to the high wheels: “The motions of the ‘wheels’ are (1) the daily movement of the planets around the Earth (on a line parallel to the equator) and (2) the yearly movement of the sun along its ecliptic (oblique to the equator). These two wheels, which move in opposite directions, cross each other at the first point of Aries (at the vernal equinox) and at the first point of Libra (at the autumnal equinox). It is the oblique north-to-south and south-to-north movement of the sun, in a slanting spiral, that brings about the change of seasons” (Musa).


    X.31joined with that locus: The “locus” is Aries.


    X.50bliss to His fourth family: The fourth sphere is that of the sun, its family those who were endowed with great wisdom.


    X.67Latona’s daughter: Latona’s daughter is Diana, the moon, which is encircled at times by a ring of vapor.


    X.95Dominic in the holy flock: Saint Dominic (1170–1221) was the founder of the Dominican order of friars (see notes to Canto XII, lines 60 and 75).


    X.97Albert of Cologne: Albertus Magnus (“Albert the Great,” c. 1200–1280) was born in Bavaria and educated in Padua. Author of many works of theology, scientific inquiry, and philosophy (he wrote extensively on Aristotle), he was one of the greatest minds of the medieval period. He taught in a number of European cities, including Cologne, where Thomas Aquinas was one of his pupils. He was beatified in 1622 and canonized in 1631.


    X.99Thomas of Aquino: Thomas Aquinas (Tommaso d’Aquino, 1225–1274, canonized 1323), a Dominican friar and priest, was born into a wealthy family in the Lazio region of Italy. Despite several years of strenuous objection and interference from his family, he joined the Dominican order in his early twenties and was sent to study at the University of Paris, where he subsequently taught. He was a great thinker and a man of tremendous learning whose masterwork is the unfinished Summa Theologica, a comprehensive gathering of the church’s theological teachings that draws ecumenically upon a wide range of sources and traditions. Following the lead of his mentor, Albert, he integrated Aristotelianism into Catholic theology. His work is a major influence on Dante’s philosophy in the Comedy.


    X.103Gratian’s smile: Gratian (Gratianus) was a twelfth-century Italian monk whose major work was the Decretum Gratiani, also known as the Concordia discordantium canonum (1140−1150), a compendium of canon law that reconciled ecclesiastical and secular legal codes (the “one and the other court” of line 104).


    X.106Peter adorns our chorus: Peter Lombard (c. 1196−1260) was an Italian priest and theologian who taught in Paris and was appointed bishop of Paris shortly before his death. His principal work was Sententiarum Libri Quatuor (“Four Books of Sentences”), a compilation of the pronouncements of Church Fathers. In the first sentence of its preface, he expresses the hope that his work will, like the widow’s mite (Luke 21.1−4), be a contribution to the riches of the church.


    X.109The fifth, our loveliest: The fifth light is Solomon, son of David and king of Israel. He “breathes forth such great amounts of love” in the Song of Songs. The world’s interest in his fate is occasioned by a controversy over whether or not he had been granted salvation. Augustine, for one, maintained that he was damned—for, among other things, countenancing idol worship among his wives—while Dante clearly sides with Jerome in positing Solomon’s salvation. Why he is described as being unequaled in vision will be expounded upon in Canto XIII.


    X.115beside him the bright candle who had gone: Dionysius the Areopagite was an Athenian judge who was converted to Christianity by Saint Paul (Acts 17.34) and martyred in 95 C.E. A fifth-century work entitled De Coelesti Hierarchia (“On the Celestial Hierarchy”) was mistakenly attributed to him during the medieval period.


    X.118–19smiles the one who / wrote the defense of the Christian centuries: This tercet is believed to refer to Paulus Orosius (c. 375/385–c. 420), a Spanish priest whose major work was the Historiarum Adversum Paganos Libri VII (Seven Books of History against the Pagans), written at the suggestion of Saint Augustine, which set out to demonstrate, in opposition to the view of nonbelievers, that the world had improved since the introduction of Christianity.


    X.125of total good, is he who strove to plumb: Boethius (Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius, c. 477–524) was a Roman statesman, historian, and philosopher, author of De consolatione philosophiae, written in prison during the last year of his life. Consul at Rome in 523, he was arrested on false charges of treason and put to death the following year. He was buried in the basilica of San Pietro in Ciel d’Oro in Pavia, Lombardy, which also contains the remains of Saint Augustine.


    X.130Isidore and Bede: Isidore (c. 570–636) was a Spanish cleric, appointed bishop of Seville in 600. His Etymologiarum sive Originum libri XX (Etymologies, or Origins, in Twenty Books) is an encyclopedia of current scientific knowledge. Bede (known as the Venerable Bede, 672/3–735) was an English monk who is commonly called “the father of English history.” He was the author of the five-volume Ecclesiastical History of the English People.


    X.131Richard, who in his contemplations: Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173), believed to have been born in Scotland, was a theologian and philosopher who studied at the University of Paris and in 1260 was appointed prior of the Augustinian Abbey of St. Victor in that city. He wrote numerous works, including commentaries on parts of the Old and New Testaments.


    X.136It is the eternal light of Siger: Little is known of the background of Siger of Brabant, a thirteenth-century philosopher who taught at the University of Paris. He was denounced for maintaining that the world had always existed and doubting the immortality of the soul. In 1266 his views were publicly refuted by Aquinas (one of several instances in the Comedy in which Dante portrays adversaries in life as reconciled in the afterlife). In 1277 he was charged with heresy and went to Orvieto, Italy—in custody according to some sources, as a fugitive according to others—and remained there until his death some years later, which is said to have come at the hand of a deranged cleric who stabbed him with a pen, the instrument of his purported offenses. Just why he presumably longed for death is a topic of speculation and debate among the commentators. Even more hotly debated is the meaning of line 138, which literally translates to “demonstrated enviable truths”; a number of interpretations have been advanced, none of which are completely convincing.


    X.137Street of Straw: The Street of Straw (Rue du Fouarre) in Paris was located near the university. One explanation of its name holds that it was lined with straw because it was damp and muddy, another that students would sit on bales of straw to listen to faculty lectures. A legend has grown that Dante himself was one such student, but this cannot be authenticated. In any event, the main part of the street has been renamed Rue Dante.


    X.139as a tower clock summons us: The concluding lines of this canto have drawn attention both for the early—and ingenious—reference to a mechanical clock and for the somewhat eroticized depiction of religious fervor.


    CANTO XI


    XI.5Aphorisms: Aphorisms is one of about seventy medical treatises known as the Hippocratic Corpus and traditionally attributed to the Greek physician Hippocrates (c. 460–c. 370 B.C.E.), the “Father of Medicine.”


    XI.25no other came to be: See Canto X, lines 112−114.


    XI.26good fattening: See Canto X, lines 94−96.


    XI.37One was all seraphic: The “one” is Saint Francis of Assisi (born Giovanni di Pietro di Bernardone in 1181 or 1182), the founder of the Franciscan order and the subject of this canto. The Seraphim are the angels who love God the most.


    XI.38The other, by his wisdom: The “other” is Saint Dominic, founder of the Dominican order. The Cherubim are the wisest of the angels.


    XI.43Between the Topino: The town of Assisi lies on a hillside between the Topino and Chiascio rivers. On the hill from which the Chiascio flows, Saint Ubaldo (d. 1160) lived as a hermit before he became bishop of Gubbio. The city gate of Perugia known as Porta Sole faces Mount Subasio, which reflects sunlight from its rocky slopes onto the city in summer and cools it with its snows in winter. The nearby towns of Nocera and Gualdo lie in the shadow of the Apennines and suffered the further yoke of oppression by the Perugian Guelphs.


    XI.53Ascesi: Ascesi, the common form of the name of Assisi in Dante’s time, means “I have risen.” Orient signifies the point in the east where the sun rises.


    XI.58–59fighting for / a lady’s favor: From an early age, Francis vowed to live in poverty, which he referred to as his bride.


    XI.61et coram patre: The Latin phrase et coram patre means “in the presence of his father.”


    XI.64Bereft of her first spouse: Poverty’s first spouse was Christ.


    XI.68Amyclas: In Book V of Lucan’s Pharsalia (see note to the Inferno, Canto IV, line 90), a poor fisherman named Amyclas is unimpressed and unmoved when Caesar appears at his door offering riches and seeking to be ferried across the Adriatic.


    XI.79Bernard: Bernardo da Quintavalle was the first follower of Francis. A wealthy merchant of Assisi, he followed Christ’s command to sell what he had and give the money to the poor. Egidius and Sylvester were also from Assisi and among the first disciples of Francis. The members of his order went barefoot in emulation of the apostles. The “humble cord” of line 87 was the rope they wore as a belt to signify their poverty and humility.


    XI.89Bernadone: Francis’s father, Pietro Bernadone, was a wool merchant, middle-class and not socially prominent.


    XI.93Pope Innocent: The Franciscan order was verbally approved by Pope Innocent III in 1210.


    XI.97archimandrite’s sacred purpose: Archimandrite, meaning “head of the fold,” is a title used in Eastern Christian churches.


