
. The book is beautifully written, making sense of every 
step, however complex at times, of the great journey to the 
gate of heaven described by Dante in the Commedia, drawing 
on Scripture, on Aquinas, on philosophers like Aristotle, on a 
medley of modern and contemporary writers, with immense 
learning. Dominant themes that concern everyone, such as 
love or happiness, are treated with freshness and clarity so 
the reader is made to feel that he or she is discovering them 
anew. The total effect is joy induced by the incredible wealth 
of content of this little book and by the light it sheds on so 
many vital issues.” 	

—Thomas De Koninck, Laval University
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Blessed Virgin, provides a Catholic reader with a 
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goes far beyond scholarly or aesthetic appreci-

ation. . . . The Catholic can see Dante’s devotion 

to the Blessed Virgin in warm continuity with his 

own beliefs and practices. Central as Mary is to 

the Divine Comedy, she has become even more 

central in Catholic belief in the centuries since it 

was written.” —from the Prologue

Dante and the Blessed Virgin is distinguished phi-
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P r o l o g u e

One of the marvels of art is that our appreciation of it does not re-
quire that we share the outlook of the artist. There must, of course, 
be sympathy, and more than sympathy, with the protagonist and with 
his manner of viewing his plight. A reader in the third millennium 
can be drawn into a Greek tragedy and experience the anguish of a 
character whose culture is utterly alien to his own. Explanations of 
this have been advanced. It requires a willing suspension of disbelief, 
a dismissal of the differences, and then immersion in a plot involv-
ing decisions almost wholly foreign in their weight and gravitas to 
those that engage the latter-day reader. •����� wholly foreign. What 
counterpart in our times could there be, •��� Freud, to the dilemma 
of Oedipus? Nonetheless, it may well be said that beneath the unde-
niable strangeness is the note of familiarity, a familiarity due to our 
common humanity. The great imaginative works bring about in us 
a sense of affinity with agents living in cultural circumstances long 
since gone.
	 But we need not appeal only to the chronologically distant. When 
we read Conrad’s „����� ��� ��������, the mesmerizing voice of the 
narrator establishes a rapport with such a one as Kurtz, a Kurtz who, 
alive or dead, we could never be. Moreover, we grasp the contrast be-
tween a Europe that no longer exists and a colonial Africa that is no 
more. It seems not to matter at all that those referents no longer exist. 
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No  t e  o n  T r a n s l a t i o n s ,  
Ed  i t i o n s ,  a n d  Abb   r e v i a t i o n s

Prosaic language easily gives way to translation, to a restatement in 
equally impersonal words. Euclid alone may have looked on beauty 
bare, as Edna St. Vincent Millay said, but who has not learned his 
Euclid in translation? Logicians speak disdainfully of natural lan-
guages, supposedly rife with ambiguity, and urge upon us the mer-
its of their austere • ’s�and�†’s. But there are uses of language which 
resist being turned into another form, let alone another language. 
Preeminent among them is poetry. Whenever language is something 
other than a pure medium, what is being said becomes inseparable 
from the how.
	F or many years I taught a course called “Dante and Aquinas.” St. 
Thomas attracts translators in the dozens; it is difficult to resist the 
temptation to carry over into English that limpid prose. Having suc-
cumbed to it myself, I have learned how difficult a task translation 
can be. It can be done, more or less well or badly, but the convic-
tion grows on the reader of the ������������� that, while this work 
may be disguised in other languages, it resists the effort. Neverthe-
less, translations of Dante multiply, although every translator seems 
somewhat sheepish about what he or she has done. The suggestion is 
that while the reader may make do with Dante in English, or French, 
or German, finally, Dante can speak to us only in the original.
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	A bbreviations in the chapters include:

	 ­••�13	 ­•�������13 (Dante’s 
�������������‡�����)
	 ���•	 �������
	 
��•	 
�������
	 
���•	 
���������
	 ƒ 	 Thomas Aquinas, ƒ���������������
	 ‚�	 ‚���������  
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O NE

A New Life Begins


���������������ˆ���������������

The Blessed Virgin Mary is the key to Dante. We find her there be-
hind the scenes at the very beginning of the ��������, since it is 
her compassion for the wandering poet that sets the great journey in 
motion, through intermediaries; we find her there at the end in the 
magnificent closing cantos of the 
�������, the very gate of heaven. 
And, as we shall see, her role becomes ever more explicit throughout 
the great poem. In the ‚���� �����,� an earlier work of Dante, Mary 
is present as the object of the young Beatrice’s devotion, a devotion 
that is contagious, although it is difficult to think that Dante was ever 
entirely devoid of it. With his love for Beatrice, for her beauty, and for 
her virtue, that devotion intensifies, and after her death—not imme-
diately, to be sure, but only after and despite dalliance with another 
woman, whom he treats as a mere bagatelle in the ‚���������1 and 
puts to allegorical purpose in another earlier work, the ��������—his 
love for Beatrice finally emerges in his great poem as the means of his 
salvation. Lost in a dark wood, threatened by the beasts within him, 
he acknowledges that after Beatrice’s death he had fallen into vices 
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on Mary a great obstacle to be overcome. John Henry Newman—I 
am tempted to say, even John Henry Newman—felt this for a time.
	 Dante has softened this suspicion for many, enabling them to 
regard Mary as a character in a poem so that disbelief could be sus-
pended for the nonce. But the Mary of the poem never speaks except 
in words taken from the Gospels, and she is no more an invention 
or a mere device than are Hell and Purgatory and Heaven. Whatever 
Dante says of her is grounded in Scripture, the Church fathers, the 
great doctors of the Church in the Middle Ages, and in the liturgy, 
art, and music of the Church. If that doctrine, that Mariology, has 
been lost or attenuated for us, Dante provides a powerful means of 
recovering it. Any reader who has fears to be allayed should consider 
these words of St. Bernard of Clairvaux: “There is no doubt that what-
ever we offer in praise of the Mother, pertains to the Son; and, when 
we honor the Son, we do not take away from the glory of the Mother. 
For if, ���‰���� ���� ��� ���� ������ ��� ���� ������, as Solomon says, how 
much more glorious does that make the mother of Wisdom?”3

����•���‚��������

If we know nothing else about Dante, we know him as the author of 
the �������������•� This great poem, however, is the culmination of a 
writing career that began with lyric poems in the Provençal or trou-
bador tradition. In the ‚���������,� he gathers some of those poems 
into an account that is deceptively simple—on the surface.
	 It is not uncommon for a poet, particularly a lyric poet, to make 
himself the subject of his poetry. Nonetheless, any reader will be ini-
tially struck by the confidence with which Dante regards himself as 
a mirror of the human condition. His life is not a random sequence 
of events but an intelligible story with a beginning, a middle, and 
an end.
	 That Dante draws selectively on his memory is clear from the 
opening lines of the ‚���� �����. The memories to be recalled are 
governed by the event when “a new life begins” (����•���‚��������), 
the Latin rubric under which the book is written and which provides 
the title (in Italian, ‚���������) of the little book. It is an ingenious 
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interplay of prose and verse. The poems may have antedated the com-
position of the book, but they are so deftly folded into the narrative as 
to make a whole, and we are invited to take the poems as contempo-
rary comments on the prosaic events.
	 The structure of the book can be discerned in the arrangement 
of the poems on which Dante, remembering, comments. Dante is at 
once a personage in the narrative and the narrator; as the latter, he 
seeks the meaning of his love for Beatrice. Of the thirty-one poems 
that alternate with prose, thirty are either sonnets or odes (���Š���) 
and one is a ballad. Their arrangement is not random, and the prose 
sections underscore this fact.
	 The opening paragraph, later referred to as the prologue, is this:

In quella parte del libro della mia memoria dinanzi alla quale poco 
si potrebbe leggere, si trova una rubrica la quale dice ����•���‚����
����•�S otto la quale rubrica io trovo scripte le parole le quali è mio 
intendimento d’asemplare in questo libello, e se non tutte, almeno la 
loro sententia. (‚� 1.1)

In the part of the book of my memory before which there is little 
legible there is a rubric which says, A New Life Begins. Under this 
rubric I find written words whose meaning it is my intention to set 
forth in this little book, if not all of them, at least their substance.

	 The next sentence begins with ����, nine, the number that is 
“friendly to Beatrice” and whose function is far more theological than 
numerological. Nine = 3 × 3, and 3 is the number of the Trinity. The 
prominence of nine is clear in the opening chapter, which tells of the 
author’s first meeting with Beatrice. It is the basis of Dante’s calling 
Beatrice a miracle.
	 Dante’s story in the opening chapter is well known. At the age of 
nine, he sees Beatrice (���������������������������������) for the first 
time, herself just beginning her ninth year. She is humble and hon-
est, dressed as befits her age, and of course, beautiful (although, as 
has been pointed out, Dante never calls her beautiful in the physical 
sense: his infatuation, his love, goes deeper than that). His reaction is 
seismic.4 He trembles, he is shaken, and he switches to Latin: “Ecce 
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Deus fortior me, qui veniens dominabitur michi!” (Behold, here is a 
god stronger than I who is coming to dominate me!).
	 The occurrence of occasional Latin sentences among the Italian 
is significant. First was ����•��� ‚���� ���� and then the “ Ecce Deus,” 
quickly followed by “Apparuit iam beatitudo vestra!” (Now appears 
your beatitude!) and “Heu miser, quia frequenter impeditus ero dein-
ceps!” (Alas, how often I will be disturbed from now on!). It is as if 
these Latin sentences govern the Italian narrative; their meaning is of 
heightened importance. That Beatrice’s name is linked with beatitude, 
happiness, is underscored by the Latin 	��������. She did not seem to 
be the daughter of a mortal man, but of a god, Dante remarks, quot-
ing Homer. As a mere boy, he sought out occasions when he might 
catch a glimpse of her. After telling us this, he states that he will not 
dwell on it because it might seem an exercise in fiction to ascribe such 
passions and actions to one so young. He will go on to what, in the 
book of memory, comes under more important headings. But first he 
makes clear that his love for Beatrice is not merely a thing of the pas-
sions; that love is always under the counsel and aegis of reason. That 
is, his feelings are governed by intelligence, not vice versa.
	N ine years after the first encounter with Beatrice he sees her 
again, clothed all in white and accompanied by two older ladies. She 
looks at him and greets him with indescribable courtesy, “which is 
now rewarded in a greater sphere.” This is our first overt clue that at 
the time of writing, Beatrice is already dead,5 and thus there is nar-
rative tension between what Dante the narrator knows and what the 
Dante who figures in the narration knows. It happened that it was the 
ninth hour of the day when Beatrice looked at him so tenderly.
	A fter this meeting and greeting, Dante, inebriated by the sweet-
ness of her voice, repairs to his room where, in his sleep, he has a 
vision. An imposing figure appears, and of the many things he says, 
Dante recalls only “Ego dominus tuus” (I am thy God). The figure is 
the god of love, and he holds in his arms the sleeping figure of Bea-
trice, covered with a crimson cloth. The god also holds in his hand a 
fiery object and says to Beatrice, “Vide cor tuum.” Beatrice awakens, 
and the god has her eat Dante’s heart. Whereupon the god, grieving, 
ascends with the lady to heaven. On waking, Dante realizes that all 
this has occurred in the fourth hour of the night, that is, the first of 
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the nine last hours of night. And then follows the first sonnet of the 
‚���������, which Dante intends to show to his fellow poets, among 
them certainly his good friend Guido Cavalcanti:

A ciascun’alma presa e gentil core
nel cui cospecto ven lo dir presente,
in ciò che mi riscriva ’n suo parvente,
salute in lor segnor, cioè Amore.
Già eran quasi che alterzate l’ore
del tempo che omne stella n’è lucente,
quando m’apparve Amor subitamente,
cui essenza membrar mi dà orrore.
 A llegro mi sembrava Amor tenendo
meo core in mano, e nelle braccia avea
madonna involta in un drappo dormendo.
 P oi la svegliava, e d’esto core ardendo
lei paventosa umilmente pascea.
Apresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo.
	 (‚� 1.21–23)

In Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s translation,

To every heart which the sweet pain doth move,
 A nd unto which these words may now be brought
 F or true interpretation and kind thought,
  Be greeting in our Lord’s name, which is Love.
Of those long hours wherein the stars, above,
  Wake and keep watch, the third was almost nought
  When Love was shown me with such terrors fraught
 A s may not carelessly be spoke of.

He seemed like one who is full of joy, and had
  My heart within his hand, and on his arm
  My lady, with a mantle round her, slept;
Whom (having waken’d her) anon he made
 T o eat that heart; she ate, as fearing harm.
  Then he went out; and as he went, he wept.6
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	 We notice that the sonnet does not mention the god ascending 
toward heaven with Beatrice. At the time it was written, Dante did 
not realize the role his beloved was to play in the ������. His poem, 
like those of the poets whose thoughts on it he solicits, is written 
within the bounds of courtly love. And he reports that Guido’s reply, 
in a sonnet of his own, seals their friendship.
	A s the narrative continues, the conventions of such verse con-
tinue. Dante finds himself in a room with Beatrice. When he gazes at 
her, another woman is in his line of sight, which misleads others as 
to the object of his affection. This screen lady, as she is called (Dante 
refers to her as a “screen to the truth”), will play her role for a time, 
enabling Dante to conceal that the true object of his love is Beatrice. 
Meanwhile, he composes a list of sixty women and, ����	���� �����, 
Beatrice’s name is ninth on the list. Then the screen lady leaves town 
and Dante writes a sonnet, seemingly addressed to her, but in truth 
addressed to Beatrice.
	 This sonnet begins in a way that must capture our attention: “O 
voi che per la via d’Amor passate, / attendete e guardate / s’elli è dolore 
alcun, quanto ’l mio, grave” (O all ye who pass by the way of Love, 
look and see if there is any sorrow like unto mine).�Lest we fail to 
recognize the allusion, Dante, in the prose explanation of the sonnet, 
directs us to the Prophet Jeremiah: “O vos omnes qui transitis per 
viam, attendite et videte si est dolor sicut dolor meus” (O all ye who 
pass by the way, look and see if there is any sorrow like unto mine). 
Did the poet, when he wrote these words, simply pick them up from 
the Christian ambience and forget to what liturgical purpose they 
had been put? In the ‚��������� he makes the biblical reference clear 
but not its application. These words of Jeremiah are attributed in the 
Catholic liturgy to the Blessed Virgin, the •�������������, when she 
meets Jesus carrying his cross to Golgotha. Doubtless the reader is 
meant to remember this liturgical use, and it is an indication of the 
significance to Dante of the life and death of Beatrice.
	A s with certain descriptions of Beatrice, the reader is likely to feel 
uneasiness at the way in which this originally childish love becomes, 
in Dante’s recall, intertwined with references to Christ and to Mary. 
The account is posthumous, Beatrice is dead when it is written, but 
before her actual death in the narrative, Dante will dream it, will see 
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her on her deathbed, and when she dies will describe its cosmic effect 
by appeal to what happened when Our Lord died on the cross. And 
the lady of a friend in the ‚���������—her name is Giovanna—will 
be compared to John the Baptist, the voice crying in the wilderness, 
calling for repentance and preparing for the coming of the Messiah. 
Scholars call attention to the biblical echoes.7
	  Few figures from the Gospel accounts impress themselves on the 
believer’s mind and imagination more than the son of Mary’s cousin 
Elizabeth, namely, John the Baptist. A surprising number of direct 
quotations from John are given us in the Gospels, and to the pres-
ent day they have captivated writers, not least Albert Camus, whose 
judge penitent is named Jean-Baptiste Clamant. John the Baptist is 
a ��‹����������, a voice crying in the wilderness. Is the evocation by 
Dante merely a similar literary use? Or does it cut deeper than that?
	 What are we to make of the ‚���� �����? It is a love story, of 
course, but one which, in the manner of courtly love, seems to float 
free of possession. The actual Beatrice eventually married, but her 
husband is as unimportant to Dante as Daisy Buchanan’s was to 
Gatsby. (For that matter, Gemma, Dante’s wife, never makes it onto 
the page.)8 From the outset, the love that is celebrated is remarkably 
asexual. That could be accounted for by the troubador tradition. The 
woman stirs the imagination and devotion of the man; she is seen 
as the embodiment of beauty, physical and spiritual. The flesh and 
blood woman is so transmuted by this intense sublimation that she 
can seem hardly more than an occasion for the poet to celebrate her. 
In Dante’s case, however, the sublimation echoes with scriptural allu-
sions; the religious meaning is essential.
	  Beatrice is presented as having a profound devotion to the 
Blessed Virgin, so much so that after her death Dante thinks of her 
as enthroned in heaven with Mary: “quando lo Signore della iusti-
tia chiamòe questa gentilissima a gloriare sotto la ’nsegna di quella 
Regina benedecta Maria, lo cui nome fue in grandissima reverenzia 
nelle parole di questa Beatrice beata” (when the Lord of Justice called 
this most gentle one to glory under the ensign of Mary that blessed 
Queen, whose name was ever spoken with the greatest reverence by 
that blessed Beatrice [‚� 19.1]). Dante’s reader grows accustomed to 
his way of intermingling the sacred and profane, the physical and 
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the role she plays for Dante. Things said about her make it clear that 
she is a figure both of Christ and of Mary. In that sense, it does not 
seem fanciful to think of her as a screen lady. At the end of the ‚���, 
Dante realizes that he must now speak of her in quite a different way 
than he had in the earlier poems that the little book incorporates. His 
understanding of the kind of poet he must become is integral to this 
realization. He will become a theological poet.
	I n keeping with the interpretation that Dante now views himself 
as a new kind of poet, the ‚��������� ends with a memorable resolu-
tion. Dante is dissatisfied with what he has accomplished. He longs to 
celebrate his love for Beatrice more adequately, but in order to do that 
a good deal more is required of him. After the last sonnet he writes:

Apresso questo sonetto apparve a me una mirabile visione, nella  
quale io vidi cose che mi fecero proporre di non dire più di questa  
benedecta infino a tanto che io potessi più degnamente tractare di lei.  
E di venire a ciò io studio quanto posso, sì com’ella sae, veracemente.  
Sì che, se piacere sarà di Colui a cui tutte le cose vivono, che la mia  
vita duri per alquanti anni, io spero di dire di lei quello che mai non 
fue detto d’alcuna. E poi piaccia a colui che è sire della cortesia che  
la mia anima sen possa gire a vedere la gloria della sua donna, cioè di 
quella benedecta Beatrice, la quale gloriosamente mira nella faccia di 
Colui “qui est per omnia secula benedictus.” (‚� 31)

After this sonnet a wonderful vision came to me, in which I saw  
things which caused me to resolve to say nothing further of this 
blessed one in order that I might more worthily treat of her. To that 
end, I study as much as possible, as she truly knows. Accordingly, 
should it please Him by whom all things live that my life endure 
for some years, I hope to say of her what has never been said of any 
woman. May it then be pleasing to Him who is Lord of courtesy that 
my soul may go and see the glory of that lady, that is of the blessed 
Beatrice, who looks gloriously on the face of Him who is forever and 
ever blessed.

