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“It is Mr. Ciardi’s great merit to be one of the first American translators to have ... reproduced [The Inferno] successfully in English. A text with the clarity and sobriety of a first-rate prose translation which at the same time suggests in powerful and unmistakable ways the run and rhythm of the great original ... a spectacular achievement.”

—Archibald MacLeish

 

“Fresh and sharp.... I think this version of Dante will be in many respects the best we have seen.”

—John Crowe Ransom




DANTE ALIGHIERI was born in 1265. Considered Italy’s greatest poet, this scion of a Florentine family mastered the art of lyric poetry at an early age. His first major work,  La Vita Nuova (1292), was a tribute to Beatrice Portinari, the great love of his life. Dante’s political activism resulted in his being exiled from Florence, and he eventually settled in Ravenna. It is believed that The Divine Comedy—comprising three canticles, The Inferno, The Purgatorio, and The Paradiso-was written between 1308 and 1320. Dante Alighieri died in 1321.

 

JOHN CIARDI was a distinguished poet and professor, having taught at Harvard and Rutgers universities, and a poetry editor of The Saturday Review. He was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the National Institute of Arts and Letters. In 1955, he won the Harriet Monroe Memorial Award, and in 1956, the Prix de Rome. He died in 1986.
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To Judith

 

Cosi n’andammo infino alla lumiera,
parlando cose, che il tacere è bello,
si com’ era il parlar colà dov’ era.




Translator’s Note

When the violin repeats what the piano has just played, it cannot make the same sounds and it can only approximate the same chords. It can, however, make recognizably the same “music,” the same air. But it can do so only when it is as faithful to the self-logic of the violin as it is to the self-logic of the piano.

Language too is an instrument, and each language has its own logic. I believe that the process of rendering from language to language is better conceived as a “transposition” than as a “translation,” for “translation” implies a series of word-for-word equivalents that do not exist across language boundaries any more than piano sounds exist in the violin.

The notion of word-for-word equivalents also strikes me as false to the nature of poetry. Poetry is not made of words but of word-complexes, elaborate structures involving, among other things, denotations, connotations, rhythms, puns, juxtapositions, and echoes of the tradition in which the poet is writing. It is difficult in prose and impossible in poetry to juggle such a complex intact across the barrier of language. What must be saved, even at the expense of making four strings do for eighty-eight keys, is the total feeling of the complex, its gestalt.

The only way I could see of trying to preserve that  gestalt was to try for a language as close as possible to Dante’s, which is in essence a sparse, direct, and idiomatic language, distinguishable from prose only in that it transcends every known notion of prose. I do not imply that Dante’s is the language of common speech. It is a much better thing than that: it is what common speech would be if it were made perfect.

One of the main sources of the tone of Dante’s speech is his revolt from the Sicilian School of Elegance. Nothing would be more misleading than to say that Dante’s language is simple. Overwhelmingly, however, it seeks to avoid elegance simply for the sake of elegance. And overwhelmingly it is a spoken tongue.

I have labored therefore for something like idiomatic English in the present rendering. And I have foregone the use of Dante’s triple rhyme because it seemed clear that one rendering into English might save the rhyme or save the tone of the language, but not both. It requires approximately 1500 triple rhymes to render The Inferno and even granted that many of these combinations can be used and re-used, English has no such resources of rhyme. Inevitably the language must be inverted, distorted, padded, and made unspeakable in order to force the line to come out on that third all-consuming rhyme. In Italian, where it is only a slight exaggeration to say that everything rhymes with everything else or a variant form of it, the rhyme is no problem: in English it is disaster.

At the same time some rhyme is necessary, I think, to approximate Dante’s way of going, and the three line stanzas seem absolutely indispensable because the fact that Dante’s thought tends to conclude at the end of each tercet (granted a very large number of run-on tercets) clearly determines the “pace” of the writing, i.e., the rate at which it reveals itself to the reader. These were my reasons for deciding on the present form. Moreover, I have not hesitated to use a deficient rhyme when the choice seemed to lie between forcing an exact rhyme and keeping the language more natural.

For my interpretation of many difficult passages I have leaned heavily on the Biagi commentaries, and even more heavily on the Vandelli-Scartazzini. A number of these interpretations are at odds with those set forth in some of the more familiar English versions of The Inferno, but, subject to my own error, this rendering is consistent at all points with Vandelli’s range of arguments.

I have also leaned heavily on the good will and knowledge of a number of scholars. Dudley Fitts read patiently through the whole manuscript and made detailed, and usually legible, notes on it. Professor A. T.  MacAllister not only gave me the benefit of another complete set of detailed notes, but agreed to undertake the historical introduction so important to a good understanding of Dante, and so brilliantly presented here.

Professor Giorgio di Santillana gave me sound and subtle advice on many points. My major regret is that he left for Italy before I could take further advantage of his patience and of his profound understanding of Dante. I wish to thank also Professor C. S. Singleton for some useful disapproval at a few points, Professor Irwin Swerdlow and Professor Richard W. B. Lewis for hours of patient listening, and my sister, Mrs. Thomas W. Fennessey, for typing through many drafts. I think, too, I should acknowledge a debt of borrowed courage to all other translators of Dante; without their failures I should never have attempted my own.

 

John Ciardi
 Rutgers University




Introduction

The Divine Comedy is one of the few literary works which have enjoyed a fame that was both immediate and enduring. Fame might indeed be said not to have awaited its completion, shortly before the author’s death in 1321, for the first two parts, including the Inferno here presented, had already in a very few years achieved a reputation tinged with supernatural awe. Within two decades a half-dozen commentaries had been written, and fifty years later it was accorded the honor of public readings and exposition-an almost unheard-of tribute to a work written in the humble vernacular.

