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"The ideal way of reading The Divine Comedy would be to start at the first line and go straight through to 
the end, surrendering to the vigour of the story-telling and the swift movement of the verse, and not 
bothering about any historical allusions or theological explanations which do not occur in the text itself" 

Dorothy Sayers, Introduction to her translation of the Divine Comedy 

Reading Dante for the first time can be one of life's greatest moments, just as introducing 

the Divine Comedy to young adults is one of the greatest joys a teacher can experience. 

But we must be careful that we make the most of our opportunity. First-time readers 

must be encouraged to throw themselves headlong into the Divine Comedy. Teachers 

must conjure the spirit of intellectual adventure rather than provide "background 

information," which puts the poem in the past. We should not lecture first-time readers 

about Italian political history, or about the influence of this or that author, or about the 

Middle Ages, or introduce them to theories about the poem before they have had a chance 

to think about the poem for themselves. The scholarship comes later, and becomes a 

labor of love, after readers have been gripped by the poem and desire to know it more 

deeply and in more detail. 

The Divine Comedy more than invites the scholarly approach. The poem is steeped in 

history. It bristles with topical references of all sorts: historical personages and events, 

families ancient and modem, books and authors ancient and modem, a flood of references 

to the Bible, astronomical and geographical references. When Dante is not dropping 

names,we find him alludingto various people, places, and events through a glass darkly, 

as if to enshroud them with a mystic veil. Many of the people to whom he refers are 

Italians even highly educated readers would not know about without the help of notes. 

Then there are the many allegorical references where something stands medievally for 

something else-only it's not clear what. What is the first-time reader of Dante to do? 



What is the teacher of Dante to do ifhe wishes to provoke deep reading rather than mere 

scholarship? 

At several points in his lectures, Aristotle draws a distinction between what is first to 

us and first in itself. The natural path of learning begins with what is first to us and 

proceeds to what is first simply. The distinction is of the utmost importance in teaching 

Dante. Where do young readers begin? What is first to them? Certainly not the Guelphs 

and Ghibellines, or the Donation of Constantine, or A verroism. They begin with their 

own expenence. This includes their questions, opinions, worries, hopes, fears, 

frustrations, and desires, as well as anything they happen to have read. In the Divine 

Comedy, Dante talks about himself. He tells us about his personal lostness and the 

ultimate finding of his vocation. The Comedy is a poem of ideas: it is about universals of 

every conceivable sort, just it is about the providential shape of history. But it is also a 

confession of Dante's personal experience. In introducing Dante to students, we must 

second this personal "pull" that the poem exerts on the reader. 

What Is the Divine Comedy? 

Before addressing matters of pedagogy, let me offer a brief description of the poem itself 

The description will highlight some of the largest things I hope students come to see, 

admire, enjoy, and perhaps even love. 

The Divine Comedy is the world's most comprehensive poem. Dante appears as both 

poet and pilgrim. He recounts a journey that started in a dark wood and ended with the 

vision of God. Much happens in between. The journey is the unfolding and revelation of 

the eternal order in time. It spans the three-fold cosmos mirrored in the poem's three-fold 

structure: Inferno (that is, Lowest Region) or Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. As Dante 

imaginatively re-enters the experience of his miraculous journey, he takes us along with 

him. We, along with the pilgrim Dante, are constantly made to wonder: Why is the world 

the way it is? Why all these levels? Why is this soul here, and that one there? 
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The poem consists of one hundred cantos: an introductory canto followed by three 

sets of thirty-three. The three main divisions of the poem-Inferno, Purgatorio, 

Paradiso--are called canticles. Canto and canticle come from the Latin cantare, which 

means "to sing." The Divine Comedy is an exquisitely ordered series of songs. In 

imitation of ancient epic poetry, Dante begins each song-cycle with a call for divine 

inspiration. In the Inferno, he invokes the Muses and the gift of poetic ingenuity, in the 

Purgatorio the Muses again and especially Calliope, the Muse of epic poetry, and in the 

Paradiso Apollo. The invocations are typical of Dante's repeated efforts in the poem to 

preserve pagan ideas within a Christian world. But why do this? What do Christians 

need to learn from pagans? 