	 Who will not see in this promissory note the intention to write 
the ��������? Alas, matters are blurred by the fact that Dante’s next 
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astonishing. It tells us at least two things. First, Dante had no doubt 
of the importance of what he had accomplished. Second, he believes 
that his great poem is as well-thought-out as any classical treatise and 
can thus sustain, even invite, close scrutiny.
	 This initial astonishment is soon followed by another greater 
one. Dante applies to the �������� the techniques of biblical 
interpretation:

It should be known that this work has not only a simple sense, indeed it 
can be called polysemous, that is, of several senses; for the first sense is 
had in the letter and another is given through what is signified literally. 
The first sense is called the literal, the second allegorical, or moral, or 
anagogical. (­•• 13.7)

Lest we miss the parallel, Dante goes on to illustrate these various 
senses by analyzing two verses of Scripture: “When Israel went out 
of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a barbarous people, Juda was made 
his sanctuary, Israel his kingdom”�(Ps. 113[114]:1–2).
	  If we take only the literal meaning of this passage, it tells us of the 
exodus from Egypt of the sons of Israel at the time of Moses. But if 
we take it allegorically, it refers to our redemption by Christ; its moral 
sense tells us of the conversion of our souls from the grief and misery 
of sin to the state of grace; and its anagogical sense tells us of the exit 
of the saintly soul from the slavery of this corrupt world to the free-
dom of eternal glory. Dante adds that all of these mystical senses can 
be gathered under the appellation ����������� in that they are another 
(������) sense that differs from the historical or literal sense.
	 With that in hand, Dante turns to the ��������  and indicates 
its various senses. Literally, it concerns simply the state of souls after 
death, for on this topic the whole work turns. However, taken allegori
cally, its subject is man insofar as by the merit or demerit consequent 
upon his free actions he is eternally and justly rewarded or punished. 
The poem will show us souls after death and make clear how their 
condition, whether of weal or woe, was freely and justly achieved.
	 This application of the senses of Scripture to the �������� 
poses problems, to which Dante refers elsewhere.6 The obvious dif-
ficulty arises from the way St. Thomas spoke of those further senses 
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of Scripture—the way the things meant by the words can mean yet 
other things—as something of which only God, not man, is capable. 
After all, He is the creator of things. A preliminary resolution of this 
difficulty for Dante might be sought in the fact that the story of the 
�������� is essentially the story of Scripture, that is, the story of 
salvation or damnation. The characters and episodes put before us 
may not be biblical, but the allegorical meaning of the poem is. This 
is clear from the fact that the allegorical sense that chiefly interests 
Dante is the moral.
	 Continuing with the classical demands of a prologue, he asks to 
which part of philosophy the �������� falls. We will waive for the 
moment any discussion of the special problem posed by the philo-
sophical or theological poet. Surely poetry is one thing and philoso-
phy another; a fortiori, theology differs from poetry. But it would be 
premature to consider this difficulty now. The answer Dante gives is 
that the �������� falls to moral philosophy. That follows from his 
announced end or purpose of the work: “The point of the work in 
whole and in part is to move those living in this life from a state of 
misery and lead them to a state of happiness” (­•• 13.15).
	 One further question from the letter to Can Grande: Why is the 
poem called a comedy? Dante’s answer presupposes that tragedy ends 
in bitter defeat, whereas comedy has a happy ending. “And thus it is 
clear why the present work is called the Comedy. For if we look to the 
matter, from a horrible and fetid beginning, which is Hell, it moves in 
the end to the desirable and gracious Paradise” (­•• 13.10).


�������������ˆ���������‰�‰��

At the opening of the ������� we found Dante lost in a dark wood 
at midlife. What is midlife? “The sum of our years is seventy, and if 
we are strong, eighty” (Ps. 89[90]:10). The authoritative biblical span 
being seventy years, the Dante of the poem is at the halfway point of 
thirty-five.7 Of course, there is optimism in this; Dante did not live 
to see his seventieth year. But he is not predicting so much as apply-
ing to himself the well-known biblical text. He was born in 1265, his 
life overlapping those of Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure—both of 
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whom died in 1274—for nine years. That makes the year of the poem 
1300, the year of the first Jubilee, called by Pope Boniface VIII, when 
the faithful made a pilgrimage to Rome to visit the great churches 
and to see such marvels as the Veil of Veronica. (Dante alludes to 
this veil in the ‚���������, and later, in the ������, he describes a 
pilgrim come from afar, perhaps Croatia, whose lifelong hope is real-
ized when he sees the veil on which is imprinted the bloody face of 
Christ.)
	N ot only is the poem set in 1300, it begins in Holy Week on Good 
Friday and proceeds through Easter, until in the 
������� such tem-
poral references drop away. By some calculations, the activities of the 
�������� are covered in a single day. Jubilee signifies a call for repen-
tance and atonement, Holy Week the passion and death of Christ that 
won our salvation, and Easter the hope of our own resurrection and 
eternal bliss. It is helpful, though not immediately necessary, to know 
this in order to grasp the sense of the dark wood in which Dante has 
awakened.
	H e is filled with fear by his surroundings and doubts that he has 
words to describe it; the mere memory of it is bad enough. How did 
he get there? He cannot say, so weary was he when he wandered from 
the true path, �������������. He is in a valley, a forbidding hill looms, 
but a glimpse of sun causes him to take heart. And then he is suddenly 
assailed by three beasts. First a leopard comes and stands athwart his 
path; it is described in pleasing detail. Then comes another beast, a 
lion, soon to be joined by a wolf.
	 The obvious sense of this encounter is that Dante, having wan-
dered from the right path, is prevented from finding his way by the 
appearance of these wild beasts. Even on a first reading we pick up 
clues that Dante’s plight carries meanings beyond the surface sense. 
What is the right path (��� �������� ���), and what is the relevance of 
being thirty-five to someone lost in the woods? The occurrence of 
both “our” (������) and “me” (��) in those first lines draw us into the 
scene, suggesting that Dante’s situation is at once his and very likely 
ours. Halfway through the journey we all make, he finds himself lost. 
The suggestion is that we are all on the way, pilgrims, and that life it-
self is aimed at something. The end is death, certainly, but death is not 
a destination so much as an ending. St. Thomas, in his commentary 
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on verses 5–6 of the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, where Paul is 
speaking of the reward awaiting the faithful after death, provides us 
with the assumption behind the scene: “In the present life man is as it 
were on a kind of journey, because he ought to aim at heaven.”8
	 The right path is the one that will take us beyond death to heaven. 
We are willy-nilly mortal, but our eternal post-mortem condition is 
up to us. Having read the letter to Can Grande, we know that Dante’s 
aim in his great poem is to lead us from the misery and sin of our 
present life into the glory and happiness of eternal life. When Thorn-
ton Wilder gave one of his novels the title „�����Œ��•�� ����������� , 
he was plucking a phrase from a little jingle kids wrote in the front of 
their schoolbooks, an evocation of childlike faith.9 There was nothing 
ironic in that choice. Wilder’s readers, not so long ago, would have 
responded to the title as to a truism.10 Dante’s contemporary readers 
would have found the allegorical meaning of the ��������  as famil-
iar as the literal. Of course, the literal meaning of the poem—heaven 
or hell—already invokes religious belief. It is the detail and imagery 
of the afterlife, not the fact of it, that enriches the allegorical mean-
ing of the poem. That we are all pilgrims, something brought home 
in a special way during a Jubilee year, would be a commonplace to 
Dante’s readers. The Dante of the poem is a particular Florentine with 
his quite definite life story and also, in a way, all of us.
	 Most of us have seen enough MGM movies to be acquainted with 
the phrase ����������������—art for art’s sake—and whatever we think 
of its use as a motto for the run-of-the-mill film, we have probably 
some sense of its meaning. “A poem should not mean / But be,” we 
might remember, waiving the inanity of this phrase from Archibald 
MacLeish’s “Ars poetica.” Isn’t Dante’s stated intention in writing the 
�������� a culpable confusion of genera? Edifying discourses are 
one thing, but surely poetry is something else. Whoever thought that 
the poetry, the music, the drama, and the novels we enjoy have any-
thing to do with the moral, let alone the religious, life? The answer 
is, just about everybody until a short time ago and many writers and 
readers still.
	F lannery O’Connor, calling herself a hillbilly Thomist who read 
a little bit of the ƒ��������������� every day, said that all literature 
is anagogical. All! Perhaps she had in mind that passage from the 
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something of Macbeth or Lady Macbeth in each of us, something of 
Lord Jim, and something of Dante.
	I t matters what we read and enjoy. If we did not think the young 
are better for reading Shakespeare and F. Scott Fitzgerald or J. D. 
Salinger, why have millions of students been assigned „�����, ���
‡�����‡���	�, or ���������������€��? But better in what way? Cardi-
nal Newman, in “The Tamworth Reading Room,” made gentle fun 
of those who thought that providing books for the masses would 
have some kind of automatic effect in changing their lives for the bet-
ter. We could substitute the aim of the Carnegie Public Libraries or 
the silly assumption of Ray Bradbury’s •����������Ž‘’� that anything 
printed is sacred. Surely it would be excessive to think that being able 
to appreciate 
����“�� would make the reader brave. And we mustn’t 
forget Don Quixote, the character not the book.
	I f literature has a moral effect, it is more subtle than that. But, as 
Delmore Schwartz put it, “In dreams begin responsibilities.” The ideals 
and the models of action with which our reading furnishes the mind 
and imagination provide a deep background for who we want to be or 
want not to be. Of course it is silly to think that literature will make 
us what we ought to be. Does it differ from moral philosophy in that? 
Aristotle said that no one becomes good by studying moral philoso-
phy. Yet the only reason for studying it is that we might become better. 
Aristotle’s point was that knowing what to do is not tantamount to 
doing it. Moral philosophy, however, is less efficacious than literature, 
not the other way around. Becoming the Archbishop of Sante Fe as we 
read Willa Cather’s ��������������������•���	����•  engages us more 
completely than reading about states of life in the ƒ��������������� .
	 When Dante tells us that the �������� is meant to lead us from 
the misery of sin to the happiness of heaven,�we can be sure that he 
has at least as keen a sense as do we of the distance between his poem 
and any conversion of ours. But distance does not mean irrelevance.

������•�����������������������‰���

The beasts that menace Dante in the first canto of the �������� stand 
for something. What? A good and common guess is Lust, Pride, and 
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or subsequent remorse. This could only come about if we had natural 
appetites and nothing more—that is, if we were mere animals. But we 
have minds as well. “Are passions then the pagans of the soul, reason 
alone baptized?” This is the question, taken from the English poet 
Edward Young, that is the motto of Kierkegaard’s ­�����”•�.
	 Only the good can attract us, but some goods are merely the satis-
faction of hunger or thirst or the sexual drive. If these desires were all 
we were, there would be no moral task. The moral task is to integrate 
the pursuit of these goods into the overall good of the acting person. 
The beasts in the first canto can be taken to stand for our natural ap-
petites. If the pursuit of these is not subordinate to the judgment of 
reason, it is disordered. That is what moral evil is, the disordered pur-
suit of a good. That is what has taken Dante from the true path and 
brought him into a dark wood, into the misery of sin. And we all know 
what that’s like.
	 The precise correlation of the three beasts with particular natural 
appetites in Dante is not easy. Sometimes the leopard is interpreted 
as lust, sometimes avarice. Efforts have been made to employ the Ar-
istotelian division of incontinence, malice, and bestiality to identify 
the beasts as providing the rationale for the three main circles of hell. 
There are political interpretations as well—the leopard is Florence, 
the lion the king of France, and the wolf the Roman curia. That wider 
possible significance underscores an important fact. Although Dante 
finds himself alone in the dark wood, he is not the autonomous indi-
vidual of recent moral theory. For one thing, he is a Florentine, citi-
zen of a particular city and member of a definite family. One doesn’t 
get into moral trouble in isolation; one cannot get out of it alone. We 
are by nature social and political animals.

•�������������Œ������������ˆ�•�������������������

A figure appears, and Dante appeals to him for help. “Have mercy on 
me,” Dante cries, “be ye man or a shade of man.” The figure answers, ‘I 
am no man, though man I was, my parents were from Lombardy and 
both from the country of Mantua.’ ” •���������������•� Born during 
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where hope consoles the souls encountered there, and then on to the 
realm of the blessed, guided by an unnamed woman.
	 Why Virgil? There is a plethora of reasons for Dante’s choice. 
The first is the one first given. Dante is a poet who learned from 
the master Virgil the pleasing style that has brought him fame. Who 
could better guide a poet than another poet? Moreover, when they 
visit Limbo, the first circle of hell and Virgil’s permanent home, from 
which he has come to aid Dante, our author will be admitted into 
the company of the greatest poets as their peer. All this is presented 
as more or less matter of fact—another indication of Dante’s esti-
mate of his achievement as a poet. There is no false modesty here, 
sometimes none at all. Another reason is that in the sixth book of 
the •����� , Virgil had taken Aeneas into the underworld to see once 
more his late beloved father, Anchises. Scholars note the parallels 
and discrepancies between the underworld of the •�����  and that 
into which we are about to descend. In any case, Virgil is a knowl-
edgeable guide.
	Y et what an odd choice to guide Dante to heaven—though only 
to it, not into it, as Virgil himself remarks. As a pagan, unredeemed 
by the grace of Christ, paradise is closed to him, and that means 
human happiness in its fullness cannot be his. Virgil will lead Dante 
to Limbo, which is his eternal place, and there they will meet other 
good pagans, Plato and Aristotle and poets such as Horace and 
Homer. Limbo is the place reserved for those who had only the light 
of natural reason to guide them through life. The Jews had revelation, 
of course, a covenant with God, and we will find half the celestial rose 
in the 
������� allotted to them. The difference between the sons of 
Abraham and pagans is that the Israelites lived in the expectation of 
the Messiah. Thus, when Christ came the Jews could be saved by his 
sacrifice; they had anticipated the grace won by Christ.
	N ote that there are no alternative paths to ultimate happiness. 
There is but one path, the one on which we follow Christ and by par-
ticipating in his grace can merit salvation. Nothing like the longing 
for the Messiah can be expected among the pagans. But if Limbo is 
where the highest natural happiness is enjoyed, the place does not 
seem joyful. Indeed, there is a melancholy air about it. This is due, 
as Virgil himself makes clear, to the fact that its inhabitants have 
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  Donna è gentil nel ciel che si compiange
di questo ’mpedimento . . .
	 (���•�2.94–95)

There is a gentle lady in heaven who weeps at this distress.