The six centuries through which the poem has come to us have not lessened its appeal nor obscured its fame. All of them have not, of course, been unanimous in their appreciation: for a fifteenth-century Latinist, Dante was a poet “fit for cobblers”; eighteenth-century worshipers of Reason could not be wholly sympathetic to a poet who insisted on the limitations of reason and philosophy. It was the effete mid-sixteenth century which in spite of certain reservations, first proclaimed “divine” the work its author had called simply his “Comedy.” The significant fact is that the Divine Comedy has demanded critical consideration of each successive age and every great writer; and the nature of their reaction could well serve as a barometer of taste and a measure of their greatness.

By that standard the present age should prove truly great, for its interest in the Comedy has rarely been matched. Credit for the nineteenth-century rediscovery of Dante in the English-speaking world belongs to Coleridge, who was ably seconded in this country by Long-fellow and Norton. Contemporary enthusiasm was touched off by T. S. Eliot’s Essay on Dante and has grown, in some quarters, to the proportions of a cult.

What is this work which has displayed such persistent  vitality? It is a narrative poem whose greatest strength lies in the fact that it does not so much narrate as dramatize its episodes. Dante had doubtless learned from experience how soporific a long narrative could be. He also firmly believed that the senses were the avenues to the mind and that sight was the most powerful (“noblest,” he would have said) of these. Hence his art is predominantly visual. He believed also that the mind must be moved in order to grasp what the senses present to it; therefore he combines sight, sound, hearing, smell and touch with fear, pity, anger, horror and other appropriate emotions to involve his reader to the point of seeming actually to experience his situations and not merely to read about them. It is really a three-dimensional art.

The Divine Comedy is also an allegory. But it is fortunately that special type of allegory wherein every element must first correspond to a literal reality, every episode must exist coherently in itself. Allegoric interpretation does not detract from the story as told but is rather an added significance which one may take or leave. Many readers, indeed, have been thrilled by the Inferno’s power with hardly an awareness of further meanings. Dante represents mankind, he represents the “Noble Soul,” but first and always he is Dante Alighieri, born in thirteenth-century Florence; Virgil represents human reason, but only after he has been accepted as the poet of ancient Rome. The whole poem purports to be a vision of the three realms of the Catholic otherworld, Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, and a description of “the state of the soul after death”; yet it is peopled with Dante’s contemporaries and, particularly in the materialistic realism of the  Inferno, it is torn by issues and feuds of the day, political, religious and personal. It treats of the most universal values-good and evil, man’s responsibility, free will and predestination; yet it is intensely personal and political, for it was written out of the anguish of a man who saw his life blighted by the injustice and corruption of his times.

The Divine Comedy is classically referred to as the  epitome, the supreme expression of the Middle Ages. If by this is meant that many typically medieval attitudes are to be found in it, it is true: the reasoning is scholastic, the learning, the mysticism are those of the author’s time. But if from such a statement one is to infer (as is frequently done) that the poem is a hymn to its times, a celebration and glorification of them, as Virgil’s Aeneid was of Rome, then nothing could be more misleading. The Comedy is a glorification of the ways of God, but it is also a sharp and great-minded protest at the ways in which men have thwarted the divine plan. This plan, as Dante conceived it, was very different from the typically medieval view, which saw the earthly life as a “vale of tears,” a period of trial and suffering, an unpleasant but necessary preparation for the after-life where alone man could expect to enjoy happiness. To Dante such an idea was totally repugnant. He gloried in his God-given talent, his well disciplined faculties, and it seemed inconceivable to him that he and mankind in general should not have been intended to develop to the fullest their specifically human potential. The whole Comedy is pervaded by his conviction that man should seek earthly immortality by his worthy actions here, as well as prepare to merit the life everlasting. His theory is stated explicitly in his Latin treatise, De Monarchia: “Ineffable Providence has thus designed two ends to be contemplated of man: first, the happiness of this life, which consists in the activity of his natural powers, and is prefigured by the Earthly Paradise; and then the blessedness of life everlasting .... which may be symbolized by the Celestial Paradise.”





To us, reading his masterpiece at the comfortable distance of six hundred years, it may well seem that few men have better realized their potential than Dante; to him, a penniless exile convicted of a felony, separated under pain of death from home, family and friends, his life seemed to have been cut off in the middle.

It was Dante’s pride—and the root of his misfortune— to have been born in the free commune of Florence, located near the center of the Italian peninsula, during the turbulent thirteenth century. It is important that we remember to think of it, not as an Italian city, but as a sovereign country, a power in the peninsula and of growing importance internationally. It had its own army, its flag, its ambassadors, its foreign trade, its own coinage; the florin, in fact, was on its way to becoming the standard of international exchange, the pound sterling or dollar of its day. Its control was a prize worth fighting for, and the Florentines were nothing loth to fight, especially among themselves. Internal strife had begun long before, as the weakening of the Empire had left its robber-baron representatives increasingly vulnerable to attack and eventual subjection by the townsfolk. They had become unruly citizens at best in their fortress-like houses, and constituted a higher nobility whose arrogance stirred the resentment of the lesser nobility, the merchants and artisans. The history of the republic for many years is the story of the bloody struggle among these groups, with the gradual triumph of the lower classes as flourishing trade brought them unheard-of prosperity. Early in Dante’s century the struggle acquired color and new ferocity. In 1215 the jilting of an Amidei girl was avenged by the murder of the offending member of the Buondelmonti family, which, according to the chronicler Villani, originated the infamous Guelf-Ghibelline factions. But the lines had already long been drawn on the deeper issues, with the Ghibellines representing the old Imperial aristocracy and the Guelfs the burghers, who, in international politics, favored the Pope. In 1248, with the aid of Frederick II, the Ghibellines expelled the Guelfs; in 1251 the latter returned and drove out the Ghibellines, who were again defeated in 1258. In 1260 the Ghibellines amassed a formidable army under the leadership of Farinata degli Uberti and overwhelmed the Guelfs at Montaperti, where the Arbia ran red with the blood of the six thousand slain, and sixteen thousand were taken prisoner. The very existence of Florence hung momentarily in the balance as the triumphant Ghibellines listened to the urgings of their allies from neighboring Siena that they wipe out the city; only Farinata’s resolute opposition saved it. Gradually the Guelfs recovered, and in 1266 they completely and finally crushed their enemies at Benevento. Thus ended the worst of this partisan strife from which, as Machiavelli was to write, “there resulted more murders, banishments and destruction of families than ever in any city known to history.”