    XI.99eternal Spirit through Honorius: The order was officially endorsed by Pope Honorius III in 1223.


    XI.100thirsting after martyrdom: In 1219 Francis went with the Fifth Crusade to Egypt, where he made his way to the encampment of the sultan, al-Malik al-Kamil, and attempted to convert him and his followers to Christianity. The sultan listened to him with courtesy and restraint, and then sent him back to the camp of the Crusaders.


    XI.107Christ gave his last seal: In 1224, while praying and fasting in a shelter on Mount Alvernia, Francis was reputed to have had an ecstatic vision and to have received the stigmata, the marks of Christ’s wounds upon the cross. Francis died on October 3, 1226.


    XI.121Such was our patriarch: Thomas Aquinas was a Dominican friar. His “patriarch,” therefore, was Saint Dominic.


    CANTO XII


    XII.12Juno bids her handmaid to go: Juno’s handmaid is Iris, the goddess of the rainbow and messenger of the gods.


    XII.14the voice of the wandering nymph: The nymph Echo had, at Jupiter’s command, distracted Juno with constant chatter in order to leave him free to pursue his seductions. When Juno discovered this, she punished Echo by making her able only to repeat the last words spoken to her. She could not express her love to Narcissus, who became enamored of his own reflection, and after his death she gradually wasted away until only her voice remained (Metamorphoses, Book III).


    XII.17He pledged to Noah: God sent the rainbow as His pledge to Noah that he would never again destroy the Earth by water (Genesis 9.8−17).


    XII.32that other leader: The “other leader” is Saint Dominic (1170–1221). Born in Castile, presumably into a wealthy family, he was ordained a priest at 24 and founded the order of Dominican friars some twenty years later. The speaker, whose leader is Saint Francis, and who does not reveal his identity until line 127, is Saint Bonaventure (1221–1274), born Giovanni di Fidanza in the town of Bagnoregio in the Lazio region of Italy. He was a Franciscan friar who became head of the order in 1257, and was the author of many theological and philosophical works. He also wrote a life of Saint Francis, in which he tells that as a child he was cured of a serious illness by the miraculous intervention of Francis, who, upon hearing this, exclaimed “Buona ventura,” which led his mother to change his name to Bonaventure.


    XII.37Rearmed at such great cost: The majority opinion is that the “great cost” was Christ’s crucifixion, though some maintain it to be the martyrdom of the apostles.


    XII.46sweet Zephyr: Zephyr is the west wind. The region in question is Spain.


    XII.52Calaroga: Calereuga, a village in Old Castile, was Dominic’s birthplace, which is why it was “fortune-favored.” Its shield has four quarters, with one lion above a castle and one lion below a castle.


    XII.60womb he gave her the gift of prophecy: According to legend, while pregnant with him Dominic’s mother dreamed that she would give birth to a black and white dog with a flaming torch in its mouth. The Dominicans (Dominicani) became known as the “dogs of God” (Domini canes) and black and white were the colors of their habits. The torch is understood to represent their zeal.


    XII.65his assent saw in a dream: Dominic’s godmother, who answered for him at his baptism, dreamed that he had a star on his forehead that lighted up the world.


    XII.70he was called Dominic: In Latin Dominicus is the possessive of Dominus (“the Lord”).


    XII.71to call him now the husbandman that: In veneration of the name of Christ, Dante rhymes it only with itself, not with any other word. This pattern occurs again in Cantos XIV, XIX, and XXXII.


    XII.75first precept of Christ: Does Dante mean the first precept given (the first Beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit”) or the first in importance (generally understood to be “Sell what thou hast, and give to the poor”)? In either case, the emphasis is on the embrace of poverty. Dominic is reputed to have sold all his possessions at the age of 20 in order to feed the poor during a famine.


    XII.79O father Felix: According to thirteenth-century sources, Dominic’s father was named Félix de Guzmán (felix means “happy” in Latin) and his mother was named Giovanna (“grace of God” in Hebrew).


    XII.84Ostian and Thaddeus: Enrico da Susa (c. 1200–1271), born in Ostia, taught in Paris and Bologna and wrote commentaries on the Decretals and canon law. Taddeo Alderotti (d. 1295) was a doctor and professor of medicine at the University of Bologna. Dante presents them as examples of those who pursued learning in order to gain fame and fortune.


    XII.88that seat: “[T]hat seat” is the papal throne.


    XII.92decimas, quae sunt pauperum Dei: The Latin phrase means “the tenth parts, that are for God’s poor,” a reference to the practice of tithing one’s income to the church to assist those in need, funds that corrupt members of the clergy often appropriated for their own use.


    XII.114where there was crust: Good wine leaves a crust in the barrel. Bad wine leaves a mold.


    XII.118And soon the harvest of bad cultivation: This passage alludes to the parable of the wheat, in which a man’s enemy sows tares, harmful weeds, amid his wheat crop. “The servants said unto him, Wilt thou then that we go and gather them up? But he said, Nay; lest while ye gather up the tares, ye root up also the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn” (Matthew 13.24−30).


    XII.124Acquasparta: Matteo d’Acquasparta (Acquasparta is a village in Umbria), who was appointed head of the Franciscan order in 1287, loosened its strict discipline, which opened the door to a number of abuses. Ubertino da Casale was the leader of the Spirituals, a branch of the Franciscans who called for a severely strict interpretation of the rules of the order.


    XII.129the left hand’s cares: As part of a long tradition of such negative associations, “the left hand’s cares” here means worldly concerns, as opposed to spiritual ones.


    XII.131Augustine: Augustino, from Assisi, and Illuminato, a nobleman from Rieti who later accompanied Francis on his mission to Egypt, were among the first to join the Franciscans.


    XII.133Hugh of St. Victor: Hugh of St. Victor was a theologian and mystic of the early twelfth century, whose works are frequently quoted by Aquinas.


    XII.134Peter of Spain: Petrus Comestor, also known as Pierre le Mangeur (d. 1178), was a French priest and professor of theology at the University of Paris. At his death he left everything to the poor. Comestor and mangeur mean “eater” in Latin and French, respectively; he was presumed to be so called because of his great appetite for books. Petrus Hispanus, born Pedro Julião (d. 1277), was a Portuguese priest and theologian, whose Summulae logicales, in twelve books, was a manual of logic. Elected Pope John XXI in 1276, he died eight months later when a ceiling collapsed on him.


    XII.136Nathan the prophet: Nathan the Prophet was sent by God to rebuke King David for causing the death of Uriah the Hittite in order to marry his wife, Bathsheba, with whom he had already committed adultery (2 Kings 12.7−14). According to Chronicles, Nathan was also the author of histories of the reigns of David and Solomon. Saint John Chrysostom (c. 347–407) was a Greek monk noted for the eloquence of his preaching. He was appointed patriarch of Constantinople in 398. He was deposed in 403 when Empress Eudoxia took his criticisms of female extravagance as a personal rebuke, but reinstated as a result of popular agitation. In 404 he was banished once again, and died in exile three years later. A metropolitan is a bishop or archbishop of a diocese.


    XII.137Anselm: Anselm (1033–1109), an Italian Benedictine monk, philosopher, and theologian, was Archbishop of Canterbury from 1093 to 1109. His principal work was Cur Deus Homo (Why God Was a Man). He was canonized in 1163. Aelius Donatus was a fourth-century Roman grammarian and teacher of rhetoric. Despite his intellect and erudition, he made his Ars grammatica as simple as possible and was known as the “people’s grammarian.” Grammar is the first of the seven liberal arts of the trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, astronomy).


    XII.139Rabanus: Rabanus Maurus (c. 780–856) was a German Benedictine monk and theologian who was archbishop of Mainz from 847 until his death. One of the most learned men of his time, he wrote extensive commentaries on the Bible, as well as many other works.


    XII.140Joachim: Joachim of Fiore (Gioacchino da Fiore, c. 1135–1202), born in Calabria, was an Italian monk and theologian. He was appointed abbot of Corazzo in 1177. Among many other purported prophecies, he predicated that the Age of the Father (the Old Testament period) and the Age of the Son (roughly the first Christian millennium) would be succeeded by the Age of the Holy Spirit, a time of utopian peace and harmony. Although Joachim was a Cistercian monk, not a Franciscan, his writings exerted a great influence on the Franciscan Spirituals, who were attacked by Bonaventure. Thus, Joachim stands, in this outer ring, in the same relation to Bonaventure that Siger does to Aquinas in the inner ring (see note to Canto X, line 136).


    XII.144paladin: It is generally assumed that the “paladin” is Dominic.


    CANTO XIII


    XIII.4fifteen stars: According to Ptolemy and Alfraganus, the heavens contain fifteen stars of the first magnitude.


    XIII.7Wain that nestles day and night: The Great Wain, or Big Dipper (Ursa Major), consists of seven stars and never goes below the horizon in the Northern Hemisphere.


    XIII.10imagine the horn: The Horn is the Little Dipper (Ursa Minor). The two stars that form its mouth are at the opposite end from its tip, the polestar, which was believed to be the axis of the Primum Mobile.


