English 10H
Dante’s Inferno
Introductory Notes
The Divine Comedy is a tightly organized epic poem and social commentary written by Dante Alighieri. To
understand what Dante is trying to do in his poem, you must know some basics about Dante’s life and the
political atmosphere of Medieval Italy.
Who was Dante Alighieri?
Dante is the author of The Divine Comedy. He was born a Roman Catholic in
Florence in 1265. He died of malaria in Ravenna, Italy, in 1321 (the night of Sept.
13-14). He remains buried in Ravenna, although an empty tomb in Florence is
dedicated to him. Dante is known for his ability as a world-class poet, for his interest
in politics, and for being exiled from Florence. In a way, he remains exiled from
Florence, as his body in not in a tomb in Florence.
What is The Divine Comedy in essence?
The Divine Comedy tells about Dante’s imaginative journey through the afterlife.
Dante finds himself in a dark wood of error, and his guide, Virgil, the author of the
Roman epic The Aeneid, takes Dante through the Inferno (Hell), and up the Mountain of Purgatory to the Forest
of Eden. There Beatrice, Dante’s beloved who died early in life, takes over as Dante’s guide, and the two
ascend the spheres of Paradise, until finally Dante, with the aid of another guide and of the Virgin Mary, is able
to see God face to face. These three parts of Dante’s imaginative journey make up the three parts of The Divine
Comedy: the Inferno, the Purgatorio, and the Paradiso.
In The Divine Comedy, Dante tells the reader how to achieve Paradise. In addition, the epic is a love story; a
woman named Beatrice takes it upon herself to save Dante.
How long does the journey in The Divine Comedy take?
Considering all the distance that is traveled, it doesn’t take long at all. It begins on the night before Good Friday
and ends on Easter Wednesday of the year 1300, when Dante was 35 years old. The journey takes roughly five
and a half days.
What are the major facts of the biography of Dante the Poet?
Dante was born in 1265 in Florence, Italy. He was successful in both poetry and politics. Early, he fell in love
with Beatrice, a woman who died young in 1290. Both Dante and Beatrice married other people. Honoring
Beatrice, Dante wrote a group of poems that he published in a volume titled La Vita Nuova (The New Life).
Dante was a member of the political group known as the Guelfs, but when the Guelfs split into rival factions, he
became a White Guelf. The White Guelfs opposed the Pope and wanted Florence to be free from papal power,
while the Black Guelfs supported the Pope and were willing to do his bidding if he put them in power. Not
surprisingly, Pope Boniface VIII supported the Black Guelfs, and he sent troops to Florence who took over the
city in November of 1301. We can date Dante’s exile from Florence at this time, but he was officially exiled in
January of 1302. Dante never returned to Florence. While in exile, Dante composed his masterpiece, The
Divine Comedy. He died on Ravenna in 1321 at age 56.

What does the title The Divine Comedy mean?
Dante called his poem the Commedia or Comedy. In the 16th century, the word Divina or Divine was added to
the title to show that it was a work rooted in religion. The Divine Comedy is a “comedy” for two reasons:
1) The Divine Comedy was not written in Latin, but was instead written in the “vulgar” language of Italian.
Being written in a “vulgar” language, the vernacular, it is written in a language that was regarded as not
suited for tragedy.
2) The epic poem has a happy ending.
What is the difference between Dante the Pilgrim and Dante the Poet?
Dante the Pilgrim is different from Dante the Poet. Dante the Pilgrim is a character in The Divine Comedy. At
the beginning, he is naive and sometimes believes the spin that the sinners in the Inferno put on their own
stories. However, Dante the Poet is an older, wiser Dante. Dante the Poet has journeyed throughout the Inferno,
Purgatory, and Paradise, and he sees through the stories that the sinners tell in the Inferno.
Dante the Poet is the author of The Divine Comedy, whose major character is Dante the Pilgrim. Dante the Poet
has more knowledge and experience than Dante the Pilgrim.
For example, Dante the Poet knows that he has been exiled from Florence because he is in exile when he writes
The Divine Comedy. Because the poem is set in 1300, and Dante is not officially exiled until 1302, Dante the
Pilgrim does not know at the beginning of the poem that he will be exiled. He will hear the prophecies of his
upcoming exile that are made in the Inferno, but he will not fully understand that he will be exiled until his
ancestor, Cacciaguida, clearly tells him that in the Paradise.
Dante the Poet is also more intelligent than Dante the Pilgrim. Dante the Pilgrim will sometimes be taken in by
the spin that sinners in the Inferno put on their stories, but Dante the Poet knows that God does not make
mistakes. If a sinner is in the Inferno, Dante the Poet knows that the sinner belongs there.
The Divine Comedy is an allegory.
An allegory has a double meaning. It can be understood on a literal level, but also present is a symbolic level.
Literally, Dante the Pilgrim travels through the Inferno, Purgatory, and Paradise. Symbolically, a human soul
who will be saved faces “trials,” overcomes them, and achieves Paradise.
What does it mean to repent?
To repent your sins means to regret them. Of course, this does not mean regretting being caught for doing them,
but regretting the sins themselves. The sinners Dante will meet in the Inferno are unrepentant sinners. The
repentant sinners he will meet in Purgatory treat Dante very differently from the way the unrepentant sinners he
meets in the Inferno treat him.