With�this woman we come to the end of the chain. She, who is forever 
nameless in hell (as is Christ), is of course the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
introduced in terms of the compassion that she feels for poor sinners.
	I t is noteworthy that Mary is first introduced in the ������ as 
the compassionate one, as she who weeps at our distress. ������†���
•�����—she who weeps—is the way Our Lady of La Salette is de-
scribed. Mary is the Mother of Mercy who longs for all to share in 
the great happiness that has been won for them by her Son. It is also 
important to note that she is not our sole mediator. She is only the 
first among created mediators. There are also the saints, such as St. 
Lucy, and Beatrice, whose invocation on our behalf is so important 
in the economy of salvation. Mary describes Dante to Lucy as “your 
faithful one,” indicating the devotion that Dante had to this martyr of 
Syracuse who had become the patron of those with eye trouble (one 
of Dante’s afflictions). But the heavenly scene put before us makes 
clear that it is Mary, first and above all, who is moved by Dante’s dan-
gerous condition. The dark wood is clearly a metaphor for his sin-
ful condition, and Mary, moved to pity by his state, speaks to Lucy, 
who in turn speaks to Beatrice. And Beatrice descends into hell and 
speaks to Virgil. Mary, however, is at the beginning of Dante’s pilgrim 
journey and the principal explanation for it.
	 Mary’s appearance may seem merely a cameo, a device to get the 
action started, but nothing could be further from the truth. Mary’s 
distress is communicated to Lucy and Beatrice, and in each case a 
gentle chiding is involved. How could Lucy fail to notice the plight 
of her faithful one? Lucy in turn asks Beatrice, How she could forget 
the one who loved her so? Can she not hear his anguished cry as he 
wars against the death that menaces him? This death is above all that 
“second death” of those in hell. Lucy and Beatrice may have forgot-
ten Dante, but Mary has not, and out of pity she calls the others into 
action.
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	F or all that, Mary seems to drop out of the picture while Virgil 
and Dante descend through the circle of hell to the lake of ice at the 
center of the world, in which Lucifer is frozen. There is one other al-
lusion to her intercession on the way down, but, again, she is never 
named in hell. That would be as unfitting as invoking the name of 
Christ in hell. This is the realm where all hope has been abandoned. If 
Dante is being led through it, it is because he needs this way to reach 
his final destination. He needs a vivid reminder of the state of souls 
after death and how their state is explained by the free acts they per-
formed while alive. It is a dramatic and moral lesson, meant to lead 
him from the misery of sin to eternal happiness. And not just him, of 
course. This singular Florentine poet stands for all of us, and Mary’s 
concern for him embraces each of us. Only after Dante and Virgil, 
having reached the frozen pit of hell and ascended through the oppo-
site hemisphere, “emerge to see again the stars” (���• 34.139) does the 
role of Mary become central again, until, at the end of the ��������, 
her intercession gains for Dante a glimpse of the glory that awaits in 
heaven.
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THREE   

The Seven Storey Mountain
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In the second canto of the 
���������, the souls who disembark on 
the island where the great mountain rises sing from Psalm 113(114), 
“When Israel went out of Egypt,” and we are of course reminded of 
the way in which Dante used its verses in the letter to Can Grande 
to illustrate the senses of Scripture. The anagogical meaning was the 
soul’s escape from this mortal world to paradise, and that is what we 
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 T u te ne porti de costui l’etterno
per una lagrimetta che ’l mi toglie.
	 (
��� . 5.100–107)

There I lost sight and speech just as I uttered Mary’s name, then  
fell, and only my flesh remained. I tell you truly and you tell it to  
the living, the angel of God came for me and the angel of hell 
complained, “O you of heaven, why do you deprive me? For just  
one little tear you carry off his eternal part.”

	 Buonconte, though unshriven, died repentant with the name of 
Mary on his lips. Tell my story, he urges Dante, and describe the rage 
of the devil who came to claim me only to find that an angel had 
snatched away his prey. O thief of heaven! The angel came in effect as 
the messenger of Mary. We are made aware of the power and effica-
ciousness of the Mother of God. And this raises a problem. Does her 
intervention make a mockery of the basic premise of the ������?
	 The allegorical meaning of the great poem is the way in which 
human beings, by their free acts, justly merit punishment or reward. 
But Buonconte’s single tear ��������������� the murmuring of Mary’s 
name, sweeps away a lifetime of freely chosen and awful deeds as if 
they had never been. Deathbed conversions seem to make the way 
one has lived inconsequential.
	A  first response to this would be to notice that Buonconte’s case 
is that of most of us, not a rare exception. ƒ������������, Augustine 
laments: Late have I loved thee. Every conversion must seem to 
come late and after deeds we would rather not remember. Of course, 
those deeds leave their mark on the soul. Buonconte must mount all 
seven levels of the mountain of Purgatory proper before his soul is 
fit to see God. The words •���� •���� will be heard increasingly as 
the poem continues, and we may remember the second half of that 
prayer as it developed: “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sin-
ners, now and at the hour of our death.”1 It thus becomes a prayer for 
a happy death. And who could not take comfort from Buonconte’s 
near escape from the realm of despair?
	F urthermore, late or even deathbed conversions do not negate 
the assumptions of the poem. Every moral decision takes place in 
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for Dante. The whole of creation and every creature in it is an expres-
sion of the goodness that is God. Creatures, we might say, have good-
ness in various degrees, but God �� goodness. The whole of creation 
tends toward him as its ultimate end.
	A ny action aims at some good, and a created good will always 
be a particular good, not, needless to say, the sum total of goodness. 
Water slakes thirst, bread hunger. The sense appetites thus bear on 
particular goods—food, drink, the pleasure associated with the per-
formance of natural functions. In his disquisition on love in 
�������
��� 17, Virgil distinguishes importantly between natural and rational 
love: ��������������Œ����� (
���. 17.93).
	 “Fish gotta swim, birds gotta fly”—these exemplify what is meant 
by natural love or desire, but “I gotta love one man till I die” does 
not. We do not decide to want our hunger and thirst slaked; men do 
not ������ to be attracted to women, or women to men; it is not a 
decision to seek pleasure and avoid pain. Such natural desires are the 
infrastructure of human action. They become �Œ����� when a person 
decides how, when, and what will slake her thirst, and of course how 
much and how this will fit into her overall good. We get no credit 
or blame for natural love or desire; but as moral agents we become 
responsible, that is, answerable for our choices. A natural attraction 
is consciously pursued. A man or woman does not marry just any 
person who catches the wandering eye.
	H umans are layered beings, and they are not the first creatures 
in the cosmos. (Those are the angels.) The great universal for Dante 
is love. It permeates the universe because it is at its origin. Creation 
is the product of the divine love, and all creatures have some share in 
the fullness of goodness that is God. God is the love that moves the 
sun and other stars, and all the sublunary world as well. Creatures 
embody a hierarchy of loves, from the fall of the stone, to water 
seeking its own level, to the more complicated seeking involved in 
the growth and nourishing of plants. The move from the inanimate 
to the animate world (which is not coterminous with what Vir-
gil calls �Œ����� ) is the move to the moral order. The simplest of 
material beings have a single good that they seek; they are, in St. 
Thomas’s phrase, determined to one object as their good. For liv-
ing things, “seeking good” becomes more complicated: a plant, for 
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the aegis of goodness. Particular goods are to be sought in relation 
to goodness as such. The pathetic boy at the brothel door mistakenly 
sees what he wants as related to that comprehensive good.
	E ven when we correctly seek a particular good in relation to the 
comprehensive good, we become aware that it cannot completely as-
suage our desire. Augustine wrote in his �����������, “ You have made 
us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in 
thee.” Our awareness of ourselves and of the arena in which we act 
lifts us above the irrational animals. Each of us is a microcosm, the 
epitomization of the cosmos, whose distinctive capacities—intellect 
and will—enable us consciously and freely to direct our lives. The 
great message of the ������ is that our free will makes us respon-
sible for ordering our deeds to the true good. We can succeed or fail. 
But whether in success or failure, what draws us on is the good.

���
��������
�������������������

Only after passing through ante-Purgatory (the location of the ex-
communicated and late repentant) and then ascending the first three 
levels of the mountain proper, where souls are purged of the effects of 
pride, envy, and anger, does Virgil explain to Dante the rationale of 
this graded purgation.

  “Né creator né creatura mai,”
cominciò el, “figliuol, fu sanza amore,
o naturale o d’animo; et tu ’l sai.
 L o naturale è sempre sanza errore,
Ma l’altro puote errar per malo obietto
o per troppo o per poco di vigore.
  Mentre ch’elli è nel primo ben diretto,
e ne’ secondi sé stesso misura,
esser non può cagion di mal diletto;
  ma quando al mal si torce, o con più cura
o con men che non dee corre nel bene,
contra ’l fattore adovra sua fattura.
	 (
��� . 17.91–102)
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Son, he began, neither creator nor creature ever was without love, 
either natural or of the soul, as you know. The natural is always 
without error, but the other can err because of a bad object, or  
because of too much or too little vigor. As long as the first is well 
directed and tends to secondary goods within measure, it cannot be 
cause of evil delight, but when it turns to evil or seeks the good with 
too much or too little care, the creature acts against its Creator.

Fault can arise, then, either from pursuing evil or by excessive or de-
fective pursuit of the good. Virgil underscores the fact that love is the 
source of all action, not only virtuous action. But if this is true, and if 
love is of the good, how can there be bad action? The answer involves 
the fact that evil is always parasitic on the good.
	A mong the things we are not free to love are, first, God, good-
ness itself; everything is loved ��	���������	���. Nor can we fail to love 
ourselves. So what is left, to explain love twisted toward evil?

 R esta, se dividendo bene stimo,
che ’l mal che s’ama è del prossimo; ed esso
amor nasce in tre modi in vostro limo.
	 (
��� . 17.112–114)

There remains, if I have distinguished well, the evil one wishes for  
his neighbor, and this your clay gives birth to in three ways.

	I t is in relation to our neighbor that a threefold fault can enter in. 
Here we are given the explanation of the first three levels proper of 
Purgatory and the capital sins that define them. Sometimes we want 
to excel and thereby wish our neighbor to be abased. Sometimes we 
fear to lose honor or fame by our neighbor’s ascendancy, and thus 
we wish him or her to fail. And sometimes this leads us to take ven-
geance against others whose good fortune threatens to excel our own. 
In short, we can be guilty of pride, envy, or anger. The perverted love 
involved in such sinful behavior is purged ��������, below, that is, on 
the first three levels of the mountain. Moreover, if we respond with 
lukewarm love to the good we recognize, we are guilty of another sin, 
sloth or ������. This sin defines the fourth level, which serves as a 
kind of divider of the mountain. Below it are sins that involve wishing 
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our neighbor harm; sloth itself is defective love of the good; and the 
three upper levels are concerned with the effects of sins arising from 
disordered love of the good. These are covetousness, gluttony, and 
lust. Thus Dante has defined the capital sins in terms of the great 
wellspring of action, love of the good.

  Ciascun confusamente un bene apprende
nel qual si queti l’animo, e desira;
per che di giugner lui ciascun contende.
	 (
��� . 17.127–129)

Each one of us confusedly grasps the good in which the soul can  
rest and desires it: thus all seek to reach that good.


�����������…����•������Š��������ˆ���������������������‰����

We are given this map of the second kingdom, or, more precisely, 
a description and comparison of the seven levels or terraces of the 
mountain, when Dante and Virgil are moving from the third to the 
fourth terrace. And these terraces are divided into three groups. To 
repeat, the first group comprises the first three terraces; the second 
is a class with one member, the fourth terrace; and the third com-
prises the remaining three terraces. Reversing the ordering of the 
������� , where Dante descended into more and more serious sins 
and their punishments, the 
���������  commences with the most 
serious of the capital sins. Souls then ascend to the least serious sins. 
One sign of this ordering is that Dante finds the ascent less fatiguing 
as he travels higher on the mountain. What is the basis for the three 
groupings?
	 The fundamental principle, as we have seen, is that every human 
act is prompted by love of the good, and defective or sinful acts are 
those involving a defective love of the good.

  Quinci comprender puoi ch’esser convene
amor sementa in voi d’ogne virtute
e d’ogne operazion che merta pene.
	 (
��� . 17.103–105)
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Thus you understand that love is the seed in you of every virtue  
as well as of every act deserving of punishment.

Performing our distinctive act well is what is meant by virtue, and 
performing it badly is vice.2 Our distinctive act is freely and con-
sciously to direct ourselves to the comprehensive good by means of 
the particular goods we choose.
	 Does Dante think that we begin with a clear and developed no-
tion of the comprehensive good that draws us on? Hardly. He is an 
Aristotelian who knows that human knowledge begins in generali-
ties, in a confused grasp, and only gradually attains clarity. Similarly, 
Boethius in his colloquy with Dame Philosophy is told of this implicit 
desire for happiness: “ ‘Whither?’ I asked. ‘To true happiness,’ she an-
swered, ‘of which your mind also dreams but cannot see it for what it 
is because you are occupied with images.’ ”3 Aristotle’s ������������
­����� finds in our natural and irrepressible desire for happiness our 
ultimate end. But it remains to determine what precisely that happi-
ness is. Our pursuit of happiness does not await that clarification, of 
course; rather, the clarification is demanded by the given universal 
human desire for happiness, whatever it might be.
	T o the Manichean, some things are evil in themselves and others 
are good in themselves, and moral good and evil simply await our 
choices. Dante will have none of this. Our choices are always of some-
thing good. It is when we choose a good in a disordered way, that is, 
not relating it to the good for which we are made, that our acts are 
evil. Our sense appetites simply draw us to goods—food, drink, and 
sex are goods—but because of reason and will, we are not the toys of 
our sense appetites. “If sex were all then every trembling hand could 
make us squeak, like dolls, the wished for words,” wrote Wallace 
Stevens.4 We are drawn to but not compelled by sensible goods. Vir-
gil explains the layout of Purgatory that we have been paraphrasing 
against this background.
	 The movement of will toward our grasp of the good is natural, 
not free. Nor do we need instruction in order to seek our own good. 
Nor, says Virgil, can we as creatures think ourselves sufficient unto 
ourselves, divorced from God. We cannot hate the source of the fact 
that we exist and are what we are. In that sense, love of God is natural 
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to us. So again, how do we go wrong? If we cannot hate ourselves or 
God, we can still wish harm to our neighbor. When we see our neigh-
bor’s greatness as a threat to and detraction from our own, and want 
to suppress him, we are guilty of pride. My excellence, my flourishing, 
and my good are taken to be diminished by the excellence, flourish-
ing, and good of my neighbor as subtracting from my own. In a disor-
dered pursuit of my own good, I wish harm to my neighbor and want 
him brought low so that my height might thereby be increased. Pride 
is the source of all other moral evils. That is why it comes first and is 
expiated on the first terrace of Purgatory.

  è chi podere, grazia, onore e fama
teme di perder perch’ altri sormonti,
onde s’attrista sì che ’l contrario ama;
	 (
��� . 17.118–120)

And there is he who fears to lose favor, honor and fame because 
another surpasses him, grieves and loves the contrary.

	E nvy arises out of pride. We are saddened when others rise above 
us in excellence, fearing that we are thereby losing our own “fame, 
favor and honor.” The envious brood over and are made gloomy by 
the success of others.

  ed è chi per ingiuria par ch’aonti,
sì che si fa de la vendetta ghiotto,
e tal convien che ’l male altrui impronti.
	 (
��� . 17.121–123)

And there is he who feels himself so degraded by insult that he 
becomes greedy for vengeance; such a one must crave another’s harm.

Thus, in the logic of vice, pride begets envy and envy begets wrath. 
And so, being purged of pride, souls find the next purgation easier, 
and the next easier still.
	 This disquisition of Virgil, remember, takes place after he has ac-
companied Dante up the first three levels of Purgatory, which involve 
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here will be sufficient for us to mount the terraces of Purgatory with 
Dante and eventually to see how the Blessed Virgin is the examplar of 
the virtues opposed to the capital sins.

���������Œ•���������������
����ˆ����•�������
���������•��������

The role of Virgil and the fact that Cato, another pagan Roman, is the 
guardian of Purgatory bring back another matter that becomes clari-
fied in this second cantica of the great poem.
	E arlier, in speaking of a natural happiness, namely, an imperfect 
realization of the ultimate end of which men are capable, we saw that 
the ethical considerations that surround this topic are subsumed by 
the supernatural. People do not cease being human when they be-
lieve in the divine; their belief rides on and is affected by their natural 
activities—and vice versa, of course. Beatrice came to Limbo to enlist 
the help of Virgil, and when Virgil guides Dante to the first level of 
the �������, he meets the great poets and sages of antiquity. Its oc-
cupants are good in the way humans can become good by their own 
efforts, by possessing the natural virtues. In canto 3 of the 
���������, 
Virgil alludes to his companions in Limbo as great souls who thirsted 
in vain:

  e disïar vedeste sanza frutto
tai che sarebbe lor disio quetato,
ch’etternalmente è dato lor per lutto:
  io dico d’Aristotile e di Plato
e di molt’altri . . .
	 (
��� . 3.40–44)

You saw the fruitless desire of those who would have their desire 
fulfilled but whose desire eternally laments; I speak of Aristotle  
and Plato and of many others.

What the pagan philosophers could not know of during their life-
times, now, in eternity, is a source of pain. What might have been, but 
alas was nor for them. Having mentioned them, and there are many 
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	I f the hierarchy of sins is based on Aristotle, on philosophical 
ethics, then the arrangement of Purgatory brings home to us the es-
sential difference between Christianity and natural morality. At the 
outset of the 
���������, Cato is described as reflecting the light of 
four stars. Scholars tell us that these represent the four cardinal vir-
tues: temperance, fortitude, justice, and prudence. Later those stars 
will fade and three others take their place, representing the theologi-
cal virtues: faith, hope, and charity. If Aristotle’s ­����� may be taken 
as a reliable indication of what unaided human reason can discover 
about how we should live our lives, where should one go for a sketch 
of Christian morality? The answer is, of course, to the Sermon on the 
Mount in Matthew 5–7.
	 Jesus begins his sermon with the beatitudes. One cannot think 
of a more dramatic way of showing that the New Law is not the Old 
Law, nor is it simply a repetition of the teaching of philosophers. The 
beatitudes fly in the face of our natural assumptions about human life.
	 There have been philosophers who reject Christ’s claim to be the 
Son of God, yet want to retain the “ethics of Jesus” as defensible within 
the limits of reason alone. Their suggestion is that the Sermon on the 
Mount contains only what we would naturally recognize as reason-
able guidance. This seems nonsense. As a practical matter, many find 
belief in the Incarnation much easier than acceptance of the advice 
that they should love their enemy, for example. Far from being a dis-
tillation of natural moral wisdom, the Sermon on the Mount seems 
to stand natural wisdom on its head.