    XIII.13all turning into two signs: The stars in the previous three tercets add up to twenty-four. The reader is now asked to imagine them forming a double constellation equivalent to the two concentric rings of twelve lights each that Dante and Beatrice are currently observing.


    XIII.14Minos’ daughter: The daughter of Minos, the king of Crete, was Ariadne, who died after her abandonment by Theseus (see notes to the Inferno, Canto XII, lines 13 and 20). After her death, Bacchus placed her wedding wreath in the sky, where it became a constellation known as the Corona Borealis (Metamorphoses, Book VIII).


    XIII.23the fastest heaven moves: The fastest-moving heaven is the Primum Mobile. The Chiana is a river in Tuscany, so sluggish that in Dante’s time its valley had become a noxious swamp.


    XIII.25Paean: Paean was a name for Apollo, and also signified a hymn in his honor.


    XIII.32broken by the light: The light is Thomas Aquinas, who narrated the life of Saint Francis in Canto XI.


    XIII.43whatever light that is bestowed: Adam and Christ were created directly by God the Father, in contrast to all other human beings. Thomas goes on to argue (from here to line 87) that what God creates directly is perfect, and thus superior to what is created indirectly, which is necessarily defective. Thus, Dante is correct in assuming that Adam and Christ were created with perfect wisdom and were therefore superior to Solomon in that respect.


    XIII.47the fifth light’s worth: The reference is to Solomon. See Canto X, lines 109−114 and the accompanying note.


    XIII.59nine subsistencies: The “subsistencies” are the nine orders of angels.


    XIII.93his choice when told to ‘Ask’: When God appeared to Solomon in a dream and asked him what he wished, he replied: “Give therefore thy servant an understanding heart to judge thy people, that I may discern between good and bad” (I Kings 3.5−12).


    XIII.98of movers: The “movers” are the angels. The next issue is whether an absolute premise with a conditional premise can lead to an absolute conclusion. The Latin phrase translates to “whether primal motion can be assumed” (that is, whether there can be a motion without a cause). The answer in all instances, including that of the triangle and the ability to know the number of the angels, is no.


    XIII.107 See Canto X, lines 112−114.


    XIII.125Parmenides: Parmenides argued that all being is one and unchanging. Melissus was one of his followers. Bryson dishonestly attempted to square the circle, using nongeometric methods. All three flourished in the fifth century B.C.E. and were presumably known to Dante through Aristotle’s refutations of them.


    XIII.127Arius and Sabellius: Sabellius (died c. 265) was a North African priest who denied the doctrine of the Trinity. Arius (c. 256−336) originated the Arian heresy, which held that God the father and God the son were not of “one substance,” but that the father had created the son as a being inferior to himself.


    XIII.139Master Martin and Dame Bertha: These names are equivalent to “John Q. Public” or “Tom, Dick, and Harry.” Hollander notes the irony of Dante mocking others for presuming to judge whether people are saved or damned.


    CANTO XIV


    XIV.34brightest of the lights: The light is that of Solomon.


    XIV.88in the language of all men: The unspoken language of the heart.


    XIV.96O Eliòs, who adorn them thus!: Eliòs combines the Hebrew word El (God) with the Greek Helios (the sun).


    XIV.97lights of the Galaxy: The Galaxy is the Milky Way. Opinions differed as to its origin and composition.


    XIV.101venerable sign made: The figure is a circle whose diameters intersect at right angles, forming a cross.


    XIV.109Horn to horn: The horns are the arms of the cross.


    CANTO XV


    XV.25Anchises’ shade: The shade of Anchises joyfully greeted his son, Aeneas, on the latter’s visit to the Elysian Fields (Aeneid, Book VI).


    XV.28–30O sanguis meus, o superinfusa / gratia Deï, sicut tibi cui / bis unquam celi ianüa reclusa?: “O blood of mine! O lavish grace of God! To whom was the gate of heaven ever opened twice, as it is to you?”


    XV.50the great book: The “book” is the mind of God, in which the future is already unalterably written.


    XV.73the prime Equality: In God all qualities are perfect and thus equal.


    XV.90I was your root,” he started his reply: The speaker is Cacciaguida degli Elisei (he identifies himself in line 134), Dante’s great-great-grandfather. Everything that is known about him is what is contained in this canto, especially in lines 130−148.


    XV.91–92The first of those who bore / your family name: Cacciaguida’s son Alighiero had a son known as Bellincione degli Alighieri. Alighiero is on the terrace of Pride on Mount Purgatory.


    XV.98within her ancient circle: Tierce is the third canonical hour, 9:00 A.M. Nones is the ninth, 3:00 P.M. The “ancient circle” refers to the old city walls, probably built in the ninth century.


    XV.104Marriage age and dowry: Cacciaguida suggests that over time the age at which a daughter’s marriage can be arranged has become improperly low, while the amount of a dowry has grown to be crushingly high.


    XV.107Sardanapalus: Although there is no historical record of his existence, several ancient sources refer to Sardanapalus as the last king of the Assyrian Empire (c. seventh century B.C.E.). He is described as being extraordinarily dissolute and decadent, having many concubines of both sexes, wearing makeup and women’s clothes, and maintaining that physical pleasure is life’s only purpose.


    XV.109Uccellatoio: Uccellatoio is a hill that offers a view of Florence, Montemario a hill that does the same for Rome.


    XV.112Bellincion Berti: Bellincione Berti, father of “the good Gualdrada” (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVI, line 37), was a Florentine nobleman and upstanding citizen of the late twelfth century.


    XV.115Nerli and a del Vecchio: Nerli and del Vecchio were the names of ancient noble families of Florence.


    XV.118fortunate were those women: In the good old days, according to Cacciaguida, Florentine women didn’t need to be concerned about having to accompany their husbands into exile or being left alone while their husbands went to do business in France.


    XV.126tales of the Trojans, Rome, and Fiesole: See the note to the Inferno, Canto XV, line 78.


    XV.128Cianghella and Lapo Salterello: Cianghella was a Florentine widow, a contemporary of Dante’s, notorious for her wantonness, arrogance, and mistreatment of her servants. Lapo Salterello was a corrupt Florentine lawyer whose life otherwise bore a surprising number of parallels to Dante’s: he served as a prior of Florence just before Dante’s term as a prior, he was a White who denounced those who supported Pope Boniface VIII, and in 1302 he was exiled from Florence for barratry—no doubt justly, in his case—in the same decree that included Dante’s name.


    XV.129Cornelia: Cornelia was the daughter of Scipio Africanus and mother of the Gracchi, the tribunes Caius and Tiberius, who lost their lives attempting to institute social and political reforms in the second century B.C.E. For Cincinnatus, see the note to Canto VI, line 44.


    XV.133Mary, called on with loud cries: It is suggested here that Cacciaguida’s mother, as was customary, invoked the Virgin Mary for a safe delivery during the pains of giving birth to him. Shortly thereafter, he was christened in the Baptistery of San Giovanni, which Dante mentions fondly in the Inferno, Canto XIX, lines 17−18.


    XV.140Emperor Conrad: Conrad III (1093−1152) was duke of Franconia, king of Saxony, and uncrowned Holy Roman Emperor. In 1147, along with King Louis VII of France, he led the Second Crusade, which was a miserable failure.


    XV.143that creed whose adherents confiscate: Here Cacciaguida rails against both the Muslim occupation of the Holy Land and the indifference of successive popes to reclaiming it.


    XV.145There that foul breed went on to liberate: Crusaders who died in battle were regarded as martyrs for the faith.


    CANTO XVI


    XVI.10With that “You” which the Romans used: Tradition has it that the use of the plural, or formal, form of the second person as a mark of honor or respect is a custom that began in connection with Julius Caesar. It had largely fallen into disuse among the Romans in Dante’s time. Besides Cacciaguida, the only souls that Dante addresses formally in the Comedy are Farinata and Cavalcante (Inferno, Canto X), Brunetto Latini (Inferno, Canto XV), Corrado Malaspina (Purgatorio, Canto VIII), Pope Adrian V (Purgatorio, Canto XIX), Guido Guinizelli (Purgatorio, Canto XXVI), and Beatrice (throughout, until Canto XXXI of the Paradiso).


    XVI.15Guinevere: In the Old French prose romance Lancelot du Lac, which played a significant part in the damnation of Paolo and Francesca (see the Inferno, Canto V, lines 127−138, and accompanying notes), the Lady of Malehaut, one of Queen Guinevere’s ladies in waiting, gives a discreet cough when Guinevere and Sir Lancelot first speak of their feelings for one another.


    XVI.25San Giovanni’s sheepfold: “San Giovanni’s sheepfold” is Florence, whose patron saint is John the Baptist.


    XVI.34From when Ave was spoken: Mars (“this fire”) has returned to its constellation, Leo, 580 times since the Annunciation. Mars’s revolution takes 687 days. Thus, 580 times 687 divided by 365 equals 1091, the year of Cacciaguida’s birth.