Dante Alighieri had been born the preceding year, 1265, toward the end of May; he was a year old when his family (a typically Guelf mixture of lesser nobility and burgher) must have joined in the celebration of their party’s victory. His whole impressionable childhood was undoubtedly filled with stories of the struggle so recently ended. The fascination it had for him is evident in the  Comedy, where it is an important factor in the Inferno  and the lower, “material” portion of Purgatory.

Our actual knowledge of Dante’s life is disappointingly small, limited to a few documents of record. The biographies, beginning with Boccaccio’s about fifty years after his death, are largely hearsay, legend and deductions based on his works and the meager references scattered through them. We know that his mother died when he was very young, that his father remarried, and that Dante was completely orphaned in adolescence. This is thought to account for a certain hunger for parental affection which can be noted in the Comedy. He doubtless received the normal education of the day for his class, and perhaps more, for his bent must have been clearly intellectual and literary. That he took an early interest in the vernacular lyric only recently borrowed from the Provençal is demonstrated by poems dating from his middle or late ’teens. It was through this activity that he made his closest friendship, that with Guido Cavalcanti, who was a gifted poet some years Dante’s senior.

Most of our impressions about his youth are gleaned from his first work, in the planning of which Cavalcanti had a part. Called La Vita Nuova (“The New Life”), it was deliberately written in the vernacular in 1292 to celebrate the most important influence in Dante’s life,  his love for Beatrice Portinari. It is made up of sonnets and longer lyrics interspersed with prose passages which explain and narrate the circumstances under which the poems had been composed years earlier. An astonishing feature of the book is the careful symmetry of its arrangement where the balance of three, nine and ten foreshadows the elaborate design which will be worked out in the Comedy. Very briefly, it is the story of a boy of nine suddenly awaking to love at the eight of a girl of almost the same age; of a second encounter at the age of 18 when a greeting is exchanged; of tribulations and misunderstandings leading to her disapproval; of her sudden death when the poet was 25, his grief and attempted consolation by another girl; finally of a “marvelous vision” of his Beatrice when he was 27, thus completing the trinity of “nines” and determining him to write no more of her until he could do so worthily. Although it is autobiographical, the Vita Nuova is not an autobiography; it is a delicate and sensitive analysis of emotions. Such facts as enter into it assume an air of strange unreality.

From our small array of factual data we learn that Dante’s life in this period included other things than tremulous sighs and visions. In 1289 he took part in the battle of Campaldino and the capture of Caprona. In 1295 appears the first record of his political activity. In the same year he made himself eligible for public office by enrolling in a guild, the Apothecaries’, where the books of that day were sold. In the following year it is recorded that he spoke in the “Council of the Hundred.” By 1299 he had advanced to fill a minor ambassadorship. In the meantime he married Gemma, sister of his friend Forese Donati and of the hot-tempered Corso. As the mature but still youthful Alighieri was playing an ever more prominent role in politics, familiar tensions were once again building up within the republic. Thirty years without a serious threat from their common enemy put too great a strain on Guelf unity; and again it was a murder, though in nearby Pistoia, which precipitated open conflict. The Florentines took sides and in the late  spring of 1300 the two parties, called “Blacks” and “Whites,” fought in the streets. It was at this particular moment that Dante’s political career was crowned with the highest success and he was elected one of the six supreme magistrates, called priors. Himself a moderate White, he found it necessary during the two-month term to join in banishing his brother-in-law, Corso Donati, and his “first friend,” Guido Cavalcanti, as ringleaders respectively of the Blacks and Whites. (Cavalcanti died very soon of an illness contracted during his banishment.) As friction continued, the Blacks conspired for the intervention of the Pope, Boniface VIII, who was delighted with the chance to strengthen the Papacy’s claim on Tuscany. In spite of frantic White opposition he sent Charles of Valois ostensibly as impartial arbitrator and peacemaker. What the Pope’s secret orders were became instantly apparent when Charles was admitted in November 1301, for he set upon the Whites, admitted the banished Blacks and stood by as they gave themselves over to murder and pillage. The matter was then legitimized by a series of “purge trials” of the sort only too familiar to us. Among those accused, and of course convicted, of graft and corruption in office was Dante Alighieri. Fortunately he had been absent and had stayed away; but from early in 1302 his voluntary absence became exile under penalty of being burned alive.

We know even less of the remaining 19 years except that they were spent largely with a series of patrons in various courts of Italy. The exile had no funds, no reputation as yet, no powerful friends. He stayed at various times with the Scala family, then with the Malaspinas; tradition has it that he studied at Paris, and even at Oxford. As time passed and his reputation grew, his way became easier and his last years were spent in relative comfort at Ravenna as the honored guest of Guido Novello da Polenta, nephew of Francesca da Rimini. On the way back from a diplomatic mission to Venice he fell ill and died soon after his return. In Paradise XVII he left one of the most poignant descriptions of life in exile ever  written: “Thou shalt prove how salty tastes another’s bread, and how hard a path it is to go up and down another’s stairs.”