The Comedy sings the praises of the divinely established world order. It presents the 

reader with a synoptic view of the entire physical, moral, political, and spiritual cosmos. 

A strong antidote indeed to the poison of the dark wood! But Dante's journey is not 

simply that of an Everyman. He makes the trip not just to see the Whole and tell the tale 

but to be reunited with his girlfriend. The Comedy tells us how Dante, who fell in love 

with the angelic Beatrice when they were only children, eventually came to be reunited 

with her. The dark wood was a fall from everything Beatrice embodied. This beatific 

woman is Dante's most direct link with God, and only by being reconciled with her can 

he ascend to the final fulfillment of all desire. The reunion turns out to be anything but 

pleasant. Having reached the peak of Mount Purgatory, where the Garden of Eden is 

located, Dante must endure Beatrice's rebuke and his own burning shame before 

continuing his journey. What does it mean, we wonder, for the love of a woman to take a 

man to God? 

Grace is everywhere for Dante. It is at work in the universal scheme of world history, 

just as it is at work in the ultimately mysterious details of our individual lives. Grace is a 

kind of mediation, and Dante never tires of singing its praises. Mediation is what 

Christianity is all about for him. When Dante is on the brink of eternal loss, Mary in her 

compassion turns to Lucy, who turns to Beatrice, who turns to Virgil. A chain of 
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mediators reaches from Heaven all the way down to Hell. The chain continues as Dante 

progresses. Virgil leads him back to Beatrice, who is superceded by St. Bernard, who 

prays to Mary that Dante may reach the end of his desires and remain uncorrupted when 

he returns to his mortal life. Every soul Dante meets along the way, even the souls in 

Hell-even Satan himself--contributes something to Dante's advancement. What is the 

Divine Comedy? It is not only the world's most comprehensive poem. It is also the 

world's most hopeful and most grateful poem. The Comedy is profoundly anti-tragic. 

What Are the Problems? 

By and large, students take to the Divine Comedy. It is, after all, a dam good read. As 

Dorothy Sayers has observed, it is really a novel in poetic form. Students usually have 

only to read it in order to be drawn into its world in one way or another. The poem is a 

rich field of ideas and images that can lure different readers down different paths of 

reflection. But there are problems. The biggest problem is the one I mentioned 

earlier-all the references. The best way to handle the problem is to steer away from 

questions and concerns that distract students with historical facts. There is no denying 

that the tragic story of Paolo and Francesca, to take a famous example, becomes more 

interesting and complex the more one knows about historical facts not found in the poem. 

But no first-time reader needs to know these facts in order to be deeply moved by 

Francesca, and to be stirred to thought by her and her lover's damnation. Students tend 

to be more imaginative than we think and can usually piece together a lot from the little 

Dante often provides. It matters little or not at all whether they are piecing together 

exactly what we want them to piece together, so long as they are engaged by the poem, 

attentive to the text, involved in class discussion, and thinking. So the first rule of thumb 

is this: Pose questions that inspire real thinking, and resist the professorial temptation to 

infonn. Tmst the students' imagination. 
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There are obviously limits to this advice. At times Dante's allegorism is baftling, and 

no amount of pondering a piece of symbolism on one's own goes anywhere. Notes are 

essential. The idea here is to get back to the story as soon as possible. When Dante is 

driven back down the sunny hill by the lion, the leopard, and the she-wolf, it is much less 

important for a first-time reader to know what each of these beasts stands for than to 

reflect on how inveterate bad habits, our beasts in the soul, intimidate us and thwart the 

noblest of intentions. 