    XVI.41where horsemen reach the last ward: The race was held on June 24, the feast day of Saint John the Baptist. It was run from west to east, so the racers would have entered the last ward at the Porta San Piero, where the house of the Elisei family stood.


    XVI.50Campi, Certaldo, and Figline: The places mentioned are small towns near Florence.


    XVI.54Galluzzo and Trespiano’s borders: Galluzzo is a village two miles south of Florence, Trespiano a village three miles north of the city.


    XVI.55Aguglione: Baldo d’Aguglione (Aguglione was a castle to the city’s south) drafted a 1311 decree rescinding the banishments of a number of Florentines. Some exiles, including Dante, were specifically excluded from the remission. Fazio de’ Morubaldini da Signa (Signa is a town roughly ten miles west of Florence) was involved, as was Baldo, in organizing the city’s opposition to Emperor Henry VII in 1310.


    XVI.58the most degenerate people: “[T]he most degenerate people” are the clergy, especially the church hierarchy, who, in their hostility to the emperor and the empire (“Caesar”), behave more like a cruel stepmother than a loving mother. The “trader” of line 61 has not been positively identified. The names in lines 64−66 are those of families forced to relocate to Florence from their ancestral homes in neighboring towns because of fighting between Ghibellines and Guelphs, a situation that Dante blames on the church’s intransigence.


    XVI.73Luni and Urbisaglia: Luni (Luna) and Urbisaglia (Urbs Salvia) were ancient Roman cities that had fallen into ruin by Dante’s time. Chiusi (Clusium) and Sinigaglia (Sena Gallica), also cities that had been in existence for more than a millennium, were nearly deserted by the thirteenth century.


    XVI.88I saw the Ughi and others just as fine: From here to line 133, Cacciaguida names quite a few ancient noble families of Florence that have either become extinct or been driven out because of factional warfare. The thematic thrust of the canto is that their disappearance and replacement by less honorable and civic-minded types is the principal cause of the city’s degeneration.


    XVI.94Above the gate, now weighed: The Cerchi, mentioned in line 65, had come to Florence from their village of Acone and risen to the status of wealthy and powerful merchants. In 1280 they bought the houses of the Conti Guidi (who had inherited them from the Ravignati), located above the Porta San Piero. The Cerchi were constantly feuding with their neighbors the Donati and were responsible for a good deal of civil unrest.


    XVI.97Count Guido: Count Guido is, in all likelihood, the Guido Guerra of Canto XVI of the Inferno. Bellincione Berti was his great-grandfather (see note to Canto XV, line 112). The descendants of Ubertino Donati (line 119), Bellincione’s son-in-law, adopted the name of Bellincioni.


    XVI.101gilt pommel: The gilt pommel and hilt were marks of nobility.


    XVI.103the strip of vair: A vertical strip of ermine (vair) fur was represented on the escutcheon of the Pigli family.


    XVI.105bushel affair: For the bushel affair, see the note to the Purgatorio, Canto XII, line 101. The customs officer involved was Durante de’ Chiaramontesi.


    XVI.107curule chairs: From ancient Rome to the present, curule chairs are seats reserved for magistrates and other high officials as symbols of their authority.


    XVI.111balls of gold: Balls of gold were on the coat of arms of the Lamberti family, one of whose members, Mosca, makes a notable appearance in Canto XXVIII of the Inferno (see lines 106−111, and note to line 109).


    XVI.112Thus did the sires: “The Visdomini and the Tosinghi families administered episcopal revenues of the Florentine bishopric whenever the See was vacant. Cacciaguida accuses the descendants of these once-honorable families of prolonging vacancies of the See in order to enjoy the revenues” (Musa).


    XVI.115The brash breed: “The brash breed” were the Adimari, one of whose members, Boccaccino, appropriated Dante’s property when the poet was exiled and thereafter consistently and vigorously opposed the repeal of his banishment.


    XVI.119Ubertin Donato: Ubertino Donati, son-in-law of Bellincione Berti, was displeased when Bellincione arranged the marriage of another of his daughters to one of the Adimari.


    XVI.124Hear a fact: Several theories have been advanced to explain Cacciaguida’s point, of which the most plausible is that a family once important enough to have a city gate named for it is now all but forgotten.


    XVI.127Those with the coat of arms: Marquis Hugh of Brandenburg was the viceroy in Tuscany of Holy Roman Emperor Otto III (980–1002), who reigned from the age of 16 until his early death. Hugh knighted six Florentine families, all of whom adopted variants of his coat of arms. He died in Florence on December 21, 1001, the feast of Saint Thomas the Apostle. The Della Bella family added a border of gold to the marquis’s crest. One of its members, Giano della Bella, in 1293 proposed legislation to restrain the excesses of the nobles. Two years later he was driven into exile.


    XVI.133Gualterotti and Importuni: From here to the end of the canto, Cacciaguida focuses on an event whose repercussions would be central to the destruction of the city’s peace and well-being. The Gualterotti and Importuni were ancient noble families in the Borgo Santi Apostoli quarter of Florence. Their new and unwelcome neighbors were the Buondelmonti (mentioned in line 66), who settled in Florence in 1135 after the destruction of their castle, Montebuono, in the Valdigreve, the valley of the Greve River, about twenty miles south of Florence.


    XVI.136The house: The house is that of the Amidei. For the cause of their just resentment, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXVIII, line 109.


    XVI.140Buondelmonte: Buondelmonte had deserted his betrothed, a daughter of the Amidei, on what was to have been their wedding day, for a member of the Donati family.


    XVI.143Ema’s current: The Ema is a stream between Florence and the Valdigreve, which the Buondelmonti would have had to cross on their way to the city.


    XVI.146a victim to the bridge’s broken stone: Buondelmonte was murdered by members of the Amidei family and their associates on the morning of Easter Sunday, 1216, at the foot of the “broken stone,” the statue of Mars beside the Arno (see note to the Inferno, Canto XIII, line 139). Cacciaguida finds it fitting that he should be a sacrifice to the god of war, since his killing was the catalyst for the strife and violence that plagued the city thereafter.


    XVI.153the lily reversed on the lance: It was the custom, after a battle, to turn the conquered enemy’s flag upside down on its staff and drag it through the dust.


    XVI.154turned vermillion through disunity: After driving the Ghibellines out of Florence in 1251, the Guelphs changed the city’s standard from a white lily on a red field to a red lily on a white field. The Ghibellines retained the original colors.


    CANTO XVII


    XVII.1Like him who sought the truth from Clymené: When his companion Epaphus suggested to Phaëthon that he was not the son of Apollo, the sun god, Phaëthon went to his mother, Clymene, who assured him that he was Apollo’s son and told him to ask Apollo himself, which he did. In the course of that conversation, he persuaded Apollo to let him drive the chariot of the sun, with fatal results (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVII, line 108).


    XVII.46Like Hippolytus: When Phaedra, the stepmother of Hippolytus, declared her passion for him, he rejected her. To save herself, she told his father, Theseus, that Hippolytus had made advances to her. Enraged, Theseus banished his innocent son (Metamorphoses, Book XV). The story is also told in tragedies by Euripides (Hippolytus), Seneca (Phaedra), and the seventeenth-century French playwright Jean Racine (Phèdre).


    XVII.50Where Christ is bought and sold: The “one” is Pope Boniface VIII. The suggestion is not that the pope is directly planning Dante’s banishment, but that he is concocting a course of actions that will ultimately lead to Dante’s exile.


    XVII.61The worst load on your shoulders: The reference is to other members of the White faction who were banished along with Dante in January 1302. This group made several attempts to return to Florence, culminating in 1304 in an armed assault that resulted in a disastrous defeat. Dante had by this time completely separated himself from the others, becoming thereby a “party of one.”


    XVII.70For your first inn and refuge: After separating from his fellow exiles, Dante went to Verona, which was ruled by the della Scala family, known as the Scaligeri, from 1262 to 1387. There he came under the protection of the current ruler, Bartolomeo I della Scala (d. 1304). The family coat of arms displaying a black eagle atop a golden ladder was not adopted until 1301, which makes Cacciaguida’s reference to it a bit of an anachronism.


    XVII.76With him you will see one: The paragon whose future deeds are lauded was Bartolomeo’s brother Can Grande della Scala (1291−1329), to whom Dante dedicated the Paradiso. He governed Verona from 1308 to his death in 1329, at first jointly with his brother Alboino, and, after Alboino’s death in 1311, as sole ruler. By all accounts the wise and magnanimous leader that Dante’s lines foretell, he was particularly noted for his military exploits (“impressed . . . so strongly by this very star [Mars]”) and his staunch defense of the empire, which included his readiness to resist the machinations of the pope.


    XVII.82Before high Harry is tricked: The Gascon is Clement V (born Raymond Bertrand de Got, c. 1264–1314), pope from 1305 to 1314. Originally a supporter of Henry VII, he turned against the emperor in 1312.


    CANTO XVIII


    XVIII.37At “Joshua”: All those whom Cacciaguida names in these lines were, like himself, warriors for the faith. Joshua was the successor of Moses and the conqueror of Canaan.