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
Blessed are the meek, for they shall possess the earth.
Blessed are they who mourn, for they shall be comforted.
Blessed are they who hunger and thirst after justice, for they shall be 

satisfied.
Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.
Blessed are the clean of heart, for they shall see God.
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.
Blessed are they who suffer persecution for justice’s sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:3–10)
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his mouth” suggests to Thomas that Jesus had been silent for a long 
time. With Augustine, he sees this as indicating that the sermon will 
be both deep and long.
	A  problem arises for the exegete in the fact that these chapters 
in Matthew have a parallel in Luke (6:20ff.), and the two passages 
seem to differ, not least in the fact that in Luke, Jesus is clearly speak-
ing to a great crowd of people; and Luke’s account is much shorter 
than in Matthew, only part of a chapter. Thomas recalls the two so-
lutions proposed by Augustine. The first is that these passages tell 
of two different occasions; Jesus first taught his disciples and then, 
after coming down from the mountain, found a crowd waiting and 
recapitulated the sermon for them. The second solution is that the 
mountain in question had “a level stretch” lower down, and it was to 
this that Jesus descended and found the crowd. Thomas prefers this 
second solution. When Jesus withdrew and his disciples joined him, 
he selected the twelve apostles from them, as Luke recounts, taught 
them first, then went down to teach the crowd. This accords with the 
end of the account in Matthew. “And it came to pass when Jesus had 
finished these words, that the crowds were astonished at his teach-
ing” (Matt. 7:28–29).
	A  commentary that dwells in such detail on the opening verse 
promises to be, and is, a lengthy one. Moreover, it is typical of the 
biblical exegesis with which Dante would have been familiar: close 
reading of the text, reference to other scriptural passages that throw 
light on it, and the invocation of earlier commentaries, with particu-
lar reference to the fathers of the early Church.
	A ugustine wrote that the whole perfection of our life is contained 
in the beatitudes; thus Jesus stresses the end to which the teaching 
leads. That end is happiness, and, as Thomas notes, “happiness (be-
atitude) is what man chiefly desires.”6 So the Lord does three things 
here: he sets forth the prize to be won; formulates the precepts that 
direct us to it; and finally tells us how we can come to observe these 
precepts.
	 But people are not of one mind as to what happiness is, how-
ever true it is that they all desire it. Thomas lists four different under-
standings of the term. Some seek happiness in external goods; others 
seek happiness as the satisfaction of their will, in power; others seek 
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happiness does consist in contemplation of the most intelligible ob-
ject, namely, God—“for they shall see God.” That is the end to which 
all precepts point; that is the end to which we are called, and this 
makes the fourth account of happiness inadequate. But that account 
is as far as philosophy can take us. Moral virtues such as temper-
ance and justice have a higher telos than any mere philosopher could 
imagine. And this has the consequence, since such happiness is above 
our nature, that the acquired virtues, those of which Aristotle speaks, 
must be complemented by what Thomas calls the infused virtues 
(virtues given us by divine grace) as well as by the three theological 
virtues.
	 Thomas underscores the novelty of this teaching by contrasting 
it with the Old Law, which promised happiness on this earth, in joy 
and song, whereas the New Law speaks of mourning as blessed. And 
the chief object of mourning is the death of loved ones. The mourner 
receives no consolation for his loss, and the Lord asks that we live our 
lives in mourning. If we mourn bodily death, all the more should we 
mourn spiritual death; it is for sin that we should mourn, and this 
entails making satisfaction for having committed it. The follower of 
Christ turns away from the pleasures recommended by the world. 
This Christian mourning receives consolation: spiritual and eternal 
goods and the love of God, rather than temporal and passing ones.
	 Thomas discusses the Sermon on the Mount in great detail, but 
this brief paraphrase gives the flavor of his exegesis and shows how 
Jesus’s teaching surpasses and goes against mere philosophical teach-
ing. It is the plain rejection of the first two views of our happiness, 
which locate it in pleasure and power. The third and fourth views, 
inadequate in themselves, are also to that degree false—the practice 
of the virtues of the active life and such contemplation of the divine 
as the philosopher attains can never fulfill our heart’s desire. But the 
practice of the moral virtues is a condition for the pursuit of hap-
piness in the sense of contemplation, and the contemplation of the 
philosopher is an imperfect realization of the notion of ultimate end. 
It is contrasted, as we have seen, with the perfect realization, and that 
is to see God as He is, to be joined to Him in love. It was no defect 
in a philosopher such as Aristotle that he did not locate happiness 
in the beatific vision. Nothing he could know about human nature 
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There is a fourth way in which one sin can cause another, because of its 
end, insofar as a man commits one sin for the sake of the end of another 
sin, as avarice causes fraud. In this way one sin is caused by another 
actually and formally; and it is because of this mode of origin that they 
are called capital vices. (�������, q. 8, a. 1, c)

That a sin can be ordered to the end of another sin can arise on the 
side of the sinner, who may be more prone to the one end than the 
other. More than this is meant by a capital sin, however. When the end 
of one sin is related to the end of another in such a way that, by and 
large, the one leads to the other, the first is the capital sin. Thus, the 
aim of fraud is deception, but fraud is aimed at monetary gain, the end 
of avarice. That is why avarice is called a capital vice or sin.
	 This requires that capital sins have ends desirable in themselves, 
to which the ends of the other vices can be ordered. Notice, Thomas 
goes on, that one pursues a good and flees the opposed evil, as the 
glutton seeks pleasure in food and flees the distress caused by the ab-
sence of food. So it is with the other vices. Capital sins can be fittingly 
distinguished according to the difference of good and evil, such that 
wherever there is a special reason for pursuit or avoidance, there we 
will find a distinct capital sin. By “good” we mean that which attracts 
appetite, so that if appetite avoids some good, it is because of some 
aspect of this good.

Man has a threefold good, namely, the good of the soul, the good of the 
body, and the good of external things.�Pride or Vainglory is ordered 
to the good of the soul, which is a good of which we form an image, 
namely, the excellence of honor and glory. As for the good of the body 
pertaining to the preservation of the individual, food, Gluttony is or-
dered to it. The corporeal good that pertains to the conservation of the 
species as this involves the venereal is the concern of Lust. Avarice per-
tains to external goods. (�������, q. 8, a. 1, c)

That gives us four capital sins. There are three more:

One retreats from the good insofar as it is an impediment to some good 
inordinately desired, and to such an impeding good, appetite moves in 
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two ways, either by fleeing it or by rising in rebellion against it. Two 
capital sins arise from fleeing the good, depending on whether the im-
peding good is considered in itself or in another; in itself, as when a 
spiritual good impedes bodily rest or pleasure, and this is Acedia; in 
another, when the god of another impedes one’s own excellence, and 
this is Envy, which is sadness at another’s good; Wrath is the rising up 
against the good. (Ibid.)

	 The capital sins are distributed by Dante on the terraces of the 

��������� in this ascending order: pride, envy, anger, sloth, avarice, 
gluttony, and lust. Furthermore, as we have seen, the first three form 
a group, as do the last three, with sloth or ������ located between the 
two groups. Are Thomas and Dante at odds here? One could say that 
Thomas provides us with a theoretical basis for the distinct capital 
sins, each of which gives rise to other sins (for example, the vices 
derived from pride), while the arrangement of the 
��������� stresses 
the relations between the capital sins themselves. The root of them 
all is pride, which disposes to envy and anger; one is reminded of the 
Sartrean ���, “ Hell is other people.”9 There is no division of opinion 
between Thomas and Dante as to the ordering of the capital sins that 
we find in the 
���������.

•��������������•�����ƒ���

After ante-Purgatory, Dante and Virgil begin their laborious climb of 
the mountain, a climb that will become progressively less laborious as 
they ascend. The strains of “ƒ������€�����,” sung by the late repentant, 
come to them from below as they climb. Monks sang this antiphon 
each night after Compline as they went to their cells:

Salve, Regina, Mater misericordiae;
  vita, dulcedo et spes nostra, salve.
Ad te clamamus, exsules filii Evae.
Ad te suspiramus, gementes et flentes
  in hac lacrimarum valle.
Eia ergo, advocata nostra,
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  illos tuos misericordes oculos
  ad nos converte.
Et Jesum, benedictum fructum ventris tui,
  nobis, post hoc exsilium ostende.
O clemens, o pia, o dulcis Virgo Maria.

Hail holy Queen, mother of mercy, our life, our sweetness, and our 
hope. To you do we cry, poor banished children of Eve. To you do  
we send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this vale of tears. 
Turn then, most gracious advocate, your eyes of mercy toward us,  
and after this exile show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb Jesus.  
O clement, O loving, O sweet virgin Mary.

Now night falls and all activity on the mountain ceases, so Dante 
sleeps. When he awakes, in canto 9, he finds that he has been carried 
in his sleep up to the gate of Purgatory; three steps lead to it, repre-
senting confession, contrition, and reparation.
	 The gatekeeper, reassured by the information that St. Lucy has 
sent them, invites Dante to climb those three steps. That done, he 
traces seven 
 ’s on Dante’s forehead. The letter 
 is for •�������, sin, 
and the seven letters stand for the seven capital sins. The steps leading 
to the gate are of different colors, suggestive of confession, contri-
tion, and reparation; the gate itself is set on rock, the rock of Peter on 
whom Christ has built his church. It opens, providing a narrow way 
through, then shuts noisily behind Virgil and Dante. And then the 
strains of “Te Deum laudamus” (
���. 9.141) are heard.
	E ight cantos were devoted to ante-Purgatory, nearly a fourth of 
the cantica. Seven levels or terraces rise before Dante, each represent-
ing a capital sin, beginning with the most serious, pride, and ending 
with the least serious, lust. A walkway encircles the mountain, ris-
ing as it does from level to level. Opposing each capital sin is one of 
the beatitudes—Dante has need of only seven. The penitent endures 
a particular penalty or punishment on each level and is instructed 
not only by the relevant beatitude but, most importantly for our pur-
poses, by examples of the virtue opposed to the vice being expiated. 
And on every level, and in the first place, the example of the virtue is 
drawn from the life of the Blessed Virgin.
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	 Dante may have been influenced here by the ƒ•������� •������
•������‚�������, a medieval work attributed in his time to St. Bona
venture. Lectio 15 of the ƒ•������ discusses the thesis, “That Mary is 
blessed with seven virtues opposed to the capital vices.” The author 
is commenting on the angelic salutation, “Blessed art thou amongst 
women.” Virtue makes one blessed or happy, and “Mary is blessed 
for her humility, which is opposed to pride; for her charity, which is 
opposed to envy; for her meekness, which is opposed to wrath; for 
her promptness, which is opposed to sloth; for her liberality, which 
is opposed to avarice; for her sobriety, which is opposed to gluttony; 
and for her chastity, which is opposed to lust.”10 Mary is thus a com-
pendium of the Christian virtues, the highest created model.
	 The similarity between Dante’s 
���������  and this allegedly Bona
venturian work11 is striking, but so are the differences. Dante, as we 
will see, always relies on the New Testament in calling attention to the 
appropriate virtue in the Blessed Virgin. ƒ•�������•������•������‚�� �
�����  always illustrates the virtue of Mary by finding it in some figure 
from the Old Testament who prefigures Mary. Speaking of her humil-
ity, for example, the ƒ•������  author cites Psalm 118(119):21 and Isaiah 
4 and then finds in Axa, in the Book of Judges, a figure of Mary.12 
In discussing Mary’s charity, he appeals to Sarah; in discussing her 
promptness, which is opposed to sloth, he cites Genesis. The ƒ•������ 
continues in this vein, relying on the Old Testament and the prefigur-
ing of Mary in Old Testament women for an understanding of Mary’s 
virtues. It is otherwise in the 
��������� . What is common to the two 
treatments is that Mary is the embodiment of the virtues opposed to 
the seven capital sins. The difference lies in the scriptural examples.
	 Dante bases his presentation of Mary as the exemplar of each of 
the virtues opposed to the capital sins on the following biblical texts:

1.	L uke 1:38 – humility as opposed to pride (
���. 10.34–45)
2.	 John 2:1–11 – mercy or generosity as opposed to envy (
���. 13.28–30)
3.	L uke 2:41–46 – meekness as opposed to anger (
���. 15.85–92)
4.	L uke 1:39 – zeal as opposed to sloth (
���. 18.97–100)
5.	L uke 2:7 – poverty as opposed to avarice (
���. 20.19–24)
6.	 John 2:1–11 – temperance as opposed to gluttony (
���. 22.142–144)
7.	L uke 1:34 – chastity as opposed to lust (
���. 25.127–128)
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Dante and his guide find themselves on a narrow pathway wind-
ing round the mountain and without a guard rail. On this first level, 
where the sin of pride is expiated, they immediately come upon ex-
amples of humility, the virtue opposed to pride. Engraved in stone at 
their feet are figures so vivid that it is as if they can be heard as well 
as seen. The first example of humility is Mary, the Mother of Jesus, 
and the episode in her life chosen to convey this is the Annunciation.
	 The Annunciation, that fateful moment when the angel Gabriel 
came to Mary and greeted her with the salutation, “Hail Mary, full of 
grace, the Lord is with thee,” is surely Dante’s favorite scene. He came 
by it honestly, so to speak, for the Annunciation was a favorite subject 
of artists and painters, and Dante’s theological guides—St. Bernard, 
St. Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas—loved to dwell on this scene 
and to draw from it all they could.
	 Bernard, for example, remarks on the specificity of the scene, the 
names and the place given. “Now in the sixth month the angel Ga-
briel was sent from God to a town of Galilee called Nazareth, to a vir-
gin betrothed to a man named Joseph, of the House of David, and the 
virgin’s name was Mary” (Luke 1:26–28). The sixth month of what? 
Of her cousin Elizabeth’s pregnancy, of which we have just read in 
Luke. The rest of the passage imparts the full weight of history to this 
moment. It is God who sends his angel Gabriel to the Virgin Mary, 
who is betrothed to Joseph of the House of David. This links Mary to 
the whole history of Israel, the long preparation of the Jewish people 
for this moment when salvation is at hand. That history is present in 
its entirety to God. He has been guiding its temporal unfolding all 
along. The free acts of men and women, performed for purposes of 
their own and intelligible to them in the short term, become part of 
the divine plan to save his people. What God has planned cannot not 
come about, and yet he works through the free actions of men. This 
is a great mystery, one that has prompted the fruitful meditation of 
the Church fathers and theologians. Are our acts free or determined? 
They are free, but for all that they play a part in God’s predestined 
plan.� From all eternity Mary was chosen for this singular role, to 
be the mother of the Incarnate God, but she must freely accept her 
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role. “When she had heard him she was troubled at his word, and 
kept pondering what manner of greeting this might be” (Luke 1:29). 
Gabriel understands. “Do not be afraid, Mary, for thou hast found 
grace with God. Behold thou shalt conceive in thy womb and shalt 
bring forth a son: and thou shalt call his name Jesus. He shall be great, 
and shall be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will 
give him the throne of David his father, and he shall be king over the 
house of Jacob forever; and of his kingdom there shall be no end” 
(Luke 1:30–33).
	A gain, Luke reminds us of the genealogy of Mary and of her son 
to be. The long history of the human race has been gathering to this 
moment; this simple virgin at prayer is the means God has chosen 
from all eternity to save His people. He will come among us as one 
of us, human as well as divine, and for that he needs a mother. The 
scene could well have been the occasion to call attention to the way 
in which God humbles himself in the Incarnation. Who could be 
more humble than Jesus, who “though he was by nature God, did 
not consider being equal to God a thing to be clung to, but emptied 
himself, taking the nature of a slave and being made like unto men. 
And appearing in the form of man, he humbled himself, becoming 
obedient to death, even to death on a cross” (Phil. 2:6–8). The mother 
of such a son must herself be humble. “But Mary said to the angel, 
“How shall this happen, since I do not know man?” (Luke 1:34). Is 
this hesitation? Mary has to know to what she is giving her assent. She 
must take on her predestined role freely and consciously. To call her 
a virgin is not simply to note that she is �������. According to long-
standing Christian tradition, from this point on, if not before, she is 
a virgin by choice in order to more completely devote herself to God. 
Is that vow to be set aside?13
	 “And the angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit shall 
come upon thee and the power of the Most High shall overshadow 
thee; and therefore the Holy One to be born shall be called the Son of 
God’ ” (Luke 1:35). Mary will conceive in a miraculous way; her spouse 
will be the Holy Spirit, so her child will indeed be the Son of God.
	 There are angels and angels. The one who has come to Mary, in 
Christian tradition, is an archangel, in the highest tier of the hierar-
chy of angels. But even if we came down the angelic hierarchy to the 



62  ��������������•�������‚�����

ch’aperse il ciel del suo lungo divieto,
  dinanzi a noi pareva sì verace
quivi intagliato in an atto soave
che non sembiava imagine che tace.
 G iurato si saria ch’el dicesse ‘Ave!’;
perché iv’ era imaginata quella
ch’ad aprir l’alto amor volse la chiave;
  e avea in atto impressa esta favella
‘­��������������Ÿ ’, propriamente
come figura in cera si suggella.
	 (
��� . 10.31–45)

There in white marble, adorned with carvings beyond the skill not 
only of Polycletus but of nature too, the angel who brought to earth 
the decree of the peace tearfully longed for during all those years and 
which opened the heavens so long closed, appeared before us, so truly 
graven there in gracious attitude that it seemed an image that could 
speak. One would have sworn that he said, “Ave!” for there was  
imaged too she who turned the key that opened supreme love, and  
her whole attitude expressed these words, “Behold the handmaid of 
the Lord,” as clearly as an image pressed in wax.