That Dante had ample reason to feel that the political chaos of his day was a prime menace to man’s pursuit of happiness should be quite apparent. It should also be understandable that he used the Comedy to protest this evil and to suggest a remedy. His analysis and conclusions took years of reading and meditation, during which he denounced all existing parties, Whites, Blacks, Guelfs, and Ghibellines, in order to “make a party by himself.” As his compatriot Machiavelli was to do two hundred years later and from very similar motives, he sought his material in the literature of Ancient Rome, with the difference that the later scholar had the advantage of the humanistic revival and the free inquiry of the Renaissance, whereas Dante was a pioneer circumscribed by scholasticism. He had already begun his study of ancient philosophy a few years after the Vita Nuova and before his political disaster. In his next work, the Convivio or Banquet, he tells how difficult he had found it: the Latin he had learned proved quite different from that of Boethius’ Consolations of Philosophy. Cicero’s urbane and complex style was much harder and, more confusing still, his whole mode of thought, his concepts, viewpoints, allusions were as if from a different world. The young explorer from medieval Christendom went doggedly on from one work to another which he had seen mentioned, without adequate teachers, courses, reference works, or indeed, the works themselves, except as he could beg or borrow the manuscripts. Eventually he mastered and assimilated all the learning available in Latin or Latin translations, from the Timaeus of Plato, Cicero, Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Statius and Lucan through St. Augustine and other Fathers of the Church, to Averröes, St. Thomas and the great mystics. But the wastefulness, the needless difficulties, the groping aroused his indignation, as injustice always did. He had been “educated” but how much had it helped him in the pursuit of real learning? He knew that there were others, too, who longed for such  knowledge but lacked his extraordinary mental equipment (he allowed himself no false modesty) and thus failed to win through. What was lacking were real schools with competent teachers and high standards, available to all who had the talent and the desire to learn. But what agency would set them up and maintain them? Not the Church; for, though it was no longer ignorant of philosophy, the Church was suspicious of it and not inclined to grant it that primacy in the conduct of human affairs which Dante assigned to it. This was another problem, to be studied along with that of political instability and strife. In the meantime he, Dante Alighieri, could contribute the fruits of his own efforts in the form of an encyclopaedia or compendium of knowledge which would at the same time earn for him badly needed prestige. Not only would it gather together the knowledge which he had found scattered piecemeal in many works and in different forms, it would make that knowledge accessible by use of the vernacular instead of Latin. Such a thing was revolutionary in the first decade of the fourteenth century and called for an explanation which Dante gave in the form of an impassioned defense of what we call Italian. He concluded with the following prophetic words, referring to the new language as“... a new light, a new sun, which shall rise whereas the accustomed one (Latin) shall set, and which shall give light to those who are in darkness because the accustomed sun does not give them light.”





The Banquet was to consist of fifteen sections: an introduction and fourteen of Dante’s longer philosophical lyrics, each followed by an expository prose passage. Only four sections were completed. Among the possible reasons for its abandonment, two in particular seem valid. First, the work is a failure in organization and style, typically medieval in its discursive rambling. Second, it was written to exalt philosophy, “most noble daughter of the Emperor of the Universe,” and thus constituted a perilous deviation for a medieval Christian. It is at least possible that this frame of mind was included in the “Dark  Wood” in which the Comedy begins, and it almost certainly inspired the repeated warnings against over-dependence on philosophy and human wisdom which the poem contains.

Evidence that Dante had already begun to formulate his solution to the evils of his day may be found in the Banquet, but it is in the De Monarchia, last of his more important minor works, that we find the full statement of his theories. This is the best organized and most complete of his treatises. He probably composed it in the last decade of his life and chose Latin as a medium rather deliberately, I suspect, for discretion’s sake. It is certain, at any rate, that copies of it were sought out for burning by the Papacy some years after the author’s death, and it was among the first books placed on the Index. The Church, struggling to wrest from the enfeebled Empire its supremacy as a temporal power, had made it a matter of dogma that the emperors were as dependent on the popes as was the moon on the sun. The De Monarchia  denied and denounced this position, affirming that the two powers were rather like two equal suns, each dependent only on God and designed to guide man toward his two goals: peace and happiness in this world and spiritual salvation in the next.

“To these states of blessedness, just as to diverse conclusions, man must come by diverse means. To the former we come by the teachings of philosophy ... in conformity with the moral and intellectual virtues; to the latter through spiritual teachings which transcend human reason ... in conformity with the theological virtues .... Now the former end and means are made known to us by human reason ... and the latter by the Holy Spirit .... Nevertheless, human passion would cast all these behind, were not men, like wild horses in their brutishness, held to the road by bit and rein.

“Wherefore a twofold directive agent was necessary to man in accordance with the twofold end: the Supreme Pontiff to lead the human race by means of  revelation, and the Emperor to guide it to temporal felicity by means of philosophic education.”



Failure of the two guides to cooperate prevented peace and bred injustice. Part of the blame rested on the Empire for neglecting its duties, but the larger share fell on the Papacy. In its greed for temporal power, which Dante believed rooted in the ill-conceived “Donation of Constantine,” it not only deprived mankind of a strong civil government but neglected its proper task of spiritual guidance, so that most men were damned not only in this life but in the life to come. Dante’s ideas have long been ridiculed as quixotic, yet history has seen a Declaration affirming man’s right to “the pursuit of happiness,” the separation of Church and State, education secularized and rendered accessible to the public, while to many today the idea of peace and justice through a world government seems not so much chimerical as indispensable.

Whatever fate might have befallen the De Monarchia  would have mattered little, for its essential thesis was preserved in the enduring beauty of the Divine Comedy,  interwoven with the other themes, expressed at times openly, at other times merely implicit in the structure. For the same reason it was unimportant that the Banquet  lay unfinished, for all the erudition Dante had planned to present in that indigestible work found much nobler, more convincing expression in the poetry of the Comedy.  Even the beautiful little youthful work, the Vita Nuova,  found itself continued and sublimated on the slopes and summit of Purgatory, where Beatrice reappears in womanly glory first to confront and then to guide her lover. For one of the marvels of this great poem is the way in which all of Dante’s learning, his speculations, observations and experiences were blended together in its intricate fabric.

The poem’s complex structure is itself a marvelous thing. Before we examine it briefly we should, however, remember that Dante lived in a Catholic world or, rather, universe, in which every slightest thing was encompassed  in the will and knowledge of an omnipotent and omniscient Deity and that the supreme attribute of that Deity was the mystery of His Trinity and Unity. Evidences of that mystery were sought and found everywhere and such numerical symbolism was not as today comical abracadabra but a serious and even sacred matter.