    XVIII.40Maccabeus: Judas Maccabeus led the successful resistance to the attempts of several Syrian kings to destroy the Jewish religion. He was killed in battle in 160 B.C.E.


    XVIII.43Charlemagne and Roland: Charlemagne fought the Saracens in Spain. For Roland, believed to be the nephew of Charlemagne, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXXI, line 16.


    XVIII.46William, Duke Godfrey, and Renouard: William of Orange (c. 755−812) fought the Saracens in France. He later became a monk and was canonized in 1066. Godfrey of Bouillon (c. 1060−1100) in 1096 led the First Crusade, which conquered Jerusalem. Renouard is a giant who appears in several Old French chansons de geste as the Saracen-born brother-in-law of William of Orange.


    XVIII.48Robert Guiscard: For Robert Guiscard, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXVIII, line 14.


    XVIII.82O divine Pegasean: In Greek mythology, the winged horse Pegasus struck the Earth on Mount Helicon with his hoof, from which issued the fountain sacred to the Muses. It is unclear whether Dante is invoking a particular one of the Muses—and, if so, which one—or the spirit of poetry in general.


    XVIII.91DILIGITE IUSTITIAM: The complete phrase is the opening of the Old Testament Book of Wisdom, attributed to Solomon: “Love righteousness, ye that be judges of the earth.”


    XVIII.121those who buy and sell: Christ’s driving the money-changers out of the Temple is recounted in Matthew 21.12−13.


    XVIII.123built of martyrdom and miracle: An allusion to Acts 20.28: “Take heed therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock, over the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own blood.”


    XVIII.129with bread that the sweet Father keeps: It is assumed that the bread is the Eucharist and that Dante here condemns the use of excommunication as an essentially political weapon. The concluding lines of this canto are believed to be directed at John XXII (born Jacques Duèze, or d’Euse; 1244–1334), who had ascended to the papacy in 1316, while Dante was writing the Comedy. John became quite wealthy through the practice of imposing and then, for a considerable sum, nullifying excommunications. In an action that may have inspired this passage, he excommunicated Can Grande della Scala in 1317 (a ban that was never lifted). Lines 134−135 allude to John the Baptist, famously beheaded at the behest of Salome; the Baptist’s image was stamped on the gold florin.


    CANTO XIX


    XIX.29is mirrored in some other realm of Heaven: The realm is that of Saturn. See Canto IX, lines 61–62, and the accompanying note.


    XIX.46That first proud one: “That first proud one” is Lucifer, or Satan.


    XIX.71the Indus: The Indus is a river in India. The intent, as with “Ethiopian” in line 109 and “Persians” in line 112, is to indicate cultures that do not practice Christianity.


    XIX.81a single span: A span is the distance between the thumb and the little finger when the fingers are spread, approximately nine inches.


    XIX.102that made the world revere the Roman name: The eagle was the emblem of the Roman empire.


    XIX.115–141Revealed shall be the ruin Albert brings: Here, as he did in the Purgatorio, lines 25−60, Dante forms an acrostic by beginning three successive groups of three tercets with the same initial letter. In the original, they form the word LVE (lue, meaning “plague” or “pestilence”).


    XIX.115Albert: For Albert I of Austria, see the note to the Purgatorio, Canto VI, line 98. In 1304 he invaded the kingdom of Bohemia.


    XIX.118Revealed shall be the woes on the Seine: Philip IV (1268–1314), called Philip the Fair (a reference to his personal appearance, not his policies), was king of France from 1285 to 1314. In 1295 he devalued French currency to finance his military adventures, an action that caused severe inflation and inflicted massive and long-lasting suffering upon the populace. Philip’s death was caused by a stroke while he was out hunting. The legend that he was thrown from his horse and killed when a wild boar ran between the horse’s legs may be grounded in confusion between Philip’s death and that of Philip of France (1116−1131), adolescent co-ruler with his father, King Louis VI.


    XIX.121the thirsty pride: The “thirsty pride” is presumably the zeal for conquest and domination. The lines refer to a series of border wars beginning in 1296 that set Edward I and Edward II of England against the Scottish leaders William Wallace (“Braveheart”) and Robert the Bruce.


    XIX.124those of Spain and Bohemia who sit: Wenceslaus II (1271−1305) was king of Bohemia from 1278 to 1305. In the Purgatorio, Canto VII, line 102, Dante says that he “feeds on lust and sloth.” Ferdinand IV of Castile (1285–1312) was king of Castile and León from 1295 until his death.


    XIX.127Cripple of Jerusalem: Charles II, known as Charles the Lame, was king of Naples from 1285 to 1309, and also laid claim to the throne of Jerusalem. The Roman numerals I and M signify one and a thousand, respectively. Charles’s single virtue is presumed to have been his liberality. For earlier abuse of him, see the Purgatorio, Canto XX, lines 79−81, and the accompanying note.


    XIX.131guardian of the isle of fire: Frederick II (1272−1337) was from 1295 until his death the king of Sicily, the “isle of fire” because of the volcano Mount Etna. He was a supporter of the Ghibelline cause until the death of Emperor Henry VII in 1313.


    XIX.132long-lived Anchises came to die: Anchises, the father of Aeneas, died in Sicily, where the Trojans had stopped on their way to the mainland of Italy after the fall of Troy (Aeneid, Book III).


    XIX.136the vile outrage: Frederick’s uncle was James II (1243–1311), king of Majorca, who lost his throne for ten years after joining Philip III of France in a disastrous expedition against Pedro of Aragon. Charles’s brother was James II (1267–1327), king of Aragon, who was forced to surrender Sicily to the papacy in 1295.


    XIX.139Norway’s king: Haakon V Magnusson (1270–1319), king of Norway from 1299, waged a series of wars against Denmark. Denis (or Diniz, or Dionysius; 1261–1325) was king of Portugal from 1279. The basis of his inclusion is unclear, as he was generally thought to be a wise and beneficent ruler; in his note to this passage, Singleton offers extensive speculation on the issue. Stefan Uroš II Milutin (c. 1253–1321) was king of Serbia, known in the Middle Ages as Rascia, from 1282. He issued debased coinage in imitation of the Venetian grosso.


    XIX.142Blest Hungary: During and after the ten-year reign of Andrew III (c. 1265−1301) Hungary was plagued by wars and civil unrest, until the ascension to the throne in 1308 of Charles Robert, son of Charles Martel (see note to Canto IX, line 3). The Pyrenees separated Navarre from the kingdom of France. During the reign of Queen Joan I (1273−1305), despite her being married to King Philip IV of France, Navarre maintained its independence. Upon her death, their son Louis (1289−1316) became king of Navarre. When Philip died in 1314, Louis became Louis X of France and annexed Navarre.


    XIX.146Nicosia and Famagosta: Nicosia and Famagosta are principal cities of Cyprus, which at this time was suffering under the corrupt and incompetent rule of King Henry II (1270–1324), a Frenchman.


    CANTO XX


    XX.37The pupil of the eye: David, whose psalms were inspired by the Holy Spirit, had the Ark of the Covenant moved to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6.1−17).


    XX.44the arch that forms my brow, is the ruler: For the Roman emperor Trajan, see the Purgatorio, Canto X, lines 73−93, and the accompanying note.


    XX.50kept his death at bay: King Hezekiah of Judah had fallen ill and was told by the prophet Isaiah that his death was imminent, whereupon he wept bitterly and prayed to God, who granted him an additional fifteen years of life (Isaiah 38.1−5).


    XX.55The next one took the laws: For the Roman emperor Constantine, see the note to Canto VI, line 1. His relocation of the seat of empire to Byzantium allowed the papacy to exercise temporal power in Rome, thus, in Dante’s view, destroying the order of the world.


    XX.61William: William II (1153–1189) was king of Naples and Sicily from 1166. He was known as William the Good because of the stability of his reign, in contrast to those that preceded (his father, William I, known as William the Bad) and succeeded him. For Charles and Frederick, see the notes to Canto XIX, lines 127 and 131.


    XX.68Ripheus: Ripheus is a Trojan warrior—not a ruler, unlike the other lights—who dies fighting beside Aeneas at the fall of Troy. He is mentioned only in passing in Book II of the Aeneid. His inclusion in this company has amazed readers as much as it does Dante. Hollander’s note to this passage contains a long and interesting discussion of what may have led to it. Also, as Mark Musa points out, “of the six souls composing the eye of the eagle two are Jews, two are pagans, and two are Christians.” (But see Dante’s treatment of the two pagans in lines 100−129 of this canto, where his description of the conversion of Ripheus is purely of his own invention.)


    XX.94Regnum caelorum: Regnum caelorum is Latin for “the kingdom of heaven”: “And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffereth violence, and the violent take it by force” (Matthew 11.12).


    XX.128those three ladies: For the three ladies—the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity—see the Purgatorio, Canto XXIX, lines 121−129.


    CANTO XXI


    XXI.5Semele: For Semele, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XXX, line 12.