	I n humility the soul is emptied of all desires except to serve the 
will of God. Before His will, one becomes as nothing. The example of 
Mary etched in stone is followed by two others: David dancing before 
the ark and the Emperor Trajan. In the example from the Old Testa-
ment, the psalmist David is Mary’s ancestor and thus the ancestor of 
Christ, but the other is taken from secular history. How could a pagan 
emperor exemplify the Christian virtue of humility that is opposed to 
pride? The scene depicted in stone focuses on a poor widow, who is 
humbly begging a favor from Trajan. According to a story in the Mid-
dle Ages, St. Gregory brought the dead Roman emperor back from 
hell and baptized him. We will meet Trajan again in the 
������� .
	 The action on this terrace has so far concentrated on humility as 
the remedy for pride. That remedy is given pride of place. Now, hav-
ing had the opportunity to ponder the scenes etched in stone, Virgil 
draws Dante’s attention to an approaching throng. We are about to 
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Humility is the emptiness the soul makes in itself and of itself, in order 
that God might fill it; the proud consider themselves the proprietors 
of everything and lack that poverty that gives the right, so to speak, to 
the supreme richness. That is why Saint Augustine says that Mary was 
pleasing to God because of her virginity, but it was because of her hu-
mility that she conceived Him: ‚�����������•������������������������•��.14

	I n the ��������  4.5, Dante had already linked the Incarnation and 
the Roman Empire. The divine plan will come to fruition in the fullness 
of time; the world must be readied for the coming of the Son of God. 
That readiness on the political plane, he tells us, required that the whole 
earth be brought under one regime. The Rome founded after the long 
journey of Aeneas from Troy became the master of the known world:

E però che ne la sua venuta nel mondo, non solamente lo cielo, ma la 
terra convenia essere in ottima disposizione; e la ottima disposizione 
de la terra sia quando ella è monarchia, cioè tutta ad uno principe, 
come detto è di sopra; ordinato fu per lo divino provedimento quello 
popolo e quella cittade che ciò dovea compiere, cioè la gloriosa Roma.

But in order that at His coming into the world both heaven and  
earth might be in the best disposition, and the best disposition of the 
earth is when there is monarchy, that is, everyone under one prince,  
as was said above; divine providence ordained that that people and 
that city should accomplish this, that is, glorious Rome.

Rome, David, Mary—these three are linked by Dante as he reflects on 
the Annunciation.15

‚�����������	���ˆ�������������‰���

No images are inscribed on the livid pavement of the next terrace, 
where dwell the souls of the envious, for their eyes are sewn shut. The 
proud labored under weighty stones; the punishment of the envious 
is blindness. Dante and his guide climb to this second level to find 
seated figures. In life these souls saw the good that happened to others 
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more wine. How amusing. How fitting that the father of the bride, up 
to this point the beaming master of the revels, should be brought low 
by such a humiliation.
	  The virtuous response, in contrast, is one of sympathy, of shar-
ing the possible pain of the givers of the feast, and of acting out of 
that sympathy. The good of others is to be rejoiced in; their evil is to 
be deplored and, if possible, alleviated. “They have no wine.” In the 

������� (33.16–18) we are told that Mary not only ���•����� to our 
pleas for help but sometimes gives her help even 	������ it is asked. 
That is surely the case here. No one has brought the problem to her, 
but she brings herself to the problem. One of the winged spirits in the 

��������� adds another maxim to the mix: “ Love thy enemies.”

•������������������ˆ�ƒ‰�����������������

As Dante and his guide struggle through dark smoke to the third 
terrace of the mountain, the scene seems to be one from the �������. 
The air is acrid and gritty. Dante cannot see where they are going, and 
Virgil urges him to keep near lest they be separated. Dante follows as 
a blind man follows his guide.
	 The smarting smoke that envelops them represents the way in 
which wrath blinds us to the good. In the ������� (8.42) one of the 
wrathful had tried to upset the little boat ferrying Dante and Virgil 
across the Styx, and Virgil had fended him off, crying, “Get out of 
here to the other dogs.” The wrathful who are damned become dogs. 
In the 
���������, the effects of wrath are done away with by acquir -
ing the meekness of the Lamb of God.
	 Dante and Virgil hear around them the voices of penitents singing 
the •��������ˆ� “Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, 
have mercy on us.”�The singing of the •��������  is part of the therapy 
of this level; it soothes savage breasts of the effects of sins of anger 
during their earthly lives. The mildness of the lamb is contrasted with 
the unbridled passion of the wrathful. The meekness of the lamb rep-
resents the virtue opposed to wrath. John the Baptist identified Jesus 
as the Lamb of God, and the preeminent model of what we are called 
to be is the Incarnate God.16 Mothers sometimes teach their children 
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three long sorrowful days searching for him. We might imagine Mary 
as more than annoyed, as angry. Yet Dante takes her reaction here to 
be a revelation of her meekness, ����������. The sixteenth-century 
theologian Cornelius of Lapide warns us against the interpretation 
just given.
	 These words of his mother, Cornelius argues, are to be taken not 
as scolding him but rather as spoken in wonder and sorrow, to explain 
the sorrow of his parents to him. We are meant to see in Mary’s words 
the veneration of the mother for such a son, namely, the God Man; thus 
it is likely, Cornelius reasons, that she spoke to him not publicly in the 
gathering of the elders but privately, either calling him from the gather
ing or waiting until after it had dispersed. And of course, Cornelius 
gives us the testimony of other scriptural exegetes to this effect.17 He 
points out, moreover, that the acts of Christ are threefold: those that de-
rive as such from his divinity, to create, preserve, and govern all things; 
those that derive from his humanity, such as eating and sleeping; and 
those that are a mixture of each, including teaching and performing 
miracles. Christ is subject to his parents in his purely human acts but 
not in the others, and that is the point of his reply to his mother.
	S t. Thomas considers clemency and meekness together. He dis-
tinguishes them by explaining clemency as the leniency of a superior 
toward an inferior, whereas meekness can be shown by anyone to 
anyone. In both cases they are the opposite of anger or the irascible. 
Meekness governs the desire for revenge, and clemency bears on pen-
alties to be inflicted. Thus, Thomas opposes meekness to wrathfulness 
and clemency to cruelty. Now if meekness is the virtuous moderation 
of anger, the biblical passage on Mary’s words in the temple suggests 
that although Mary mastered her annoyance, she nonetheless felt it.18
	 But surely, Thomas retorts, wrath or anger is not always a vice. In 
the ���•����� ›��������� ��� ­���  he invokes St. John Chrysostom, St. 
Paul, Gregory the Great, and the ‡������•��������  (a celebrated medi-
eval commentary on Scripture) on behalf of justified anger. Meekness 
and clemency are treated in his ƒ���������������� as parts of temper-
ance, which governs our natural impulse to anger. Thomas recalls the 
ancient quarrel between Stoics and Aristotelians, the former treat-
ing all anger as a vice, whereas the latter held that sometimes anger 
is good. As a passion, anger has a formal and a material aspect. The 
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formal aspect is the desire for revenge, the �••����������������•� The ma-
terial aspect is the bodily disturbance—the rush of blood, the physical 
agitation. As a passion, anger is a sense appetite, something we experi-
ence willy-nilly in certain circumstances. But there is more in us than 
instinct, the mindless response to our circumstances. Our will enters 
in, and with it reason or intellect, and then our action—for now, by 
involving reason and will, it is ���  action, a conscious human act and 
not merely an event that happens to us—will be either good or bad.

For it is obvious that when someone seeks recompense according to 
the ordered requirement of justice, this is a virtue; for example, when 
punishment is required as correction to sin, the right order being ob-
served; and this is to be wrathful toward sin. However, when one seeks 
vengeance but not in an ordered way, it is a sin, either when one seeks 
more than justice requires, or intends the extermination of the sinner 
rather than the abolition of sin. (�������, q. 12, a. 1)

Given these distinctions, Thomas concludes that there is no differ-
ence between the Stoic and the Aristotelian, since the Stoic too must 
hold that there is justifiable anger. The Stoic, noting that passion often 
impedes reason, judges that what is material in anger, the instinc-
tive reaction that must be directed by reason, is defective as such. In 
short, all anger would be a vice. But surely this is wrong:

Because man’s nature is composed of soul and body and of an intellec-
tual and sensitive nature, it pertains to the good of man that his whole 
self be subject to virtue, that is, his mind, sensitive part, and body; 
therefore the virtue of man requires that the fitting desire for revenge be 
not solely in the rational soul, but also in the sensitive part and in the 
body too, and the body is moved to serve virtue. (Ibid.)

Furthermore, the Stoic should consider that passion relates to rea-
son diversely, sometimes antecedently, sometimes consequently. In 
the first sense, it sweeps reason along, and this is scarcely virtuous, 
whereas in the second sense, as following on reason, passion is at 
the service of the rational judgment, and is virtuous. Indeed, it helps 
enact the judgment of reason.
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	 “Your father and I have sought you sorrowing.”�The sorrow that 
Mary naturally feels at the loss of her Son is subsumed by the virtue 
of meekness.

•�����������������������������������ˆ�•��������‰�����������������
��������

As we have seen, the sin of sloth is represented on the terrace that 
separates the three below it from the three above. Only one canto is 
devoted to the capital sin of sloth and its opposed virtue. Dante and 
Virgil, after a discussion of free will—actually, the second installment 
of it—come upon the penitents of this level. (The discussions of free 
will are undertaken lest the assumptions of the Christian vocation, 
and of the ������ , be undermined.) The rushing band of souls work-
ing off the lingering stain of sloth cry out, as they approach:

 T osto fur sovr’ a noi, perché correndo
si movea tutta quella turba magna;
e due dinanzi gridavan piangendo:
  “Maria corse con fretta a la montagna”;
	 (
��� . 18.97–100)

There soon drew near a great crowd on the run and two of them, 
weeping, cried out, “Mary ran with haste to the mountain.”

	 The reference is to the account in Luke of the angel’s visit to Mary. 
Part of Gabriel’s annunciation to Mary was that her cousin Elizabeth 
was also with child, whereupon Mary set off straightway to visit her 
and hurried up the mountain to the city of Judea. The promptness of 
Mary’s act makes it a model of zeal, the virtue opposed to the vice of 
sloth:

Now in those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, 
to a town of Juda. And she entered the house of Zachary and saluted 
Elizabeth. And it came to pass, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of 
Mary, that the babe in her womb leapt. And Elizabeth was filled with 
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the Holy Spirit and cried out with a loud voice saying, “Blessed art thou 
amongst women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb. And how have I 
deserved that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, 
the moment that the sound of thy greeting came to my ears, the babe in 
my womb leapt for joy. And blessed is she who has believed, because the 
things promised her by the Lord shall be accomplished.” (Luke 1:39–45)

	 We may pause a moment here to reflect, has any other part of 
Scripture had a more enduring and pervasive effect on the Church’s 
liturgy than the first chapter of Luke? The joyful mysteries of the ro-
sary take us through it again and again. And of course the Angelus 
prayer recapitulates the Annunciation scene: “Angelus Domini an-
nuntiavit Mariae; et concepit de Spiritu Sancto” (The angel of the Lord 
declared unto Mary and she conceived of the Holy Spirit). This is fol-
lowed by an •���•���� , then “Ecce ancilla domini; fiat mihi secundum 
verbum tuum” (Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it done unto me 
according to thy word). Another •���•���� , then “Verbum caro fac-
tum est, et habitavit in nobis” (The Word was made flesh and dwelled 
amongst us). •���•���� , then “Ora pro nobis, Sancta Dei Genetrix, ut 
digni efficiamur promissionibus Christi” (Pray for us O holy Mother 
of God, that we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ).
	 Cornelius of Lapide, in his discussion of Luke, provides examples 
of what the fathers and doctors of the Church have said on the passage 
describing Mary’s visit to Elizabeth. “In those days” is interpreted to 
mean that this event took place the day after the Annunciation. And 
why did Mary go? Cornelius gives four reasons. First, in order that 
the Word conceived within her might be announced to others and his 
grace communicated to them; in short, she wanted Christ to begin 
his office of Savior, the reason for his coming, even while he was still 
in her womb. St. Ambrose (as cited by Cornelius) adds that she did 
not go out of disbelief that her aged cousin was pregnant, nor because 
she doubted the news the angel had given her. Second, the visit had 
the intention of absolving Elizabeth’s child, John the Baptist, of origi-
nal sin. Third, the visit was to help the older woman. And,

Fourth, that she might give to all future ages a striking example of hu-
mility and charity, by which, now made Mother of God and queen of 
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the world, she deigned to go to Elizabeth who should more properly 
have tended to and served her, in order that we too should follow her 
example and willingly visit the poor and those beneath us, in order to 
cheer them and brace up their souls.19

	S t. Ambrose (as cited by Cornelius) has this to say about the 
phrase that Dante stresses—she ran ����������, with haste•� A first rea-
son for haste is lest she be outside her home too long and be delayed 
in public; Ambrose invokes an admonition to virgins not to dwell in 
the piazza or chat with others. Another and perhaps more persuasive 
reason is that, full of the joy of the Holy Spirit, she was prompted by 
it to hurry to her cousin.
	I s sloth simply laziness, tepidity, lack of promptitude? That is its 
obvious meaning, and the one that shines forth in canto 18, whose 
opposite is exemplified by the immediacy of Mary’s response to the 
angelic news that her cousin was with child. But that does not exhaust 
the meaning of this vice. Psalm 90(91) was once invoked in exploring 
those further meanings, and verses 3–6 could be found in the pre–
Vatican II Latin breviary as follows:

3.	�F or he has freed me from the hunter’s snare, and from the bitter 
word.

4.	�Y ou will be protected by his shoulders and will hope beneath his 
wings.

5.	�Y ou will be protected by the shield of his truth: nor will you fear the 
terror of the night,

6.	� or the arrow that flies in the daytime, neither the pestilence hid-
den in shadows nor the attack of the noonday devil (���������
���������).20

The ������������������ in verse 6, translated as the noonday devil, 
has disappeared from the current breviary and, indeed, he never made 
it into either the Rheims-Douay or the King James Bibles, which have 
“the destruction that lays waste at noonday” and “the destruction that 
wasteth at noonday,” respectively. What was the noonday devil sup-
posed to be? Andrew Greeley, in reviewing for the ��‰�¡���� ���� a 
novel of mine with that title, remarks that in the seminary they were 
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stems from fleeing the greatest spiritual good, the ������������������
or joy of charity�(a. 4, ad 2).

Spiritual goods, which sadden the one in the grip of ������, are both 
ends and means. Flight from the end is caused by despair, whereas flight 
from the means to the end, insofar as they are arduous and come under 
counsel, is caused by pusillanimity; with respect to what pertains to 
common justice, it is caused by torpor about the precepts. The belliger-
ence of those saddened by spiritual goods sometimes is directed against 
those who urge us to spiritual goods, and one comes to detest them, and 
this is properly malice. However, insofar as one is led by sadness in face 
of spiritual goods to external pleasures, a daughter of������� is “flight to 
the illicit.” (ƒ  II aIIae, q. 35, a. 4, ad 3)

(These daughters of ������ also enable Thomas to accommodate re-
marks of Gregory the Great and Isidore about the various defects in 
monastic life: idleness, somnolence, curiosity, verbosity, restlessness, 
and instability.)
	 Dante would have been aware of these refinements of the notion 
of sloth. Without them, we would be tempted to think of it as mere 
sluggishness or laziness—on the order of “Oh, how I hate to get up 
in the morning, O how I hate to get out of bed” in objection to those 
whose kinetic energy keeps them bouncing around. These further re-
flections are essential if we are to understand sloth as a capital sin, as 
in Dante, and not merely as the opposite of feverish activity.

��������������������������������ˆ������‰���������������������

Unlike the descent through the Inferno, which was accomplished in 
a single day, the ascent of Mount Purgatory takes several days, and 
given days, several nights, nights during which Dante sleeps. All ac-
tivity ceases during the night there, but only Dante is in need of sleep. 
This calls attention to his anomalous presence in the other world; he 
is a man of flesh and blood, his feet make impressions when he walks, 
his body casts a shadow, and with the onset of night he requires sleep. 
To sleep, perchance to dream. Canto 19 of the 
��������� opens with 





76  ��������������•�������‚�����

	P referring temporal to eternal goods might be a definition of 
the sins on the upper three terraces of Mount Purgatory. Material 
possessions, food and drink, and venereal pleasure are all good 
things, but they are good for us only insofar as they are integrated 
into our comprehensive good. When we try to make them serve as 
the be-all and end-all of life, when they become our gods—St. Paul 
said of the glutton, “whose god is his belly”—our actions are sinful. 
This is the explanation of the upper three terraces that Virgil, when 
he was explaining the geography of Purgatory to Dante, promised to 
give later.
	I f we had to come up with a symbolic figure of avarice, we might 
think of Midas, or Dickens’s Scrooge, or the miser in Balzac’s ­�
������ ‡������  running his greedy fingers through his gold. Dante 
puts before us numerous examples including a French king and a 
pope, choices with obvious political ramifications. Dante lamented 
that popes had betrayed the Church by their avarice, yet he also la-
ments the French king who assaulted Pope Boniface VIII at Anagni, 
a pope Dante excoriated as a person; but it is the papal office he 
defends here.
	S uch figures represent the vice; Mary represents the opposite of 
avarice, that is, poverty. Dante has in mind Luke’s account of Christ’s 
birth.