What is the geography of Hell? In The Divine Comedy, where is Hell located?
Dante did not think that the world was flat. (Educated people of his time did not think the world was flat.) To
get to the Inferno, you go down. The story is that Lucifer rebelled against God, was thrown from Paradise to the
Earth, and landed on the point of the earth that is opposite to Jerusalem (in Medieval Europe, Jerusalem was
believed to be the center of the Earth). His landing made the Southern Hemisphere composed of water as the
land rushed under the water to hide from him. In addition, when he fell to the center of the Earth the land he
displaced formed the Mountain of Purgatory. Dante divides his hell into 3 types of sin: Incontinence,
Violence, and Fraud.
Dante and Virgil will climb down to the center of the Earth, where Lucifer is punished, then they will keep
climbing up to the other side of the world, where they
will climb Mount Purgatory.
Dante's Hell is shaped like a funnel that extends all
the way to the center of the earth. It is situated
underneath the city of Jerusalem, which is at the
center of the northern hemisphere. This funnel is
made of nine circles. The first circle is the widest
and, progressively, the ninth circle is the smallest,
due to the fact that fewer people commit the worse
sins as you progress from circles 1-9.
Structure and Style of The Divine Comedy
Dante loved structure and form. The Divine
Comedy is written in 100 cantos or songs (33 in each
section of the Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso, plus
an “introductory” canto in the beginning).
Numbers are important to Dante. The number 3 is
highly symbolic in Christianity: 33 is the age when
Christ was crucified; the number 3 represents the
Holy Trinity in which Christians believe there is One
God in Three Persons – God the Father, God the Son,
God the Holy Spirit.
The number 10 is another important number. Ten
consists of three Trinities plus one Unity. Why does
Dante have 100 cantos in The Divine Comedy? The
number 100 consists of ten times ten.
Dante’s poetic style is called Terza Rima (third
rhyme). Each canto contains stanzas of three lines in
the rhyme pattern A-B-A, B-C-B, C-D-C, D-E-D,
and so on.
In English poetry, terza rima is achieved by writing
the stanzas in iambic pentameter—an unstressed
syllable followed by a stressed syllable.
See Robert Frost’s “Acquainted with the Night” for

an example of terza rima with iambic pentameter:
I have | been one | acquain | ted with | the night. (a)
I have | walked out | in rain— | and back | in rain. (b)
I have | outwalked | the fur | thest ci | ty light. (a)

I have looked down the saddest city lane. (b)
I have passed by the watchman on his beat (c)
And dropped my eyes, unwilling to explain. (b)

I have stood still and stopped the sound of feet (c)
When far away an interrupted cry (d)
Came over houses from another street, (c)

But not to call me back or say good-bye; (d)
And further still at an unearthly height (a)
One luminary clock against the sky (d)

Other Maps of Dante’s Hell
A quick Google search will yield multiple versions, but they are all essentially the same. Here are a few.