    XXI.13the seventh splendor: Dante and Beatrice have now arrived at the seventh sphere, the heaven of Saturn. In the spring of 1300 Saturn was in the constellation of Leo, “the blazing Lion” of line 14.


    XXI.26for that cherished king of old: In Roman mythology, Saturn (analogous to the Greek Kronos), the father of Jupiter, was said to have ruled Earth during a Golden Age of peace and happiness.


    XXI.91the Seraph: The Seraphim are the angelic order closest to God.


    XXI.109Catria: The two shores are those of the Adriatic and Tyrrhenian seas. Mount Catria is in the Apennines, on the border of Umbria and the Marches. The monastery is that of Santa Croce di Fonte Avellana.


    XXI.121Peter Damian: Peter Damian (Pietro or Pier Damiani, c. 1007–1072) was born in Ravenna. He was already renowned as a teacher by his mid-twenties, but several years later he became a Benedictine monk and began to follow a severely ascetic lifestyle. In 1043 he was named prior of Fonte Avellana, and in 1057 he was made a cardinal, much against his will, by Pope Stephen IX. Strongly anti-materialistic, he worked with a succession of popes to bring about reform in church discipline.


    XXI.122Our Lady’s house: Dante appears to confuse Peter Damian with Pietro degli Onesti (d. 1119), a monk in the monastery of Santa Maria in Porto, near Ravenna.


    XXI.127Cephas: Cephas (“rock” in Greek) is the name that Christ gave to Simon, later called Peter. The “Holy Ghost’s great ark” is Saint Paul.


    CANTO XXII


    XXII.37On the mountain with Cassino: Monte Cassino is located approximately halfway between Rome and Naples. The town of Cassino is at its foot. Until the early sixth century the mountain’s summit contained a temple of Apollo and a grove sacred to Venus.


    XXII.40I am the one: The speaker is Saint Benedict, founder of the Benedictine order and of Western monasticism. The details of his life, which are historically unverified, are drawn largely from an account by Pope Gregory I (for whom, see the note to the Purgatorio, Canto X, line 73). Benedict (Benedetto da Norcia; 480–548) was born into a noble family of Nursia, in Umbria. Sent to study in Rome as a young man, he was alienated by the corruption of the clergy and went to live in a cave, where he remained for three years. He subsequently became head of the convent in Vicovaro, where he imposed a rule of such strictness that members of his community tried to poison him. He moved to Monte Cassino in 528 or so, where he destroyed the temple of Apollo and established a monastery. He was canonized in 1220.


    XXII.49Here’s Romualdus, here’s Macarius: Saint Romualdus (c. 951–c. 1027) was a member of the Onesti family of Ravenna and a Benedictine monk. He founded the Camaldolese order, which emphasized a life of contemplation and severe asceticism. There were at least two saints named Macarius—Macarius the Elder (301−391) and Macarius the Younger (d. 404), the latter of whom is regarded as the founder of Eastern monasticism and more likely the one Dante has in mind.


    XXII.70Patriarch Jacob: “And Jacob went out from Beersheba, and went toward Haran. And he lighted upon a certain place, and tarried there all night, because the sun was set; and he took of the stones of that place, and put them for his pillows, and lay down in that place to sleep. And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven: and behold the angels of God ascending and descending on it” (Genesis 28.10−12).


    XXII.94Yet parted seas: The parting of the Red Sea (Exodus 14.21−29) and the turning back of the river Jordan (Joshua 3.14−17) were miracles of much greater magnitude than would be needed to root out corruption in the church.


    XXII.100my sweet lady: Dante and Beatrice now rise to the eighth sphere, that of the fixed stars. They arrive in the constellation of Gemini (“the Twins”), the one after Taurus (“the Bull”). Dante was born under Gemini sometime in the spring of 1265, and he therefore presumes that it has had a shaping influence upon his nature (see the Purgatorio, Canto XVI, lines 73−81). People born under Gemini were thought to be inclined to intellectual and artistic pursuits.


    XXII.115the father of all mortal life: The “father of all mortal life” is the sun.


    XXII.141parts both rare and dense: See Canto II, lines 49−66. “Latona’s daughter,” once again, is the moon.


    XXII.142I endured the aspect of your son: In Greek mythology, the Titan Hyperion is the father of Helios (the sun), Maia is the mother of Hermes (Mercury), and Dione is the mother of Aphrodite (Venus).


    XXII.145I beheld Jove: Jove (Jupiter) is the son of Saturn and the father of Mars. The planet Jupiter is “tempered” between the cold of Saturn and the heat of Mars.


    CANTO XXIII


    XXIII.12the sun moves less hastily: When the sun is at zenith, at noon, it seems to move more slowly than when it is rising or setting.


    XXIII.25eternal nymphs: Trivia is Diana, the moon goddess. Her “eternal nymphs” are the stars.


    XXIII.29a Sun that lit them all: Christ is the “Sun” of this line and the “Substance” of line 31.


    XXIII.56the sweetest milk of Polymnia: In Greek mythology, Polymnia, or Polyhymnia, was the Muse of sacred poetry.


    XXIII.73Here is the rose within: The rose is Mary, the mother of God, as are the “fair flower” of line 88 and the “living star” of line 92.


    XXIII.74the lilies: The lilies are the apostles.


    XXIII.94there came a torch: The torch is generally assumed to represent the archangel Gabriel.


    XXIII.111The regal mantle: The “regal mantle” is the Primum Mobile.


    XXIII.128Regina coeli: “Regina coeli” (“Queen of Heaven”) is an antiphonal hymn sung at Easter.


    XXIII.135wept their exiles’ tears in Babylon: This line alludes to Psalm 136(137).1: “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.”


    XXIII.136the covenants new and old: The old covenant is that of the prophets; the new, the apostles.


    XXIII.139the one with the keys of glory: The reference is to Saint Peter.


    CANTO XXIV


    XXIV.39of the faith by which you walked upon the sea: Peter walks upon the water at Christ’s bidding in Matthew 14.28−29.


    XXIV.46Just as the bachelor arms himself: In the medieval education system, under questioning by a master or doctor, a bachelor was examined to determine his fitness to continue on to postgraduate studies by providing arguments both pro and con on a subject set by the examiner. He was not expected to draw a conclusion, which function was reserved for the questioner.


    XXIV.62by your dear brother: Peter’s “dear brother” is Saint Paul, who wrote “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11.1).


    XXIV.100The works: The “works” in question are miracles.


    XXIV.114God, we give Thee praise: See the note to the Purgatorio, Canto IX, line 141.


    XXIV.125see that which you believed: In John 20.1−9, it is actually John who reaches Christ’s sepulcher before Peter, but it is Peter who enters first and is, implicitly, first to believe in the resurrection.


    CANTO XXV


    XXV.16The baron: The “baron” in this instance is James the Apostle, known also as Saint James the Greater and Saint James of Compostela, who was put to death at the command of Herod Agrippa I in 44 C.E. (his martyrdom is alluded to in lines 83−84). During the Middle Ages his tomb at Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, Spain, was visited more frequently by pilgrims than any other site except Rome.


    XXV.26coram me: “In front of me” (Latin).


    XXV.29Recorder of the generosity: The Epistle of James—which may have been written by another saint of that name—makes several references to God’s liberality.


    XXV.32you typified it often when Our Lord: Peter, James, and John were the three apostles chosen by Christ to witness the transfiguration (Matthew 17.1−8), the garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26.36−38), and the raising of the daughter of Jairus (Luke 8.50−56).


    XXV.38my eyes were lifted to those hills: An allusion to Psalm 120[121].1: “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.”


    XXV.67“Hope,” I said: The definition of hope that Dante gives is that of Peter Lombard in the third book of his Sententiarum Libri Quatuor (see note to Canto X, line 106).


    XXV.72the sovereign singer: The “sovereign singer” is David: “And they that know thy name will put their trust in thee: for thou, Lord, hast not forsaken them that seek thee” (Psalm 9.11[10]).


    XXV.91Isaiah says that each shall stand . . .: “[T]herefore in their land they shall possess the double: everlasting joy shall be unto them” (Isaiah 61.7) and “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my soul shall be joyful in my God; for he hath clothed me with the garments of salvation, he hath covered me with the robe of righteousness” (Isaiah 61.10). The “double raiment” is the reunion of the soul and body in Heaven.


    XXV.94And then your brother: The brother of James is Saint John the Evangelist, the “light” of line 100, who is indirectly identified by Beatrice in lines 112−114. He wrote: “After this I beheld, and, lo, a great multitude, which no man could number, of all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues, stood before the throne, and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palms in their hands” (Revelation 7.9).


    XXV.97Sperent in te: “They put their trust in thee” (see note to line 72).


    XXV.101had Cancer such a crystal: The constellation Cancer shines throughout the night from December 21 to January 21.