Now it came to pass in those days, that a decree went out from Caesar 
Augustus that a census of the whole world should be taken. This first 
census took place while Cyrinus was governor of Syria. And all were 
going, each to his own town, to register. And Joseph also went from 
Galilee out of the town of Nazareth into Judea to the town of David, 
which is called Bethlehem—because he was of the house and family of 
David—to register, together with Mary his espoused wife who was with 
child. And it came to pass while they were there, that the days for her to 
be delivered were fulfilled. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and 
wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger, because 
there was no room for them in the inn. (Luke 2:1–7)

Penitents invoke this scriptural passage to contrast their own sins 
with the poverty of the Blessed Virgin:





78  ��������������•�������‚�����

itself. Franciscan poverty draws attention in a dramatic way to the fact 
that the pursuit of lesser goods must be ordered.
	 Those doing penance for avarice on Mount Purgatory lie face 
down—“My soul is prostrate in the dust” (Ps. 118[119]:25)—symbolizing 
a disordered attachment to wealth and to the things of this world. 
Dante understands the temptation to which those doing penance here 
have succumbed. He is not merely a spectator, nor are we meant to 
be. In other works, such as the ��������  and his letters, he confesses 
listening to the siren song that promised wealth, pleasures, and all the 
rest. Is it only because he never attained wealth that he can see how 
incommensurable it is to man’s desire for the good? That would be a 
cynical conclusion. Thomas Aquinas did hold, however, that the best 
argument against the belief that such goods as wealth, food, and plea-
sure are able to fulfill our heart’s desire is to have had them. Dante has 
certainly known many pleasures, and they are dust and ashes. Vanity 
of vanities, all is vanity, to quote Ecclesiastes. And to call this thought 
a leitmotif of the Psalms would be an understatement: “Lo, thou has 
made my days but a span, and what is the length of my days, and my 
life is as nothing before thee; every man is but a breath. Man passes 
away like a mere shadow, his worrying is all in vain, he gathers up and 
knows not who shall reap” (Ps. 38[39]:67). Some vices attract an indi-
vidual more than others; in contrast to other vices, Dante gave short 
shrift to ������ , a vice to which apparently he was never tempted.
	A t this point in the cantica the Roman poet Statius appears. 
The five hundred years he has spent on this terrace are over. His re-
lease has been signaled by a quaking of the mountain and shouts of 
thanksgiving and singing of the ‡����������‹����������, but he lingers 
to speak with these two strange pilgrims. He is, it emerges, an ad-
mirer of Virgil; his own epics were inspired by the •�����. All this 
bursts forth before Statius realizes that Dante’s guide is Virgil himself. 
At that, he kneels to kiss the hem of the great poet’s garment but is 
prevented by Virgil. We are thus given yet another indication of why 
Virgil was chosen by Beatrice for the role he plays in the ������.
	 We now have three poets, Virgil, Dante, and Statius, and they 
will soon speak with other poets, contemporaries of Dante. We shall 
return later to the suite of cantos called the cantos of the poets. For 
now, we have Statius’s testimony to Virgil that the great epic poet was 





80  ��������������•�������‚�����

Then it said, “Mary thought more that the wedding feast should be 
honorable and complete than of her own hunger.”

Mary’s concern is the success of the wedding celebration rather than 
filling her mouth. It was not a desire for more to drink that prompted 
her. Chiavacci Leonardi finds this a somewhat forced use of the text, 
commenting that “the paucity of evangelical texts that speak of Mary 
offered little choice.”21 One might rather say that a surprising num-
ber of texts mention Mary, but perhaps that would seem forced in its 
turn. Dante also might have chosen his example from the Magnificat: 
“the hungry he has filled with good things and the rich he has sent 
away empty.”
	 Because of the pleasure associated with eating and drinking, 
whose objects are necessary if we are to live, the rational moderation 
of them can be difficult. One cannot swear off drinking except in the 
sense of drinking certain beverages or too much of a certain kind of 
beverage, but beverage we must have. The fact that rational control 
of such activities can be difficult, given their centrality in our lives, 
explains why sin often occurs as we engage in them.22 Gluttony is 
the immoderate desire for food, not just the consumption of it. One 
might very well take more than one needs under the assumption that 
it is as much as one needs, and this would not be gluttony. Imagine 
some new and exotic food about whose effects one is unaware, such 
that a little bit counts as a lot. Gluttony proper is the ������  for an im-
moderate amount, followed for the most part by eating an immod-
erate amount, but the latter is consequent on the former. When it is 
not, as in the example suggested, there is no gluttony. Nor is there 
any constant objective measure of too much or too little; this varies 
from person to person, and each must moderate his desire accord-
ing to his disposition. A fighter in training will need more food than 
the reporter reporting on him. Morever, gluttony can be a venial, 
not a mortal sin. It is a capital sin insofar as the immoderate desire 
for food becomes one’s defining goal, one’s ultimate end: �����������
���������� .
	 We notice, once again, that the objects of the capital sins that 
are expiated on the top three levels of Purgatory bear on things—
possessions, money; food and drink; sexual activity. None of these 
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objects is evil in itself; indeed, each in its way is necessary for human 
beings. Capital sins arise from the immoderate desire for these ob-
jects, elevating a particular good into the overwhelming rationale for 
our deeds, and the fact that such immoderate desire gives birth to 
other faults.
	 Those doing penance for gluttony are portrayed as an anorexic 
band, tormented by hunger and thirst and with barely enough flesh 
on their bones. This suggests perhaps the vice opposed to gluttony: 
as prodigality relates to avarice, so we might say that dieting relates 
to gluttony. Dieting, that is, in the sense of a deliberate denial of food 
and drink related not to the first good, or rational moderation, but 
to another lesser good—the dream of slimness, wellness, rippling 
middle-aged muscles, and all the fads that would seem to amount to 
desperate efforts to drive out thoughts of ageing and mortality. The 
mirror on my lady’s table, called ominously a vanity, is perhaps an 
innocent version of this. Who has not felt a foolish pleasure in being 
told he looks younger than he is, as if somehow the common lot of 
shuffling visibly toward the end had been abrogated for us, while oth-
ers, sans hair, sans teeth, sans everything, visibly age. Think of the 
manic joggers, the desperate devils on their treadmills, those whose 
glowing flesh is acquired in tanning parlors, face lifts, liposuction, 
and so on. Is there not excess in this? But of course, another vanity 
is in noticing this, possibly a version of ������. Between the obesity 
consequent on gluttony and the painfully acquired svelteness that is 
the opposite vice resides the virtue of temperance. And here, as al-
ways, Mary is the first exemplar of the virtue.

‚�����������������ˆ������‰��������

And so we arrive at the seventh and last terrace, devoted to atoning 
for sins of lust. Before the travelers encounter any souls on this ter-
race, however, Dante takes up a question, the answer to which has 
been assumed all along. In the �������, in the moving encounter with 
Paolo and Francesca, the doomed lovers are locked in an eternal em-
brace. At the time Dante did not ask how souls can embrace, nor did 
the deeper issues of how souls can suffer the quite physical pains of 
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better be called a theological poet, although his assimilation of Aris-
totle and others gives him claim to the title of philosophical poet as 
well. This brings us to a theme I touched on earlier and to which I 
promised to return.
	I n the €�•�	��� , Plato describes an ancient quarrel between the 
philosopher, of which he is one, and the poet and gives the basis for the 
quarrel. But it will occur to any reader of Plato that his philosophical 
dialogues are also works of art. Indeed, when Aristotle mentions the 
types of poetry in his 
������ , he lists the Platonic dialogues as one of 
them. Elsewhere, with reference to the Platonic notion of participa-
tion, Aristotle dismisses it as a mere metaphor, and the metaphor is 
the mark of the poet. This is rather a criticism of a transgression of 
genera than hostility toward poetry. The ability to see similarities in 
dissimilar things is the genius of the poet, and the metaphor is the ve-
hicle of that vision. We expect Aristotle to ponder formal differences 
between kinds of discourse, including the nature of that nonpoetic 
discourse called philosophy. Aristotle’s answer is laid out for us sche-
matically by Thomas Aquinas in the preface to his commentary on 
Aristotle’s 
��������� •��������• 27�In developing these thoughts here, I 
am providing something more than deep background for understand-
ing Dante. The aim is to become clear as to what kind of poet Dante 
was, in terms of the philosophical tradition in which he stood.
	 The human mind forms its ideas on the basis of sense experi-
ence and then fashions affirmations and denials, which are the loci of 
truth—and of its opposite, of course. Affirmations are true when they 
capture the ways things are, and false when they fail in this. Prog-
ress occurs here, namely, discourse, the movement from one known 
thing to another, but discourse in the richer sense occurs when we 
arrive at new truths from old: that is, when we move from the fact 
that certain propositions are true to conclude that something else is 
true because of them, derivatively. This discourse, or syllogism, is the 
mark of our rationality. It is also a sign that while human reason is 
the most perfect thing in the physical cosmos, it is the lowest kind of 
intelligence in the universe. Despite the great gap between us and the 
angels, Thomas loves to speak of human reason as the bottom rung of 
a hierarchy that goes up through the progressively more perfect intel-
lects of the angels to God himself. Putting human reason in its place 
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political dispute. Think of arguments in a court room. The primacy 
of apodictic discourse begins to look like a reminder of how rare it is. 
Against this reminder, we are less likely to think that calling poetic 
discourse ��ž�����������  is a way of saying, “Away with the poet!” 
We need poetry just as, in general, we need art. It is worth remem-
bering that Aristotle must have seen a lot of plays in order to write as 
he did of Greek tragedy.
	P oetry is an imitation, Aristotle stated; art imitates nature. This 
is not a plea for photographic realism. The 
������ has come down to 
us as a fragment; it gives us an analysis of tragedy. The tragic drama 
is an imitation in that it puts before us characters who act in much 
the way that members of the audience have acted and do or will act. 
But the imitation gives us a �����, a sense of wholeness, that ordinary 
life seldom does. In Aristotle’s pithy phrase, the plot, the logos of the 
drama, has a beginning, a middle, and an end.
	 When Thomas says that poetic discourse is ��ž��� �������� in 
the ƒ����, it is in the context of noticing that Scripture is replete 
with images and similes and parables. The problem this poses is 
the following: if sacred doctrine is the most sublime, why does it so 
constantly, almost exclusively, use poetic language and metaphors? 
Consider that the metaphors of the poet illumine that which is less 
than human by attributing human attributes to it—smiling meadows, 
and the like. Some metaphors go in the opposite direction, but they 
can be considered parasitic on the first kind. The point of scriptural 
metaphors, Thomas argues, is to give us forceful presentations that 
speak of God in human and even subhuman terms—he is a father, he 
repents of creating man, he is a fire, he is a lion, and so forth. Such 
metaphors proportion the divine to us in a way that is far more effec-
tive than abstract characterizations of him.

It is fitting that Sacred Scripture should treat of divine and spiritual 
things as similar to the corporeal. God provides for things according 
to their natures, and it is natural to man that he should move to under-
standing from the sensible, since all our knowledge takes its rise from 
the senses. Thus it is that Sacred Scripture fittingly presents spiritual 
things to us by way of bodily metaphors. (ƒ  I a, q. 1, a. 9)
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	R ecall again the beginning of the ������, when Dante is in the 
dark wood, in danger of losing his soul, and the long journey before 
him is the path of salvation. But Dante is a poet, and his presence in 
that dark wood is at least in part due to his poetic activity. What he 
now undertakes, as pilgrim and poet, is the story of his progressive 
assimilation of the Christian vocation.
	 The highest terrace of the upper three of the seven storey moun-
tain concerns lust, which, like avarice and gluttony, puts a lesser good 
in the place of the highest good. The discussion of poetry through 
these terraces must accordingly bear on the way in which the poet 
can mistake a lesser good for the highest good. The great subject of 
the poetry of the other poets encountered was love, and presumably 
a lesser love that was treated as the dominant point of human life. It 
is this assumption of his own early poetry that Dante repents. Under 
the influence of Virgil and Statius, he now strives not only for a new 
poetic style but for one appropriate to singing of the love that moves 
the sun and other stars, and of life as the pursuit of that love. In his 
commentaries on the poems in the ‚��������� he attempts to subli-
mate his love for Beatrice, but after her death he lived a life that was 
enveloped by a dark wood, in which the right path was lost. At the 
end of the ‚���, Dante acknowledges his dissatisfaction with what he 
has written of Beatrice and resolves to devote himself to the study 
of philosophy and theology in order to write of her as no woman 
has ever been written of before. The ������ is the fulfillment of that 
resolution. In it, Beatrice is the representative of true beatitude and 
Dante’s guide, at first mediated but finally direct, leading him to a 
happiness that can only be found in the next world. Dante became 
not only a philosophical poet but, far more importantly, a theological 
poet. The preeminence that Dante claims over poets contemporary 
with him is precisely that his poetry is now at the service of Love in 
the most exalted sense.28

	 The writer François Mauriac, who was stung by the shocked reac-
tion of fellow Catholics (as well as by André Gide’s jibe that he sought 
permission to publish so he wouldn’t have to burn his books), enter-
tained misgivings about his novels. Would it be too much to suggest 
that Dante’s allusions in the ������ to his earlier works, those that 
shared the outlook of his fellow poets, convey a similar judgment? In 
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done, some gesture of gratitude from Beatrice. But although Dante 
weeps at his disappearance, her present concern is to remind Dante 
of the transgressions for which his ascent of Mount Purgatory has 
been necessary. Earlier, Virgil gave what turns out to be his farewell 
address:

  . . . “Il temporal foco e l’etterno
veduto hai, figlio; e se’ venuto in parte
dov’ io per me più oltre non discerno.
 T ratto t’ho qui con ingegno e con arte;
lo tuo piacere omai prendi per duce;
fuor se’ de l’erte vie, fuor se’ de l’arte.
  Vedi lo sol che ’n fronte ti riluce;
vedi l’erbette, i fiori e li arbuscelli
che qui la terra sol da sé produce.
  Mentre che vegnan lieti li occhi belli
che, lagrimando, a te venir mi fenno,
seder ti puoi e puoi andar tra elli.
 N on aspettar mio dir più né mio cenno;
libero, dritto e sano è tuo arbitrio,
e fallo fora non fare a suo senno:
  per ch’io te sovra te corono e mitrio.”
	 (
��� . 27.127–142)

Son, you’ve seen the temporal and eternal fire and reached the place 
where my discernment fails. I have led you here through wit and art. 
Now let pleasure be your guide, for you are past the narrow paths.  
See the sun that on you shines, look at the grass, the flowers, the 
shrubs to which earth here gives birth. Walk among them as you  
await those happy loving eyes that wept when she chose me for  
your guide. You will get no further word nor sign from me, your  
will is free, right, and sane, and it would be wrong to act against it. 
Accordingly I place the crown and miter on you.

	A ll the capital 
 ’s have been erased from Dante’s forehead, but his 
ordeal is not yet over. Beatrice confronts him with his misbehavior 
with the •��������� , that slip of a girl (
��� . 31.59), who represents, it 
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seems, more than one companion in dalliance after Beatrice’s death. 
And so Dante stands, head bowed like a schoolboy, being scolded 
by his beloved. Beatrice is no longer one mortal woman in competi-
tion with others, but the means of Dante’s salvation. To interpret her 
initial address to Dante as that of a woman scorned, if only post-
humously, would be to miss the whole point of the ������ . Sins 
are an offense against God and even when forgiven and atoned for, 
their memory remains. That is why Dante must be submerged in the 
water of Lethe by Matilda. This will be followed by a further bath-
ing in the waters of Eunoe, which prepares him for the last leg of his 
journey. The Blessed Virgin is not mentioned in these final cantos of 
the 
��������� , but none of this would have happened without her 
initial compassion for the Dante who had gotten himself into that 
dark wood.
	 Beatrice appears to be identified with Mary in the last cantos of 
the 
���������, or perhaps better, becomes an allegorical figure of 
Mary. Far more important, however, is the relationship between the 
first woman, resident of the Garden of Eden, and Mary.

­��”•��

There is something geographically odd about finding the Garden of 
Eden on top of Mount Purgatory. The explanation given is that the 
mountain was formed when Lucifer plunged into the earth, burrow-
ing to its very center (the lowest circle of hell), and as he did so, push-
ing an equal volume of dirt out the other side, thus forming Mount 
Purgatory. The significance of the Garden is its role now, as Dante, his 
soul purged of the stain of the capital sins, comes onto the final stage 
of the cantica.
	 The drama of the ��������, the whole drama of human life, 
began in that garden where our first parents, Adam and Eve, lured 
by the promise that they would be as gods if they disobeyed God, 
were driven from the earthly paradise into an unfriendly world where 
they and their progeny had to earn their bread by the sweat of their 
brow. Original sin is that great aboriginal catastrophe, as John Henry 
Newman called it, of which we all have some intimation in trying to 
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understand why we and others act in the wrong and terrible ways we 
do.29 Adam and Eve at their creation were untroubled by the division 
we are all too aware of in ourselves, with desire contesting with rea-
son, so that we do what we should not and do not do what we should. 
How our first parents could have sinned, given their condition and 
what theologians call their preternatural gifts, is a problem which, 
like that of how angels could sin, we must set aside. (Beatrice, in her 
professorial mode, will discuss the angels, good and bad, in 
���
���� 29.) If Adam and Eve had not sinned, human history would have 
been wholly different. We can lament that fact, but at the same time 
we must acknowledge with St. Augustine that the remedy for what 
was lost by original sin is more than compensation for it. A Savior 
would be sent, the very Son of God, who would reconcile the human 
race with the Father. Through him, we would be raised, not just to 
the status that was lost, but beyond it, to a supernatural life with the 
promise that we will see God even as we are seen.
	I n the 
������� 7, we are given the essence of the matter when 
Beatrice explains Justinian’s remark that the death of Christ was the 
vengeance of God.