Now let us look at the Comedy. It is made up of three nearly equal parts which are distinct yet carefully interrelated to form a unified whole. Each part moreover is the expression of one Person of the Trinity: Inferno, the Power of the Father, Purgatory, the Wisdom of the Son,  Paradise, the Love of the Holy Spirit. Each part, or cdntica, contains 33 cantos for a total of 99. If we add the first, introductory, canto we obtain a grand total of 100 which is the square of 10; 10 is the perfect number, for it is composed solely o: the square of the Trinity plus i which represents the Unity of God. Even the rhyme scheme itself is the terza rima or “third rhyme” which Dante invented for his purpose. There are other symmetries and correspondences, but this should suffice to demonstrate that Dante planned his own creation in as close an imitation of a divinely created and controlled universe as was possible to the mind of man. Almost literally nothing was left to chance.

We today are more than inclined to despise such concern with what seem to us trifles, externals, Victorian gingerbread, because we are convinced that the mind preoccupied with them cannot have much of importance to say. In our utilitarian scorn we are in danger of forgetting that a certain preoccupation with form (and even today’s straight line betrays such a preoccupation) is essential to beauty. In the Divine Comedy we must remember that Dante had for his subject the whole world, the entire universe, all of man’s history, his learning, his beliefs, plus his own particular messages. To him preoccupation with form was not extrinsic, not a luxury; it was his salvation. As Mr. Gilbert Highet points out, it is this that sets Dante apart from his contemporaries, this was the great lesson he had learned from his master and author, Virgil. The medieval digressions which infest the Banquet have been eliminated by the “fren dell’arte.” I doubt whether there is another work of this size which is so economical in its use of words. The reader always has, as Mr. Ciardi aptly puts it, “... a sense of the right-choice-always-being-made”; and this applies to everything from the smallest word to the harmonious interrelation of the principal divisions.

This awareness of intelligence at work is dearly felt throughout the Inferno. This is the realm—or condition—of the “dead people,” those who have rejected spiritual values by yielding to bestial appetites or violence, or by perverting their human intellect to fraud or malice against their fellowmen. As subject matter it is the lowest, ugliest, most materialistic of the whole poem. Now in his unfinished treatise on the vernacular, De Vulgari Eloquentia, Dante had established a basic rule that the poet must make his style match his material. In accordance with this we should expect the style of the Inferno to be lower than that of the other divisions-and that is exactly what we find. The poet has used throughout it a low level of diction, common, everyday words and constructions and relatively simple figures. Yet with this prosaic equipment he has obtained incomparable effects, from the poignant sensuality of Francesca (V), the dignity of Farinata (X), the pathos of Ser Brunetto (XV), to demoniac farce (XXI) and revolting ugliness (XXIX). He employed not only ordinary words but, where he thought it useful, those which in our language seem to require only four letters.

It is Mr. Ciardi’s great merit to be one of the first American translators to have perceived this special quality of the Inferno and the first to have reproduced it successfully in English. In order to achieve this he has abandoned any attempt to reproduce Dante’s complicated rhyme scheme and has even had to do some slight violence to conventional poetic usage. The resulting effect to the ear, which must be the supreme judge in these matters, is a good likeness of the original. It may also be something of a shock to those who insist on a uniformly hieratic approach to all things Dantesque; let  them come really to know the vigorous, uncompromising Florentine who, even in Paradise, wrote:“E lascia pur grattar dov’e la rognal”

(“And let them go ahead and scratch where it itches.”)





Archibald T. MacAllister

 

Princeton, New Jersey
July 14, 1953




Canto I

[image: 003]

The Dark Wood of Error

Midway in his allotted threescore years and ten, Dante comes to himself with a start and realizes that he has strayed from the True Way into the Dark Wood of Error (Worldliness). As soon as he has realized his loss, Dante lifts his eyes and sees the first light of the sunrise (the Sun is the Symbol of Divine Illumination) lighting the shoulders of a little hill (The Mount of Joy). It is the Easter Season, the time of resurrection, and the sun is in its equinoctial rebirth. This juxtaposition of joyous symbols fills Dante with hope and he sets out at once to climb directly up the Mount of Joy, but almost immediately his way is blocked by the Three Beasts of Worldliness: THE LEOPARD OF MALICE AND FRAUD, THE LION OF VIOLENCE AND AMBITION, and THE SHE-WOLF OF INCONTINENCE. These beasts, and especially the She-Wolf, drive him back despairing into the darkness of error. But just as all seems lost, a figure appears to him. It is the shade of VIRGIL, Dante’s symbol of HUMAN REASON.

Virgil explains that he has been sent to lead Dante from error. There can, however, be no direct ascent past the beasts: the man who would escape them must go a longer and harder way. First he must descend through Hell (The Recognition of Sin), then he must ascend through Purgatory (The Renunciation of Sin), and only then may he reach the pinnacle of joy and come to the Light of God. Virgil offers to guide Dante, but only as far as Human Reason can go. Another guide (BEATRICE, symbol of DIVINE LOVE) must take over for the final ascent, for Human Reason is self-limited. Dante submits himself joyously to Virgil’s guidance and they move off.

 

Midway in our life’s journey, I went astray 
from the straight road and woke to find myself 
alone in a dark wood. How shall I say

 

what wood that was! I never saw so drear, 
so rank, so arduous a wilderness! 
Its very memory gives a shape to fear.

 

Death could scarce be more bitter than that place! 
But since it came to good, I will recount 
all that I found revealed there by God’s grace.

 

How I came to it I cannot rightly say, 
so drugged and loose with sleep had I become 
when I first wandered there from the True Way.

 

But at the far end of that valley of evil 
whose maze had sapped my very heart with fear! 
I found myself before a little hill (15)

 

and lifted up my eyes. Its shoulders glowed 
already with the sweet rays of that planet 
whose virtue leads men straight on every road,

 

and the shining strengthened me against the fright 
whose agony had wracked the lake of my heart 
through all the terrors of that piteous night.