    XXV.112This is he, the one whose head was laid . . . : “Now there was leaning on Jesus’ bosom one of his disciples, whom Jesus loved” (John 13.23) and “When Jesus therefore saw his mother, and the disciple standing by, whom he loved, he saith unto his mother, Woman, behold thy son! Then saith he to the disciple, Behold thy mother! And from that hour that disciple took her unto his own home” (John 19.26−27). The pelican is often used to represent Christ because of a legend that it pierces its breast with its beak to revive its dying young with its blood.


    XXV.127In all this blessèd cloister: It was believed in the Middle Ages that John had been assumed bodily into Heaven. He corrects that notion in these lines, where he indicates that this is a privilege granted only to Christ and Mary, and points out that the general resurrection of the body will not take place until the last judgment, when all of the souls destined for Heaven have arrived there.


    CANTO XXVI


    XXVI.12Ananias’ hand: At God’s direction a disciple called Ananias cured Saint Paul of his blindness by placing his hands on Paul’s eyes (Acts 9.8−18).


    XXVI.38him who leads me: There is general agreement that Dante refers here to Aristotle.


    XXVI.40It was shown when, speaking of Himself: “And he [Moses] said, I beseech thee, shew me thy glory. And he [God] said, I will make all my goodness pass before thee, and I will proclaim the name of the Lord before thee” (Exodus 33.18−19).


    XXVI.43in your high proclamation’s opening: Commentators disagree as to whether Dante has in mind the Gospel of Saint John or Revelation, which Dante believed had been written by the same person.


    XXVI.52Christ’s eagle: The four evangelists are commonly associated with the four beasts of Apocalypse 4.7: “And the first beast was like a lion, and the second beast like a calf, and the third beast had a face as a man, and the fourth beast was like a flying eagle.” John is identified with the eagle.


    XXVI.83the first soul: The “first soul,” as will soon become obvious, is Adam.


    XXVI.121Nine hundred thirty times: “And all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred and thirty years” (Genesis 5.5).


    XXVI.126Nimrod’s people: It was believed that Nimrod had built the Tower of Babel.


    XXVI.133I was the name: Some maintain that I here represents the Roman number I, while others point out that I (or J) is the initial of Jahweh or Jehovah. God is also frequently referred to as Elohim throughout the Hebrew scriptures.


    XXVI.140my life was pure: Adam’s last answer addresses the second of Dante’s four questions (see line 112): the time that he spent in Eden before the Fall was only six or seven hours.


    CANTO XXVII


    XXVII.1Glory be to the Father, to the Son . . .: This is the opening of the liturgical hymn Gloria patri.


    XXVII.14like Jupiter: Saint Peter’s light has turned from white to red, as Jupiter would do if it exchanged its “plumes” with those of Mars.


    XXVII.22the base usurper: Boniface leaves the papal seat vacant in that he is negligent and corrupt.


    XXVII.25has made my sepulcher a sewer: Rome is traditionally assumed to be the burial place of Saint Peter.


    XXVII.26the perverse one: The “perverse one” is Satan.


    XXVII.35such an eclipse occurred in Heaven: During the time that Christ was on the cross “from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land unto the ninth hour” (Matthew 27.45).


    XXVII.38its voice: Dante is generally understood to refer here to Aristotle.


    XXVII.41Linus’s and Cletus’s blood: Linus and Cletus were Peter’s first two successors in the papacy, and both, like him, were martyred.


    XXVII.43Sixtus bled: Sixtus I and Pius I were popes in the middle of the second century, Calixtus I and Urban I early in the third century. All four were martyrs.


    XXVII.46Christian folk should sit: According to Matthew 25.31−33, at the last judgment Christ will separate the sheep (the righteous) from the goats (the wicked), placing the former at his right hand and the latter at his left. But, according to Dante, it was never the church’s intention to separate the faithful into Guelphs and Ghibellines.


    XXVII.49the keys I was given: An apparent allusion to Boniface VIII’s misuse of papal authority (see note to the Inferno, Canto XXVII, line 90).


    XXVII.52my face: The image on the papal seal is the face of Saint Peter.


    XXVII.58Cahors and Gascony: Pope John XXII (see note to Canto XVIII, line 129) was from Cahors, Pope Clement V (see notes to Canto XVII, line 82, and to the Inferno, Canto XIX, line 87) from Gascony.


    XXVII.61Scipio: See the note to the Purgatorio, Canto XXIX, line 116.


    XXVII.68heavenly Goat’s horn touched by the sun: The sun is in Capricorn from December 21 to January 21.


    XXVII.79I’d crossed the first clime’s arc: The last time Dante had looked down was in Canto XXII, lines 133−153. Since then he has traversed some ninety degrees in approximately six hours.


    XXVII.81Cádiz: Cádiz is a city in southwestern Spain near the Strait of Gibraltar.


    XXVII.82Ulysses madly tore: For Ulysses, see the Inferno, Canto XXVI, lines 91−142.


    XXVII.84upon the shore: The shore is that of Phoenicia. There, in Greek mythology, Zeus transformed himself into a white bull to attract the Phoenician princess Europa, whom he desired to seduce. When she climbed on his back, he ran to the sea and swam with her to the island of Crete (Metamorphoses, Book II).


    XXVII.98Leda’s lovely nest: Leda, another of Zeus’s many conquests/victims, was the mother of Castor and Pollux. After their deaths, Jupiter (Zeus) placed them in the sky as the constellation of Gemini (Ovid, Heroides, Book XVII).


    XXVII.103knowing my wish: Dante’s wish is to know his new location, which is the Primum Mobile, which encircles all the lower heavens and is itself encircled by the Empyrean.


    XXVII.136Dark grows the fair-skinned hue of humankind: This is one of the most difficult and hotly debated passages in the entire Comedy, partly because Dante’s syntax leaves unclear whether humanity is exposed to the daughter—the more common reading, and the one that I have followed—or it is the daughter herself whose skin darkens on exposure. The “him” of line 138 must be the sun. The goddess and temptress Circe, who turned men (including the shipmates of Ulysses) into beasts, was a daughter of Helios the sun god, and is therefore most frequently assumed to be the other personage alluded to.


    XXVII.142before all January slips: Because of a miscalculation in the Julian calendar, the solar year was gaining roughly one day every century. Had this not been corrected in 1582 under Pope Gregory XIII, the entire month of January would have been pushed into the spring in a little over 90 centuries. Thus, in these lines the implication “before 9,000 years have passed” is a rhetorical and highly extravagant way of saying “soon.”


    CANTO XXVIII


    XXVIII.31Juno’s messenger: “Juno’s messenger” is Iris, the rainbow.


    XXVIII.80Boreas has blown: The four winds were often depicted as faces with puffed-up cheeks, each capable of emitting winds from the center of its mouth or either of its cheeks. Boreas was the north wind, and blew the northeast wind, which cleared away clouds and precipitation, from his left cheek.


    XXVIII.93doubling squares of a chessboard: The “wheat and chessboard problem,” as described in 1256 by the Islamic scholar Ibn Khallikān (1211−1282), demonstrates that if one grain of wheat were to be placed on the first square of a chessboard, two grains on the second square, four on the third, and so on, doubling the amount on each successive square until all sixty-four squares had been covered, the number of grains on the board would ultimately total 18,446,744,073,709,551,615.


    XXVIII.96ubi: Ubi is Latin for “where.”


    XXVIII.104Thrones of the divine aspect: For the Thrones, see the note to Canto IX, line 61.


    XXVIII.105the first triad: The first triad consists of the orders of angels that govern the three spheres nearest the Empyrean—the Primum Mobile (Seraphim), the fixed stars (Cherubim), and Saturn (Thrones).


    XXVIII.116that blooms in endless springtime: On Earth the constellation of Aries is in the night sky in autumn, as opposed to the “endless springtime” of Heaven.


    XXVIII.122Dominions: The spheres of the second triad are Jupiter (Dominions), Mars (Virtues), and the sun (Powers).


    XXVIII.125Principalities and Archangels: The spheres of the third and lowest triad are Venus (Principalities), Mercury (Archangels), and the moon (Angels).


    XXVIII.130desire Dionysius turned to: For Dionysius, see the note to Canto X, line 115.


    XXVIII.133Gregory: In his Homilae xl in Evangelia (Forty Homilies on the Gospels), the sixth-century pope Gregory I gave a different sequence of the angelic orders.


    XXVIII.138the one who saw these rings: In 2 Corinthians 12, Saint Paul claimed to have had a direct experience of “the third heaven” (“whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth”). Dante presumes that Paul subsequently told Dionysius about his experience.


    CANTO XXIX


    XXIX.2Latona’s children: Latona’s children, Apollo (the sun) and Diana (the moon), are momentarily opposite each other at the far ends of the horizon at dawn and sunset during the vernal equinox, when the sun is in Aries and the moon in Libra.


    XXIX.12each ubi, each quando: Ubi is Latin for “where”; quando is Latin—and Italian—for “when.”


    XXIX.16Subsisto: Subsisto is Latin for “I am.”


    XXIX.20Till God moved on these waters: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters” (Genesis 1.2).


    XXIX.22Matter and form: Following Aristotle’s De anima, Dante posits pure form (spirit without matter) as the angels, pure matter as the substance of the Earth, and the mixture of the two as the heavens.