 S olo il peccato è quel che la disfranca,
e falla dissimìle al sommo bene,
per che del lume suo poco s’imbianca;
  e in sua dignità mai non rivene,
se non rïempie, dove colpa vòta,
contra mal dilettar con giuste pene.
  Vostra natura, quando peccò ����
nel seme suo, da queste dignitadi,
come di paradiso, fu remota;
  né ricovrar potiensi, se tu badi
ben sottilmente, per alcuna via,
sanza passar per un di questi guadi:
  o che Dio solo per sua cortesia
dimesso avesse, o che l’uom per sé isso
avesse sodisfatto a sua follia.
 F icca mo l’occhio per entro l’abisso
de l’etterno consiglio, quanto puoi
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al mio parlar distrettamente fisso.
 N on potea l’uomo ne’ termini suoi
mai sodisfar, per non potere ir giuso
con umiltate obedïendo poi,
  quanto disobediendo intese ir suso;
e questa è la cagion per che l’uom fue
da poter sodisfar per sé dischiuoso.
  Dunque a Dio convenia con le vie sue
riparar l’omo a sua intera vita,
dico con l’una, o ver con amendue.
  Ma perché l’ovra tanto è più gradita
da l’operante, quanto più appresenta
de la bontà del core ond’ ell’ è uscita,
  la divina bontà, che ’l mondo imprenta,
di proceder per tutte le sue vie
a rilevarvi suso, fu contenta.
 N é tra l’ultima notte e ’l primo die
sì alto o sì magnifico processo,
o per l’una o per l’altra, fu o fie:
  ché più largo fu Dio a dar sé stesso
per far l’uom sufficiente a rilevarsi,
che s’elli avesse sol da sé dimesso;
  e tutti li altri modi erano scarsi
a la giustizia, se ’l Figliuol di Dio
non fosse umilïato ad incarnarsi.
	 (
�� . 7.79–120)

In Allen Mandelbaum’s translation,

  Only man’s sin annuls man’s liberty,
makes him unlike the Highest Good, so that,
in him, the brightness of Its light is dimmed;
  and man cannot regain his dignity
unless, where sin left emptiness, man fills
that void with just amends for evil pleasure.
 F or when your nature sinned so totally
within its seed, then, from these dignities,
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different from the terrestrial. But we are given two precious downward 
glimpses as Dante and his beloved soar upward, first in 
�������� 22:

  Col viso ritornai per tutte quante
le sette spere, e vidi questo globo
tal, ch’io sorrisi del suo vil sembiante;
  e quel consiglio per migliore approbo
che l’ha per meno; e chi ad altro pensa
chiamar si puote veramente probo.
	 (
�� . 22.133–138)

My eyes returned through all those seven spheres and I saw this  
globe in such a way that I smiled at its sorry appearance; I endorse  
that judgment as best which holds it least, and one whose thoughts  
go elsewhere can truly be called virtuous.

	 The second downward look, in canto 27, also conveys the mod-
esty of earth among the swirling planets. If the earth is the center in 
this view of the planets, if geocentrism holds, yet that centrality does 
not grant it prominence. A reader who has been struck by the pre-
science of the air flight to Rome in Robert Hugh Benson’s 1903 novel 

���� ��� ����£���� will be all the more awed by Dante’s anticipation 
of today’s marvelous photographs of earth taken from outer space. 
Such a small thing. And yet it is central in another way: earth is where 
men live and where the drama of their salvation was enacted. Dante’s 
reader can never be so starstruck as to forget this.

•����������ˆ�•������������������

The Blesssed Virgin may seem to be absent from the first two-thirds of 
the 
�������, but to think so would be to forget the goal toward which 
Dante and Beatrice are rising. In canto 23, Christ and His mother 
become central. It is fitting that we enter upon what will prove to be 
a cumulative concentration on Mary by noting the role of Dante’s 
personal devotion to her, which complements the recognition of the 
universal role of the Mother of God.
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  Come l’augello, intra l’amate fronde,
posato al nido de’ suoi dolci nati
la notte che le cose ci nasconde,
  che, per veder li aspetti disïati
e per trovar lo cibo onde li pasca,
in che gravi labor li sono aggrati,
  previene il tempo in su aperta frasca,
e con ardente affetto il sole aspetta,
fiso guardando pur che l’alba nasca;
  così la donna mïa stava eretta
e attenta . . .
	 (
�� . 23.1–11)

Like a mother bird who has rested with her dear little ones among 
the branches during the night that hides all things, eager to see her 
longed-for chicks again and find food with which to feed them, a 
heavy task that pleases her, she awaits the sun with ardent love,  
waiting for dawn to break—so did my lady stand tall and watchful.

	 Beatrice tells Dante that what appears before them are the troops 
of the triumphant Christ. A description of Beatrice’s expectant face 
continues, but then the sun appears, brighter than a thousand lamps 
that draw their light from that sun. Dante is beholding the Wisdom 
and Power, the one who opened the longed-for path between earth and 
heaven. The canto continues with Dante’s description of his defective 
memory of this moment, and of the continuing difficulty of describing 
such indescribable things: “And thus, in representing Paradise, the sa-
cred poem has to jump across, as does a man who finds his path cut off” 
(
�� . 23.61–63). Dante is recalled from such ruminations by Beatrice.

  “Perché la faccia mia sì t’innamora,
che tu non ti rivolgi al bel giardino
che sotto i raggi di Cristo s’infiora?
  Quivi è la rosa in che ’l verbo divino
carne si fece; quivi son li gigli
al cui odor si prese il buon cammino.”
	 (
�� . 23.70–75)
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“Why are you so fascinated with my face that you do not turn and  
look at the beautiful garden flourishing under the sun of Christ?  
There is the Rose in which the divine word became flesh, and the  
scent of lilies that enable men to find the right path.”

	 Christ’s entry into the poem is accompanied by that of His 
Mother. The blessed are depicted as a garden irradiated by the light 
of Christ, and chief among those flowers is Mary, the mystical rose, 
the mother of God. She �� the celestial rose. Now Dante sees a torch-
like light descend and form a crown like a ring, a garland revolving 
around Mary. It is an angel, the angel of the Annunciation.

  “Io sono amore angelico, che giro
l’alta letizia che spira nel ventre
che fu albergo del nostro disiro;
  e girerommi, donna del ciel, mentre
che seguirai tuo figlio, e farai dia
più la spera supprema perché lì entre.”
	 (
�� . 23.103–108)

I am the angelic love who turns about that exalted happiness that 
breathes from the womb where dwelt our Desire; so shall I circle,  
Lady of Heaven, until, following your Son, you have made that  
sphere yet more divine by entering it.

	A t this, all the blessed sing out the name of Mary as Christ and 
His mother rise triumphantly, and Dante is made aware of the deep 
affection all of them have for Mary. The blessed then burst into the 
song “€����������,” the antiphon of E astertide:

Regina coeli, laetare, alleluia!
Quia quem meruisti portare
Resurrexit, sicut dixit, alleluia!

Queen of heaven, rejoice, alleleuia! Because He whom you merited  
to bear has risen as he said he would, alleluia!3
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The tenderness of the song, Dante tells us, was such that the memory 
of it never left him.
	 The ascension of Christ and Mary is preparation for what is to 
come, a foretaste of the culminating vision that will be granted later 
to Dante when he is taken up to the ninth and tenth heavens by Bea-
trice. But first he must undergo an examination in the theological 
virtues. Meanwhile, his appetite has been whetted by his vision of the 
triumphant Christ:

  Quivi trïunfa, sotto l’alto Filio
di Dio e di Maria, di sua vittoria,
e con l’antico e col novo concilio,
  colui che tien le chiavi di tal gloria.
	 (
�� . 23.136–139)

Here, just below the high Son of God and Mary, he who is the  
keeper of the keys to glory triumphs in his victory together with  
the ancient and new councils.

This concluding reference to St. Peter, keeper of the keys, draws atten-
tion to the fact that the assembly of the blessed represents the Church 
Triumphant under the leadership of Peter. St. Peter will play a central 
role in the next canto.
	I f we look back on the opening lines of canto 23, the description of 
the mother bird anxious about her young, we see an inescapable refer-
ence to Mary. It is bracketed by the closing image of the throng of the 
blessed, lifting their arms longingly to her as she ascends. Dante com-
pares them to an infant who, just after having been fed, extends its arms 
to its mother. The deep affection of all the blessed for Mary is filial.

�������������������ˆ���	��������������‡��

In canto 24, Beatrice presents Dante to the assembled spirits. She 
notes that he is still in an earthly condition but is to be given a fore-
taste of the banquet that is their eternal sustenance. At this, a spirit 
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detaches himself from the rest, and Beatrice identifies him as St. 
Peter. Beatrice asks Peter to test Dante’s faith.
	 This canto and the two following it have often been compared to 
an academic examination and are called the doctrinal cantos. St. Peter 
examines Dante on the theology of faith, St. James on the theology of 
hope, and St. John on the theology of love. But what we are given is 
both like and unlike an exchange between master and pupil, at least 
if this is understood as an abstract and impersonal presentation of a 
subject matter. What we witness, and what is elicited from Dante by 
his three apostolic interlocutors, are professions of faith, of hope, and 
of love. Here Dante lays bare what governs his life, the three theologi-
cal virtues of faith, hope, and charity that are peculiar to Christianity 
and beyond the ken of pagan morality. They are the conditions for en-
joying the beatific vision. Of course, the tendency to read the doctrinal 
cantos as a series of objective presentations is prompted by Dante’s 
own words: “Just as the bachelor candidate must arm himself and does 
not speak until the master asks the question for discussion—for ap-
proval, not to conclude it—so while she spoke I armed myself with all 
my arguments, preparing for such a questioner and such professing” 
(
�� . 24.46–51). And the first question put to him by St. Peter is, What 
is faith? No doubt there is an initial similarity to a scholarly examina-
tion, but that should not obscure the truly remarkable personal pro-
fession of this “candidate.” Imagine him speaking thus in an ordinary 
academic oral exam—the difference leaps out at us.
	E arlier, Peter had been identified as keeper of the keys, the head of 
the Church, but here, reference is made to his response to Jesus when 
he got out of the boat and tried to walk on water (Matt. 14:28–31). That 
is, Peter here is not the glorified saint but the Peter whose faith faltered 
as he walked upon the water, causing him to sink, and the Peter who 
denied Christ. Here, Peter is addressing a Dante who is still in the 
condition that the saint was on earth.
	 The examination began with the question, What is faith? Dante 
proceeds to quote St. Paul from Hebrews: “Faith is the substance of 
things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen.”4 That, Dante says in 
perfect Scholastic mode, is the quiddity of faith. “Why substance?” 
Peter then asks, and “Why evidence?” Dante’s reply to the first is, 
“The profound things that bestow their image on me here are hidden 
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from sight below, so that what they are lies in faith alone, and the 
highest hope is based on that faith; and so it is that faith is called a 
substance” (
�� . 24.70–74). And what of “evidence”?

 E  da questa credenza ci convene
silogizzar, sanz’ avere altra vista:
però intenza d’argomento tene.
	 (
�� . 24.75–78)

From this faith it is meet that we begin to reason, although seeing  
no more; so faith is called an evidence.

	S o far, we seem indeed to be listening to a degree candidate being 
examined in a purely academic way. That what Dante is engaged in 
here is more a ����������� of faith than an ������� of it, however, is 
clear when we look at a thoroughly magisterial treatment of the sub-
ject, such as that of Thomas Aquinas.
	I n his commentary on Hebrews 11:1, “Faith is the substance of 
things to be hoped for, the existence of things that are not seen,” 
Thomas states that this definition of faith is complete but obscure.5 
In the ���•�����›������������ ����� (������•), q. 14, a. 2,� he puts it this 
way:�This expression is the most perfect and complete definition of 
faith, but it is not expressed in the proper form of a definition. The 
proper form is to give the genus into which the nature of the thing in 
question fits, and its specific difference from other generically simi-
lar things. But, Thomas adds, it is easy to put this definition into the 
usual proper form—and that is what he goes about doing. Everything 
that is needed for a formal definition is provided in Paul’s remark. 
There are three indications that this is so.
	F irst, all the principles on which the essence of faith depends are 
given in the statement from Hebrews. Earlier, Thomas had stressed 
the crucial role of will in the act of faith; but will is moved by its ob-
ject, which is the known desirable good, the end. For faith, two things 
are needed: the good moving the will; and that to which the intellect 
assents.
	 “There is a twofold ultimate good of man which first moves the will 
as its ultimate end” (������ ., q. 14, a. 2).6 Two ultimate goods act as our 
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ultimate end. One is proportioned to our nature and can be attained 
by natural efforts, namely, the happiness of which philosophers speak, 
whether contemplative or practical. The other is a good that exceeds 
human nature, for the attaining of which natural powers are insuffi-
cient. But we cannot be ordered to an end unless there is in us some 
proportion to that end; that is, the loved is always similar to the lover.
	 With respect to the first ultimate good, we have a certain incho-
ative grasp of it, namely, in the first self-evident principles that are 
the seeds of theoretical and practical reasoning, as well as a natural 
desire for this good. There must be something analogous in the case 
of the ultimate good that exceeds our nature. The ultimate happiness, 
according to the philosophers, consists in such knowledge of God as 
we can attain by our natural powers. This is knowledge of God from 
His effects. But in the supernatural order we are called to a complete 
knowledge of God: “This is eternal life, that they might know thee, 
the one true God” (John 17:3). Faith is the name of that beginning in 
us of the complete knowledge of God. But in anything that has parts, 
the most fundamental part, the beginning of the whole, is called its 
substance. Thus faith, insofar as it is the beginning of eternal life, 
which we hope for on the basis of the divine promise, is called “the 
substance of things hoped for.”
	 The assent of intellect to what is proposed to it—here, the articles 
of faith—is dependent on a movement of will, because the object in this 
case is not obviously true. In the usual case of assent, the mind grasps 
what is clear to it, proportioned to its natural powers, and goes on to 
argue from that truth to other truths. Similarly, the obscure things 
assented to in the act of faith are the basis on which arguments are 
formed. Hence, faith is the “argument for things which do not appear.”
	 Thomas sums up: we are given the matter or object of faith, 
which is unseen (�����••��������); its act, in that it is an argument 
(����������); and the order to the end, in that it is the substance of 
things hoped for (��	���������������•���������).� The genus is given 
by its act, namely, a habit that is known from its act, and by its subject, 
mind—and that suffices. “Thus from what we are given it is easy to 
construct a well-formed definition of it; ‘faith is a habit of mind by 
which eternal life begins in us and which causes the intellect to assent 
to what is not obvious’ ” —������•�q. 14, a. 2˜•
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fisice e metafisice, ma dalmi
anche la verità che quinci piove
  per Moïsè, per profeti e per salmi,
per l’Evangelio e per voi che scriveste
poi che l’ardente Spirto vi fé almi;
  e credo in tre persone etterne, e queste
credo una essenza sì una e sì trina,
che soffera congiunto ‘sono’ ed ‘este.’
  De la profonda condizion divina
ch’io tocco mo, la mente mi sigilla
più volte l’evangelica dottrina.

 I  answer: I believe in one God—sole,
eternal—He who, motionless, moves all
the heavens with His love and His desire;
  for this belief I have not only proofs
both physical and metaphysical;
I also have the truth that here rains down
  through Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms
and through the Gospels and through you who wrote
words given to you by the Holy Ghost.
 A nd I believe in three Eternal Persons,
and these I do believe to be one essence,
so single and threefold as to allow
  both �� and ���. Of this profound condition
of God that I have touched on, Gospel teaching
has often set the imprint on my mind.
	 (
�� . 24.130–144, trans. Mandelbaum)

	 The first five lines express Dante’s belief in God as the Prime 
Mover, about which doctrine he says he has physical and metaphysi-
cal proofs; then comes the assurance of Scripture. Personal as this 
testimony is, it also attests to Dante’s months of study in Florence, as 
he prepared himself for his great task.
	 The truths about God that can be discovered by natural reason—
that He exists, that He is one, that He is cause of all else, and the 
like—are of course implicit in the articles of the Nicene Creed. But 
the “preambles of faith” are not articles of faith and therefore do 
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Should this sacred poem, to which both heaven and earth have lent 
a hand and which over the years has left me lean, ever overcome the 
cruelty that keeps me from that fair fold in which as a lamb I slept, 
a lamb opposed by wolves that war on it, then with other voice and 
other fleece shall I return and at my baptismal font put on the laurel 
crown; there I first found entry to the faith that reconciles souls with 
God and for which Peter wreathed my brow.

	A fter this melancholy prelude, the canto takes on its special mean-
ing with the arrrival of a flame, circling like a dove and then alighting. 
This is the soul of St. James, identified by reference to his burial place 
in Compostela, a major object of pilgrimage in the Middle Ages and 
now. As before, ����� ��������� , Dante is asked by the apostle “to 
tell what hope is, tell how it has blossomed within your mind” (
�� . 
25.46–47). Again, a duality: Dante must give an account of the virtue 
itself and also how he personally acquired it. But before he can begin, 
Beatrice intervenes, assuring St. James that there is “no child of the 
Church Militant who has more hope than he has” (
�� . 25.52–53). That 
said, she leaves to Dante the response to St. James’s two questions:

  “Spene,” diss’ io, “è uno attendar certo
de la gloria futura, il qual produce
grazia divina e precedente merto.”
	 (
�� . 25.67–69)

I said, “Hope is a certain expectation of future glory, produced by 
grace and preceding merit.”