 

Just as a swimmer, who with his last breath 
flounders ashore from perilous seas, might turn 
to memorize the wide water of his death—

 

so did I turn, my soul still fugitive 
from death’s surviving image, to stare down 
that pass that none had ever left alive.

 

And there I lay to rest from my heart’s race 
till calm and breath returned to me. Then rose 
and pushed up that dead slope at such a pace (30) 

 

each footfall rose above the last. And lo! 
almost at the beginning of the rise 
I faced a spotted Leopard, all tremor and flow

 

and gaudy pelt. And it would not pass, but stood 
so blocking my every turn that time and again 
I was on the verge of turning back to the wood.

 

This fell at the first widening of the dawn 
as the sun was climbing Aries with those stars 
that rode with him to light the new creation.

 

Thus the holy hour and the sweet season 
of commemoration did much to arm my fear 
of that bright murderous beast with their good omen.

 

Yet not so much but what I shook with dread 
at sight of a great Lion that broke upon me 
raging with hunger, its enormous head (45)

 

held high as if to strike a mortal terror 
into the very air. And down his track, 
a She-Wolf drove upon me, a starved horror

 

ravening and wasted beyond all belief. 
She seemed a rack for avarice, gaunt and craving. 
Oh many the souls she has brought to endless grief!

 

She brought such heaviness upon my spirit 
at sight of her savagery and desperation, 
I died from every hope of that high summit.

 

And like a miser—eager in acquisition 
but desperate in self-reproach when Fortune’s wheel 
turns to the hour of his loss-all tears and attrition

 

I wavered back; and still the beast pursued, 
forcing herself against me bit by bit 
till I slid back into the sunless wood. (60)

 

And as I fell to my soul’s ruin, a presence 
gathered before me on the discolored air, 
the figure of one who seemed hoarse from long silence.

 

At sight of him in that friendless waste I cried: 
“Have pity on me, whatever thing you are, 
whether shade or living man.” And it replied:

 

“Not man, though man I once was, and my blood 
was Lombard, both my parents Mantuan. 
I was born, though late, sub Julio, and bred

 

in Rome under Augustus in the noon 
of the false and lying gods. I was a poet 
and sang of old Anchises’ noble son

 

who came to Rome after the burning of Troy. 
But you-why do you return to these distresses 
instead of climbing that shining Mount of Joy (75)

 

which is the seat and first cause of man’s bliss?“ 
“And are you then that Virgil and that fountain 
of purest speech?” My voice grew tremulous:

 

“Glory and light of poets! now may that zeal 
and love’s apprenticeship that I poured out 
on your heroic verses serve me well!

 

For you are my true master and first author, 
the sole maker from whom I drew the breath 
of that sweet style whose measures have brought me 
honor.

 

See there, immortal sage, the beast I flee. 
For my soul’s salvation, I beg you, guard me from her, 
for she has struck a mortal tremor through me.”

 

And he replied, seeing my soul in tears: 
“He must go by another way who would escape 
this wilderness, for that mad beast that fleers (90) 

 

before you there, suffers no man to pass. 
She tracks down all, kills all, and knows no glut, 
but, feeding, she grows hungrier than she was.

 

She mates with any beast, and will mate with more 
before the Greyhound comes to hunt her down. 
He will not feed on lands nor loot, but honor

 

and love and wisdom will make straight his way. 
He will rise between Feltro and Feltro, and in him 
shall be the resurrection and new day

 

of that sad Italy for which Nisus died, 
and Turnus, and Euryalus, and the maid Camilla. 
He shall hunt her through every nation of sick pride

 

till she is driven back forever to Hell 
whence Envy first released her on the world. 
Therefore, for your own good, I think it well (105)

 

you follow me and I will be your guide 
and lead you forth through an eternal place. 
There you shall see the ancient spirits tried

 

in endless pain, and hear their lamentation 
as each bemoans the second death of souls. 
Next you shall see upon a burning mountain

 

souls in fire and yet content in fire, 
knowing that whensoever it may be 
they yet will mount into the blessed choir.

 

To which, if it is still your wish to climb, 
a worthier spirit shall be sent to guide you. 
With her shall I leave you, for the King of Time,

 

who reigns on high, forbids me to come there 
since, living, I rebelled against his law. 
He rules the waters and the land and air (120) 

 

and there holds court, his city and his throne. 
Oh blessed are they he chooses!” And I to him: 
”Poet, by that God to you unknown,

 

lead me this way. Beyond this present ill 
and worse to dread, lead me to Peter’s gate 
and be my guide through the sad halls of Hell.”

 

And he then: “Follow.” And he moved ahead 
in silence, and I followed where he led.




Notes 

1. midway in our life’s journey: The Biblical life span is threescore years and ten. The action opens in Dante’s thirty-fifth year, i.e.. 1300 A.D.

 

17. that planet: The sun. Ptolemaic astronomers considered it a planet. It is also symbolic of God as He who lights man’s way.

 

31. each footfall rose above the last: The literal rendering would be: “So that the fixed foot was ever the lower.” “Fixed” has often been translated “right” and an ingenious reasoning can support that reading, but a simpler explanation offers itself and seems more competent : Dante is saying that he climbed with such zeal and haste that every footfall carried him above the last despite the steepness of the climb. At a slow pace, on the other hand, the rear foot might be brought up only as far as the forward foot. This device of selecting a minute but exactly-centered detail to convey the whole of a larger action is one of the central characteristics of Dante’s style.

 

THE THREE BEASTS: These three beasts undoubtedly are taken from Jeremiah v, 6. Many additional and incidental interpretations have been advanced for them, but the central interpretation must remain as noted. They foreshadow the three divisions of Hell (incontinence, violence, and fraud) which Virgil explains at length in Canto XI, 16-111. I am not at all sure but what the She-Wolf is better interpreted as Fraud and the Leopard as Incontinence. Good arguments can be offered either way.