    XXIX.37Jerome: Saint Jerome (340−420) makes this claim in his commentary on Paul’s Epistle to Titus. Following Aquinas, Beatrice points out that Jerome is refuted by Scripture (in Genesis 1.1—see note to line 20, above—and elsewhere).


    XXIX.50some of the angels plummeted: See the Inferno, Canto XXXIV, lines 121−126.


    XXIX.56−57the weight of all the world: See the Inferno, Canto XXXIV, lines 110−111.


    XXIX.76These substances: “These substances” are the angels.


    XXIX.97One natters: See the note to Canto XXVII, line 35.


    XXIX.103Florence has fewer men: Lapo and Bindo, nicknames for Jacopo and Ildebrando, respectively, were very common male names in Florence.


    XXIX.110Go forth and preach some nonsense to all men: This line alludes to Mark 16.15: “And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature.”


    XXIX.118A bird nests in the hood’s tip: In medieval imagery Satan was often depicted as a crow, in contrast to the dove that represented the Holy Spirit. Dante calls devils birds in the Inferno, Canto XXII, line 96, and Satan himself one in the Inferno, Canto XXXIV, line 47.


    XXIX.124On this we see the pig of Saint Anthony: The hermit Saint Anthony of Egypt (250−355), not to be confused with Saint Anthony of Padua, is frequently depicted with a pig lying at his feet to symbolize his conquest of evil. In Dante’s Florence Anthony’s followers kept pigs, which they fattened on proceeds from worshippers and which were allowed to roam freely in the streets.


    XXIX.133And Daniel: The reference is to Daniel 7.10: “A fiery stream issued and came forth from before him: thousand thousands ministered unto him, and ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him: the judgment was set, and the books were opened.”


    CANTO XXX


    XXX.1About six thousand miles away from here: By medieval calculations, the circumference of the Earth was roughly 20,000 miles. If “the sixth hour” (noon) is 6,000 miles away, it is now roughly an hour before dawn in Italy. With the sun still below the horizon, the shadow cast by Earth is almost level on its opposite side.


    XXX.7the sun’s handmaid: The brightest of the sun’s handmaidens is Aurora, goddess of the dawn.


    XXX.9the fairest leaves: The fairest light in the early morning sky is Venus.


    XXX.38her task’s complete: The greatest of corporal bodies is the Primum Mobile, “the heaven of pure light” the Empyrean.


    XXX.43Paradise’s soldieries: The two groups of “Paradise’s soldieries” are the angels and the souls of the elect. In Canto XXII, lines 58−68, Saint Benedict had told Dante that he would be granted a vision of these souls in their earthly form, even though the resurrection of the body has yet to occur.


    XXX.61Now I saw light formed: As Beatrice will explain in lines 79–81, what Dante now sees is only a symbolic representation—the river symbolizes divine grace; the flowers, the souls in Heaven; and the sparks, the angels—of the reality that he is not yet ready to behold as it truly is.


    XXX.133That high seat: The “high seat” is reserved for Emperor Henry VII (c. 1273–1313), who received at best a mixed reception from the Italians, and whose early death destroyed the hopes of Dante and others that he would rescue Italy from the morass into which it had sunk.


    XXX.143a prefect: The prefect is Pope Clement V (see note to Canto XVII, line 82).


    XXX.147He will be thrust down: For Simon Magus, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XIX, line 1.


    XXX.148Alagna: The town of Alagna was the birthplace of the much-reviled Boniface VIII.


    CANTO XXXI


    XXXI.5the glory of Him who: Dante here repeats the first five words of the first line of the Paradiso.


    XXXI.32of Earth where Helice wheels eternally: Helice and her son are the constellations Ursa Major and Ursa Minor (see note to the Purgatorio, Canto XXV, line 130).


    XXXI.35the Lateran: The Lateran was the palace first of Roman emperors and then, supposedly after the Donation of Constantine, of popes. The original building was destroyed by fire in 1308. Pope Clement V would not allow the coronation of Emperor Henry VII to take place at Saint Peter’s, so it was held instead in the ruins of the Lateran palace.


    XXXI.77there was no medium: In this highest heaven, there is no air or atmosphere to interfere with sight (see Canto XXX, lines 122–123).


    XXXI.101Bernard: Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) was born in Burgundy into a noble family. In 1113 he became a Benedictine monk, and two years later he was chosen abbot of the newly established monastery of Clairvaux. He rose to be a highly influential figure in the church, responsible for the condemnation of Peter Abelard as a heretic and for preaching the Second Crusade, whose disastrous outcome was a profound blow to his spirit. His voluminous writings are marked by an emphasis on mystical contemplation and a strong devotion to the Virgin Mary.


    XXXI.104Veronica: The Veronica (vera icona) was a sacred relic, believed to be a cloth that a holy woman had given to Christ to wipe the blood and sweat from his face as he proceeded to his crucifixion, and on which the likeness of his face was presumed to remain. It was kept at Saint Peter’s and exhibited to the public on certain occasions, drawing crowds of pilgrims, many of whom traveled great distances to behold it.


    XXXI.110that living love whose contemplation led: There was a legend that through the intensity of his contemplation Bernard had achieved a state of awareness in which he had a foretaste of the bliss of Heaven.


    XXXI.125of the chariot that Phaëthon failed to guide: For Phaëthon, cited or alluded to here for the fourth and final time in the Comedy, see the note to the Inferno, Canto XVII, line 108. The reference here is to that point on the horizon at which the sun is seen to rise.


    CANTO XXXII


    XXXII.4The wound: The “wound” is that of original sin, and “she” is Eve.


    XXXII.8the third rank, there is Rachel: For Rachel, see the note to the Purgatorio, Canto XXVII, line 98.


    XXXII.10Sarah and Rebecca, Judith: Sarah was the wife of Abraham and mother of Isaac, Rebecca the wife of Isaac and mother of Jacob and Esau. For Judith, see the note to the Purgatorio, Canto XII, line 59.


    XXXII.11the great-grandmother: Ruth was the great-grandmother of David, the author of the Psalms, from which comes “Miserere mei” (“Have mercy on me,” Psalm 50[51]). For his sin, see the note to Canto XII, line 136.


    XXXII.31great John: “[G]reat John” is John the Baptist.


    XXXII.35Francis, Benedict, Augustine: Saint Augustine (354–430) was born in Thagaste, Numidia (now Souk Ahras, Algeria). In his youth he studied at Carthage, and in 375 he became a professor of rhetoric there. After a hedonistic existence he converted to Christianity in 386. Ordained a priest at Hippo (now Annabia, Algeria) in 391, he was named bishop of Hippo in 395. Among the most influential of the early Church Fathers, he was the author of many works, of which the best known are the Confessiones (Confessions) and De civitate Dei (The City of God). Hollander’s note to this passage has a detailed discussion of the surprisingly slight presence of Augustine in the Comedy.


    XXXII.44fixed conditions: i.e., ritual circumcision; see the note to line 79.


    XXXII.59sine causa: “without cause” (Latin).


    XXXII.68the twins: The twins are Jacob and Esau (see note to Canto VIII, line 131).


    XXXII.72the color of his hair: Jacob had black hair, while Esau’s was red. This superficial difference was indicative of more fundamental distinctions between them.


    XXXII.79after the first centuries were no more: The “earliest times” extended from Adam to Abraham. God’s covenant with Abraham called for ritual circumcision of all males (Genesis 17:7−14).


    XXXII.85Look at the face: The face is that of Mary.


    XXXII.95Ave Maria, gratia plena: “Hail Mary, full of grace” (Latin).


    XXXII.108the morning star: The morning star is Venus. The reference reinforces the theme of love.


    XXXII.119Augusta: Augusta was a Latin term signifying an empress.


    XXXII.121To her left sits the father: Adam is the root of those whose believed in the promise of the coming of Christ, Peter of those who believed in Christ after his life and death on Earth.


    XXXII.127Next, he who saw, before his life was done: The reference is to John the Evangelist (see note to Canto XXV, line 112).


    XXXII.130that leader: “[T]hat leader” is Moses (Exodus 16:14−35).


    XXXII.133Anne: Anne was the mother of Mary.


    XXXII.137Lucia: For Lucia, see the note to the Inferno, Canto II, line 97.


    CANTO XXXIII


    XXXIII.65The Sybil’s prophecies: In Book III of the Aeneid, Virgil describes the Cumaean Sybil as an oracle living in a cave near Naples, who writes her prophecies on oak leaves and arranges them in order in the cave. But when the wind scatters the leaves, she makes no effort to reassemble them.


    XXXIII.95than twenty-five centuries blurred the event: The Argo, believed to have been built in the thirteenth century B.C.E., was the vessel in which Jason and his crewmen sailed to Colchis in quest of the golden fleece (see note to the Inferno, Canto XVIII, line 96). In some versions of the legend, the Argo was the first ship ever built, which explains the amazement of the sea god Neptune (Poseidon) at the sight of the shadow it cast upon the water.
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