In response to this, James declares that he still burns with love “for 
the virtue that was mine until my martyrdom and departure from 
the field” (
�� . 25.82–83). The sources of Dante’s hope are to be found 
in Holy Writ, as he explains, whereupon the blessed cry out ¤ƒ•������
������¥� They hope in you.�This verse from Psalm 9:11 has already been 
cited by Dante in speaking of the sources of his hope, and now it is 
echoed by the blessed.
	T oward the end of the canto, St. John arrives on the scene, an-
nounced by Beatrice in a pithy tercet.
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	 Of the three theological virtues, only the third, charity, remains. 
After this life there is no further need for faith—its enigmatic knowl-
edge gives way to vision—or of hope, since what was hoped for is 
now had. Dante’s condition is still mortal, so he must exhibit his pos-
session of all three virtues before he can be taken up into the highest 
heaven, where he will be granted a brief and privileged glimpse of 
things to come.

•�����ž����������������������œ

When Dante is being examined by St. John on charity, he states that 
love is imprinted on him “by philosophic arguments and by authority,” 
and St. John repeats the phrase with obvious approval. Earlier, re-
sponding to St. Peter on faith, Dante had pointed to a syllogism that 
shows that faith is true (
�� . 24.94). And in his credo, Dante insists 
that for beliefs in the first five lines, consisting of truths about God as 
Prime Mover, “I have not only proofs both physical and metaphysical” 
but revelation as well. St. John sums up Dante’s position thus:

 E  io udi’: “Per intelletto umano
e per autoritadi a lui concorde
d’i tuoi amori a Dio guarda il sovrano.”
	 (
�� . 26.46–48)

And I heard, “By means of the human intellect and authority in 
concord with it, the highest of your loves to God will go.”

	S uch passages do not prepare us for Beatrice’s diatribe against 
the reasoning of the schools, which we find in canto 29. In the previ-
ous canto she had compared the theologies of (Pseudo-)Denis the 
Areopagite and Gregory the Great on the angelic hierarchies, indicat-
ing that Denis had it right and that when Gregory arrived in paradise, 
he smiled at his own earthly error. But this is only to point out that 
sometimes reasoning turns out well and sometimes it doesn’t. There 
is far more at issue in canto 29. The reasoning of the schools is char-
acterized as confused and ambiguous. And worse.
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E p i l o g u e

The great French mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal had 
a mystical experience, a kind of private revelation, that changed his 
life. He wrote down a description in French and Latin and wore a 
copy next to his heart for the rest of his life. It is known as Pascal’s 
Memorial:1

	F ire.
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob,
not of the philosophers and the learned.
Certainty, certainty, feeling, joy, peace.
‡������“������������
My God and your God.
Your God will be my God.
The world and everything but God forgotten.
He can be found only by the paths taught in the Gospel.
The grandeur of the human soul.
The Just Father whom the world has not known, but I have known Him.
Joy, joy, joy, tears of joy.
I have separated myself from him:
They have forsaken me, the fount of living water•
My God, do not abandon me
Lest I be eternally separated from you.
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ONE  .   •���‰�
����•�����

	 1.	 That Beatrice does not share this view is clear from 
���������� 30 and 
31, where she chides Dante for his fickleness.
	 2.	 Calling the great poem the ������� ������ is established usage, 
even though Dante himself never referred to it in that way, but simply as the 
��������.
	 3.	 ƒ�•���•������­��, Homilia IV, 1; ƒ������•��������••����•����, ed. Ma-
billon (Paris, 1839), vol. 1, Tomus tertius, 1694.
	 4.	 ‚� 2. In Dante Alighieri, ‚��������, a cura Luca Carlo Rossi, Intro-
duzione Guglielmo Gorni (Milan: Arnoldo Mondadori, 1999). Hereafter, Rossi, 
‚��������.
	 5.	 Dante also introduced her as ������������������ (“in glory,” that is, in 
Paradise).
	 6.	 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, in ���
����	��������, ed. Paolo Milano (New 
York: Viking Penguin, 1969), pp. 550–51.
	 7.	S ee for example, Rossi’s commentary in ‚��������, p. 13, on this pas-
sage. We are asked to think of Luke 3:16, and the words of John the Baptist: “I 
indeed baptize you with water, but there comes one stronger than I.”
	 8.	 Beatrice died in 1290; Dante married Gemma in 1285.
	 9.	S ee Charles Singleton, •��­������������‚��������� (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1949), pp. 63–74.
	 10.	 Who has ever been truly surprised by Chaucer’s Retractions, in which 
the maker of this book—���������	���� ���� —takes his leave: “Wherefore I 
beseech you meekly for the mercy of God to pray for me, that Christ have 
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of  ������ ; also the book of •��� ; the book of ������������
�����¨� the book 
of ���������� ; the book of ƒ��‚��������Œ�������������
�������������•�‰�� ; ���
 ����� ��� ������	��� , those that tend towards sin; the book of ��� 
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many another book, if they were in my memory; and many a song and many 
a lecherous lay; that Christ in his great mercy forgive me the sin.” Chaucer, 
���������	���� ���� , a new translation by Nevill Coghill�(Baltimore: Penguin 
Classics, 1952), p. 513.
	 11.	I n his remarks prior to ‚� 19, Rossi, ‚��������, p. 150, notes that only 
two persons have been raised body and soul into heaven, Christ and Mary. This 
is insisted on in the 
�������, when St. John dismisses the legend that he too is 
in heaven body and soul.
	 12.	G orni, in his introduction to Rossi, ‚��������, p. xvi.
	 13.	I bid., p. xviii.
	 14.	 Dante tells us that this training cost him thirty months attendance 
in the schools of the religious and at philosophical disputations. In so short a 
time he came to savor the sweetness of wisdom which drove out all else (��� �
�����  2.12).
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smith: Penguin Books, 1949), p. 71.
	 2.	G uglielmo Gorni, one of the most helpful of Dante scholars, has dedi-
cated an entire book to this opening canto of the ������. See Gorni, ������
������ƒ���������
������������������������� (P arma: Pratiche Editrice, 1995).
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fred A. Knopf, 1937), pp. 127–29,�noting that it was under the influence of the 
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triguingly that many, in following the course of Renan’s argument, have been 
led into the faith the great apostate lost. Baring also suggests that if only Renan 
had lived to see what such criticism did to Shakespeare, he might himself have 
retraced his steps.
	 4.	 C. S. Lewis, •��­‹•�������������������� (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1961).
	 5.	A ccording to Robert Hollander on the letter and the controversies it 
has generated, this approach is reasonably well-grounded. See Robert Hollander, 
�����Œ��­•������������������  (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993).
	 6.	 �������� 1.1. See also Jean Pépin, ������ ��� ��� ���������� ��� �Œ���ª������
(Montreal: Vrin, 1970).
	 7.	 Cicero, in his ��� ���������� (On Old Age), a favorite of Dante’s, dis-
cusses the ������������ in section 76. A current Italian translation of Cicero, fac-
ing the Latin text, renders this unbashedly as “si trova ‘nel mezzo del cammin di 
nostra vita,’ ” that is, “finds himself ‘Midway this way of life we’re bound upon.’ ” 
Cicerone,� ��� ����������� ��� ��������� a cura Guerino Pacitti, Classici Greci e 
Latini 109 (Milan: Oscar Mondadori, 1965), p. 73.
	 8.	 Thomas’s commentary on 2 Corinthians can be found in ƒ�•���­•�����
����ƒ•�
�����
������, ed. Raphaelis Cai, O.P., editio 8 revisa, vol. 1 (Turin: Mari-
etti, 1953).
	 9.	 The jingle runs,

George Brush is my name;
America’s my nation;
Ludington’s my dwelling-place
And heaven’s my destination.

The proper name and home town, of course, varied with the pupil. See Thorn-
ton Wilder, „�����Œ��•������������� (N ew York: Harper & Brothers, 1935).
	 10.	  In a much later book, ���­���������, addressing a more jaded reader, 
Wilder ends his fascinating story thus: “History is ��� tapestry. No eye can ven-
ture to compass more than a hand’s breadth. . . . There is much talk of a design 
in the arras. Some are certain they see it. Some see what they have been told to 
see. Some remember that they saw it once but have lost it, Some are strength-
ened by seeing a pattern wherein the oppressed and exploited of the earth are 



148 N otes to Pages 23–56

gradually emerging from their bondage. Some find strength in the conviction 
that there is nothing to see. Some” Here the sentence and the book ends. One is 
tempted to complete it thus: Some, like Dante, with a vision infused with faith, 
give us the truth of the matter.
	 11.	 Thus begins the fifth of the “Divine Poems.” John Donne, 
��������
£���� , ed. Herbert J. C. Grierson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 295.
	 12.	 This ������� or greyhound, who will come and solve the political prob-
lems of the age can serve as an indicator of the risks of scholarship. Since Virgil 
is making a prediction, it would seem fairly easy to identify this savior �‹�•����
�����. But perhaps more ink has been spilled on this single reference than on 
any other.
	 13.	I  am summarizing the opening five questions of ƒ����� ���������� 
IaIIae (First Part of the Second Part), and ������������ ­����� 1.13 and St. 
Thomas’s commentary thereon.
	 14.	 This seems strong, if Virgil was simply born at a time and place where 
the Good News could not have come to him. Elsewhere, Virgil stresses that he 
is in Limbo through no fault of his own.

THREE     .   ���ƒ�����ƒ������•�������

	 1.	  The second part of the angelic salutation, “Holy Mary,” and so forth, 
was added in 431 by Pope St. Celestine I in response to the heresy of Nestorius. 
Paul Claudel, “������, vol. 2 (P aris: Gallimard, 1969), p. 497.
	 2.	 Virtues and vices are habits, settled dispositions to act well or badly, 
but habits are built of singular acts, good or bad, and lead us on to others of the 
same kind. Whenever the “age of reason” begins—and who does not remember 
his first awareness of doing wrong?—from its dawn, we are forming by means 
of the ways we act what we morally are, that is, our character.
	 3.	 Boethius, ���������������
������•�� 3.1.
	 4.	 Wallace Stevens, in section 11 of “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle.”
	 5.	 Thomas, in ƒ�•��� ­����������ƒ•� •������� 
������, ed. Raphaelis Cai, 
O.P., editio 5 revisa (Turin: Marietti, 1951), n. 400.
	 6.	I bid., n. 403.
	 7.	I bid., n. 404.
	 8.	A lthough the treatment in the ƒ��������������� is later than that of 
the ���•�����›������������­��� (�������),� I am guided chiefly by the latter. The 
plan of the ƒ���� dictated that discussions of the capital sins are scattered; in 
the �������� we find a treatment of the capital sins as such, beginning with q. 8.
	 9.	I n an old academic joke, a professor dies and appears before St. Peter, 
who checks the records, shakes his head, and tells the professor he must go to 
hell. Immediately the professor finds himself in a well-appointed apartment; 
there are his favorite books, wines, pictures, and music. Gourmet dining is 
always available. There is an endless supply of El Diablo cigars. The profes-
sor is puzzled. He calls St. Peter. “Has a mistake been made?” “How so?” The 
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professor describes his sybaritic setting. “That’s right, professor.” “But how can 
this be hell?” A pause, and then St. Peter murmurs, “You must share the apart-
ment with a colleague.”
	 10.	 The full opening passage of lectio 15 of the ƒ•������  is: “•������� ����
�������������‰����•  Of the blessedness of our blessed Virgin let us say more, let 
us hear more. Happy is the blessed Mary, unhappy every damned soul, all those 
to whom is said, ��•�������������������������������������ž��•  Damned certainly 
is every vicious soul, and the virtuous Mary is blessed. Damnation comes into 
the world through the seven capital sins, Mary obtained blessedness through the 
contrary virtues. O Mary, blessed art thou amongst women. Blessed in humility 
as opposed to pride, in charity as opposed to envy, in meekness opposed to wrath, 
in steadiness opposed to sloth, liberality opposed to avarice, sobriety rather than 
gluttony, and chastity rather than lust” (277b–278a, ••���  of Bonaventure).
	 11.	 This marvelous work has now been ascribed to Conrad of Saxony. See 
Chiavacci Leonardi in her introduction to her edition of the 
���������, pp. 
xxii–xxiii.
	 12.	 ƒ•������ 278a.
	 13.	 There is also a tradition holding that Mary had vowed herself to vir-
ginity before the Annunciation. If so, this raises questions about the meaning 
of her betrothal to Joseph. But by tradition, after the Annunciation, Joseph too 
having been visited by an angel, both spouses were vowed to virginity.
	 14.	 Domenico Bassi, ���•�������•���������������, p. 19.
	 15.	S ee Chiavacci Leonardi in her edition of the 
���������, introduction 
to canto 10, p. 291.
	 16.	 This priority of Christ is never to be forgotten, yet Dante puts Mary 
forward first when he gives examples of the virtues opposed to the capital sins. 
We will discuss this later. A sign of our blindness is the temptation to think of 
Mary as in some way the rival of Her Son. However, if Christ is our primary 
mediator with the Father, there are secondary mediators as well, and of these 
Mary is far and away the first. This is not some antic choice of Dante and the 
Church fathers and doctors on whom he relies, but an ineradicable feature of 
the providential plan of salvation.
	 17.	S ee R. P. Cornelii a Lapide, ������������ ��� ›������� ­��������, ed. 
Antonius Padovani (Turin: Marietti, 1922), Tomus III, p. 201.
	 18.	 ƒ  II aIIae, q. 157.
	 19.	 Cornelii a Lapide, ������������ ��� ›������� ­�������� , Tomus III, 
p. 125b.
	 20.	I n the Latin of the original,

		  3. � Quoniam ipse liberavit me de laqueo venantium, et a verbo 
aspero.

		  4. S capulis suis obumbrabit tibi: et sub pennis ejus sperabis.
		  5. S cuto circumdabit te veritas ejus: non timebis a timore nocturno,
		  6. �A  sagitta volante in die, a negotio perambulante in tenebris: ab 

incurso, et daemonio meridiano.
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virile. He attributes this to his youth in writing the earlier work, and his matu-
rity now. The contrast has puzzled many, among them myself. In the first chap-
ter I advanced a fancied hypothesis for the fact that the ��������, whose well 
thought-out plan is given to us early, was left unfinished. Like the ‚���������, it 
consists of both poetry and prose, the prose sections being heavy treatises that 
expound the literal and allegorical meaning of the odes preceding them. The 
reader is certainly aware that Dante has been to school in the meantime. There 
is no expression in the ��������, as in the final paragraph of the ‚���������, of 
dissatisfaction with what he has done. But dropping the work is perhaps elo-
quent. He would go on to the ������, from which prose is absent.
	 29.	 Thus, in his work •������‹�, Chesterton considers original sin a fact, 
not a dogma.
	 30.	 ��������������������������•��������, Italian and English, trans. with 
introd. and commentary by Allen Mandelbaum (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1982), vol. 3, 
�������, pp. 60, 62.
	 31.	I bid., vol. 2, 
���������, p. 270.

FOU R .   ›��������„�����

	 1.	 Chiavacci Leonardi comments: “The simple confession that Dante 
makes at this point—unique in the poem and in all his work—of his daily prayer 
is another singular mark of this scene in the 
�������, where the dearest human 
feelings invade the heaven of inaccessible divine eternity with a profound and 
almost unavoidable mistake” (the mistake of importing time into eternity). In 
her edition of the 
�������, p. 641, note to lines 88–90 (my translation).
	 2.	A n indulgence for saying the Angelus morning and night was granted 
by Pope John XXII in 1318, which suggests that the practice was already com-
mon. Saying the Angelus at noon came later.
	 3.	 During the Pascal season, this antiphon is substituted for the Angelus 
as the final prayer after Compline.
	 4.	H eb. 11:1. For Dante and St. Thomas, the Vulgate text read: “fides est 
substantia rerum sperandarum, argumentum non apparentium.”
	 5.	 Thomas’s commentary on Hebrews can be found in ƒ�•��� ­•��������
ƒ• 
�����
������, ed. R aphaelis Cai, O.P., vol. 2 (Turin: Marietti, 1953).
	 6.	S uch remarks, frequent enough in Thomas, make efforts to drive a 
wedge between him and Dante on the matter unconvincing.
	 7.	 ƒ�•���­•��������ƒ•�
�����
������, vol. 2, n. 557.
	 8.	 Thomas’s ������������ (On the Teacher), prompted by Augustine’s work 
by the same name, can be found in his ���•�����›������������ ����  (������• ), q. 11.
	 9.	S ee ������•, q. 14, a. 1.
	 10.	S ee ��� ���•, q. 14, a. 9, on the relation of known truths to believed 
truths. According to Thomas, “it should be said that the way God is demon-
strated to be one is not called an article of faith, but is presupposed by the ar-
ticles, for the knowledge of faith presupposes natural knowledge just as grace 
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martyrs in the Martyrology; eve of St. Chysogonus, martyr, and others. Be-
tween ten-thirty in the evening, more or less, until around half past midnight.” 

������ •������� ���•�…���, preface d’ Henri Gouhier, présentation et notes de 
Louis LaFuma (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1963), p. 618, my translation.
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�����, 2, 7
	 sublimation of love, 8
covetousness, expiation on fifth level 

of Purgatory, 43
creation as product of divine love,  

39
credo of Dante, 111–13
	 referring to proofs of the existence 
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	 alerting Saint Lucy to Dante’s con-

dition, 31, 32, 125
	 as the celestial rose, 106
	 description by Dante, 128–29
	 entry into the poem, 106
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	 ������� structured on, 48
nine, importance of, in ‚���������, 
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���������, logic underlying, 38
Purgatory
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spiritual sense, 15
Statius, 78–79, 86
	 on spectral body, 82
Stevens, Wallace, 44
Stoics’ quarrel with Aristotelians on 

anger, 68–69
story, defining a, 21–22
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	 on proofs of the existence of God, 

117
supernatural end, natural desire for, 

123
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