 

38-9. Aries ... that rode with him to light the new creation: The medieval tradition had it that the sun was in Aries at the time of the Creation. The significance of the astronomical and religious conjunction is an important part of Dante’s intended allegory. It is just before dawn of Good Friday 1300 A.D. when he awakens in the Dark Wood. Thus his new life begins under Aries, the sign of creation, at dawn (rebirth) and in the Easter season (resurrection).  Moreover the moon is full and the sun is in the equinox, conditions that did not fall together on any Friday of 1300. Dante is obviously constructing poetically the perfect Easter as a symbol of his new awakening.

 

69. sub Julio: In the reign of Julius Caesar.

 

95. The Greyhound ... Feltro and Feltro: Almost certainly refers to Can Grande della Scala (1290-1329), great Italian leader born in Verona, which lies between the towns of Feltre and Montefeltro.

 

100-101. Nisus, Turnus, Euryalus, Camilla: All were killed in the war between the Trojans and the Latians when, according to legend, Aeneas led the survivors of Troy into Italy. Nisus and Euryalus (Aeneid IX) were Trojan comrades-in-arms who died together. Camilla (Aeneid XI) was the daughter of the Latian king and one of the warrior women. She was killed in a horse charge against the Trojans after displaying great gallantry. Turnus (Aeneid XII) was killed by Aeneas in a dueL

 

110. the second death: Damnation. “This is the second death, even the lake of fire.” (Revelation XX, 14)

 

118. forbids me to come there since, living, etc.: Salvation is only through Christ in Dante’s theology. Virgil lived and died before the establishment of Christ’s teachings in Rome, and cannot therefore enter Heaven.

 

125. Peter’s gate: The gate of Purgatory. (See Purgatorio IX, 76 ff.) The gate is guarded by an angel with a gleaming sword. The angel is Peter’s vicar (Peter, the first Pope, symbolized all Popes; i.e., Christ’s vicar on earth) and is entrusted with the two great keys.

Some commentators argue that this is the gate of Paradise, but Dante mentions no gate beyond this one in his ascent to Heaven. It should be remembered, too, that those who pass the gate of Purgatory have effectively entered Heaven.

The three great gates that figure in the entire journey are: the gate of Hell (Canto III, 1-11), the gate of Dis (Canto VIII, 79-113, and Canto IX, 86-87), and the gate of Purgatory, as above.




Canto II
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The Descent

It is evening of the first day (Friday). Dante is following Virgil and finds himself tired and despairing. How can he be worthy of such a vision as Virgil has described? He hesitates and seems about to abandon his first purpose.

To comfort him Virgil explains how Beatrice descended to him in Limbo and told him of her concern for Dante. It is she, the symbol of Divine Love, who sends Virgil to lead Dante from error. She has come into Hell itself on this errand, for Dante cannot come to Divine Love unaided; Reason must lead him. Moreover Beatrice has been sent with the prayers of the Virgin Mary (COMPASSION), and of Saint Lucia (DIVINE LIGHT). Rachel (THE CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE) also figures in the heavenly scene which Virgil recounts.

Virgil explains all this and reproaches Dante: how can he hesitate longer when such heavenly powers are concerned for him, and Virgil himself has promised to lead him safely?

Dante understands at once that such forces cannot fail him, and his spirits rise in joyous anticipation.

 

The light was departing. The brown air drew down 
all the earth’s creatures, calling them to rest 
from their day-roving, as I, one man alone,

 

prepared myself to face the double war 
of the journey and the pity, which memory 
shall here set down, nor hesitate, nor err.

 

O Muses! O High Genius! Be my aid! 
O Memory, recorder of the vision, 
here shall your true nobility be displayed!

 

Thus I began: “Poet, you who must guide me, 
before you trust me to that arduous passage, 
look to me and look through me—can I be worthy?

 

You sang how the father of Sylvius, while still 
in corruptible flesh won to that other world, 
crossing with mortal sense the immortal sill. (15)

 

But if the Adversary of all Evil 
weighing his consequence and who and what 
should issue from him, treated him so wellthat

 

cannot seem unfitting to thinking men, 
since he was chosen father of Mother Rome 
and of her Empire by God’s will and token.

 

Both, to speak strictly, were founded and foreknown 
as the established Seat of Holiness 
for the successors of Great Peter’s throne.

 

In that quest, which your verses celebrate, 
he learned those mysteries from which arose 
his victory and Rome’s apostolate.

 

There later came the chosen vessel, Paul, 
bearing the confirmation of that Faith 
which is the one true door to life eternal. (30)

 

But I—how should I dare? By whose permission?  
I am not Aeneas. I am not PauL 
Who could believe me worthy of the vision?

 

How, then, may I presume to this high quest 
and not fear my own brashness? You are wise 
and will grasp what my poor words can but suggest.”

 

As one who unwills what he wills, will stay 
strong purposes with feeble second thoughts 
until he spells all his first zeal away—

 

so I hung back and balked on that dim coast 
till thinking had worn out my enterprise, 
so stout at starting and so early lost.

 

“I understand from your words and the look in your eyes,” 
that shadow of magnificence answered me, 
“your soul is sunken in that cowardice (45)

 

that bears down many men, turning their course 
and resolution by imagined perils, 
as his own shadow turns the frightened horse.

 

To free you of this dread I will tell you all 
of why I came to you and what I heard 
when first I pitied you. I was a soul

 

among the souls of Limbo, when a Lady 
so blessed and so beautiful, I prayed her 
to order and command my will, called to me.

 

Her eyes were kindled from the lamps of Heaven. 
Her voice reached through me, tender, sweet, and low. 
An angel’s voice, a music of its own:

 

‘O gracious Mantuan whose melodies 
live in earth’s memory and shall live on 
till the last motion ceases in the skies, (60)

 

my dearest friend, and fortune’s foe, has strayed 
onto a friendless shore and stands beset 
by such distresses that he turns afraid

 

from the True Way, and news of him in Heaven 
rumors my dread he is already lost. 
I come, afraid that I am too-late risen.

 

Fly to him and with your high counsel, pity, 
and with whatever need be for his good 
and soul’s salvation, help him, and solace me.

 

It is I, Beatrice, who send you to him. 
I come from the blessed height for which I yearn. 
Love called me here. When amid Seraphim

 

I stand again before my Lord, your praises 
shall sound in Heaven.’ She paused, and I began: 
‘O Lady of that only grace that raises (75)

 

feeble mankind within its mortal cycle 
above all other works God’s will has placed 
within the heaven of the smallest circle;

 

so welcome is your command that to my sense, 
were it already fulfilled, it would yet seem tardy. 
I understand, and am all obedience.

 

But tell me how you dare to venture thus 
so far from the wide heaven of your joy 
to which your thoughts yearn back from this abyss.’

 

‘Since what you ask,’ she answered me, ‘probes near 
the root of all, I will say briefly only 
how I have come through Hell’s pit without fear.

 

Know then, O waiting and compassionate soul, 
that is to fear which has the power to harm, 
and nothing else is fearful even in Hell. (90)

 

I am so made by God’s all-seeing mercy 
your anguish does not touch me, and the flame 
of this great burning has no power upon me.

 

There is a Lady in Heaven so concerned 
for him I send you to, that for her sake 
the strict decree is broken. She has turned 

 

and called Lucia to her wish and mercy 
saying: ‘Thy faithful one is sorely pressed; 
in his distresses I commend him to thee.’

 

Lucia, that soul of light and foe of all 
cruelty, rose and came to me at once 
where I was sitting with the ancient Rachel,

 

saying to me: ‘Beatrice, true praise of God, 
why dost thou not help him who loved thee so 
that for thy sake he left the vulgar crowd? (105)

 

Dost thou not hear his cries? Canst thou not see 
the death he wrestles with beside that river 
no ocean can surpass for rage and fury?

 

No soul of earth was ever as rapt to seek 
its good or flee its injury as I was—
when I had heard my sweet Lucia speak-

 

to descend from Heaven and my blessed seat 
to you, laying my trust in that high speech 
that honors you and all who honor it.’

 

She spoke and turned away to hide a tear 
that, shining, urged me faster. So I came 
and freed you from the beast that drove you there,

 

blocking the near way to the Heavenly Height. 
And now what ails you? Why do you lag? Why 
this heartsick hesitation and pale fright (120)

 

when three such blessed Ladies lean from Heaven 
in their concern for you and my own pledge 
of the great good that waits you has been given?”

 

As flowerlets drooped and puckered in the night 
turn up to the returning sun and spread 
their petals wide on his new warmth and light—

 

just so my wilted spirits rose again 
and such a heat of zeal surged through my veins 
that I was born anew. Thus I began:

 

“Blesséd be that Lady of infinite pity, 
and blesséd be thy taxed and courteous spirit 
that came so promptly on the word she gave thee.

 

Thy words have moved my heart to its first purpose. 
My Guide! My Lord! My Master! Now lead on: 
one will shall serve the two of us in this.” (135)

 

He turned when I had spoken, and at his back 
I entered on that hard and perilous track.




Notes 

13-30. AENEAS AND THE FOUNDING OF ROME.

Here is a fair example of the way in which Dante absorbed pagan themes into his Catholicism.

According to Virgil, Aeneas is the son of mortal Anchises and of Venus. Venus, in her son’s interest, secures a prophecy and a promise from Jove to the effect that Aeneas is to found a royal line that shall rule the world. After the burning of Troy, Aeneas is directed by various signs to sail for the Latian lands (Italy) where his destiny awaits him. After many misadventures, he is compelled (like Dante) to descend to the underworld of the dead. There he finds his father’s shade, and there he is shown the shades of the great kings that are to stem from him. (Aeneid VI, 921 ff.) Among them are Romulus, Julius Caesar, and Augustus Caesar. The full glory of the Roman Empire is also foreshadowed to him.

Dante, however, continues the Virgilian theme and includes in the predestination not only the Roman Empire but the Holy Roman Empire and its Church. Thus what Virgil presented as an arrangement of Jove, a concession to the son of Venus, becomes part of the divine scheme of the Catholic God, and Aeneas is cast as a direct forerunner of Peter and Paul.

 

13. father of Sylvius: Aeneas.

 

51-52. I was a soul among the souls in Limbo: See Canto IV, lines 31-45, where Virgil explains his state in HelL

 

78. the heaven of the smallest circle: The moon. “Heaven” here is used in its astronomical sense. All within that circle is the earth. According to the Ptolemaic system the earth was the center of creation and was surrounded by nine heavenly spheres (nine heavens) concentrically placed around it. The moon was the first of these, and therefore the smallest. A cross section of this universe could be represented by drawing nine concentric circles (at varying distances about the earth as a center). Going outward from the center these circles would indicate, in order, the spheres ofThe Moon 
Mercury 
Venus 
The Sun 
Mars 
Jupiter 
Saturn 
The Fixed Stars 
The Primum Mobile




Beyond the Primum Mobile lies the Empyrean.

 

97. Lucia: (Loo-TCHEE-yah) Allegorically she represents Divine Light. Her name in Italian inevitably suggests “luce” (light), and she is the patron saint of eyesight. By a process quite common in medieval religion, the special powers attributed to Lucia seem to have been suggested by her name rather than her history. (In France, by a similar process, St. Clair is the patroness of sight.)

 

102. Rachel: Represents the Contemplative Life.

 

A note on “thee” and “thou”: except for the quotations from the souls in Heaven, and for Dante’s fervent declamation to Virgil, I have insisted on “you” as the preferable pronoun form. I have used “thee” and “thou” in these cases with the idea that they might help to indicate the extraordinary elevation of the speakers and of the persons addressed.




End of sample
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