Then there is the figure of Beatrice. Is she real or only a symbol? On this point I urge 

students to take seriously the possibility that Dante means her to be taken as a real 

person, as the girl he fell in love with when they were only children. By assuming that 

she is real as well as symbolic, students can be encouraged to puzzle over the place of 

erotic love in the poem, in man's relation to God, and indeed in their own lives. A 

potential liability can thus be transformed into a pedagogical advantage. The Comedy 

compels us to rethink the nature and implications of romantic love. From Dante's 

perspective, to fall in love is to be violently struck by the divine. It is to be called forth 

from the grave of the mortal and the mundane into what Dante calls "new life." Believers 

and non-believers alike will have trouble with this idea for all sorts of reasons. Believers 

are sometimes offended by Dante's theological eroticism. Non-believers may find it 

objectionable or else just plain weird. The idea is to appeal to the students' imagination 

rather than to the customs of "courtly love." We must ask them: What if Dante is right 

about love? What would it mean for romantic love to be the beginning of our highest 

education and the call of the divine? 

Fortunately, one of the most sublime achievements of the poem helps offset the 

disadvantage of often not knowing who or what is being referred to in Dante's allusions. I 

am thinking of the beautifully crafted stories we hear along the way. I try to make the 

most of these stories when I teach Dante. Sometimes I simply ask students, either at the 

beginning of the discussion or else somewhere in the middle, what they think of 

Francesca, or Ulysses, or Piccarda on the basis of how Dante has chosen to present them. 
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I urge students to indulge their natural curiosity for the details and destinies of other 

people's lives. Here Dante gives students a precious opportunity to hone their judgment 

of human character and choice, and to refine their sense for the general teachings of the 

poem. Most important of all, students are invited to examine their own lives, dilemmas, 

and choices. 

Occasionally one hears it said that the Inferno is interesting, but the other two parts of 

the poem are not. Readers who stay with Dante usually grow out of this impression. 

Still, one must give the devil his due. Hell is garish and gory. It appeals to our love of 

sensationalism. Plus, the young admire rebels, and there is an undeniable nobility to at 

least some instances of defiance that we meet in Hell. Dante invites us to admire the 

greatness of certain sinners even as we condemn their sin. Why is he doing this? What is 

the ground of human greatness? What does greatness add to our understanding of 

damnation, hope, and bliss? Such questions can be highly useful in getting students to go 

deeper into Dante's world and to explore their own opinions about what is, and what is 

not, worthy of admiration. 

For way too many readers, Dante is the poet of Hell. It is a great mistake to let 

students read the Inferno but not the Purgatorio and Paradiso. Given the chance and the 

proper encouragement, students can be brought to see that the latter two canticles not 

only contain greater poetry than we find in the Inferno but also take on larger themes, 

themes that must be pondered if Hell itself is to be rightly understood. Purgatory in 

particular can be very appealing to the young. Here alone in Dante's three-fold world 

there is time, change, journeying, soul-searching, and a deep fellowship between those 

beyond and those here, all of whom struggle, with the help of grace, to rise above sin and 

ascend to Joy. Dante's Purgatory feels human. It appeals to the struggling humanity in 

us all, regardless of our religious beliefs or unbelief. It does not take much to get students, 

who, after all, are struggling with all sorts of personal problems, to begin to appreciate the 

virtues of a place dedicated to the clarification of our priorities, the perfection of our 

loves, and the revision of our pasts. I have led classes that concentrated on the Inferno 
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for a period of several weeks. In the last two weeks, I always assign parts of the 

Purgatorio and Paradiso. Even a bit of the whole is better than Hell by itself. My hope 

is that students will be enticed to read more about the upper regions on their own. Just as 

we must not give up on students' imagination, we must not giveup on their susceptibility 

to the beautiful and sublime. 

Hell can also be the ultimate stumbling block for readers who refuse to entertain even 

the possibility of damnation. To these readers it is useful to pose a series of questions: 

Does an individual human life have eternal significance? Do we have souls, and are those 

souls deathless? If we have deathless souls, and the world is such that everything in it 

ultimately comes to occupy its rightful place, then by living a certain life, by making 

certain decisive choices, we in effect "put ourselves" somewhere in the cosmos. To 

confront the possibility of a Hell is to realize that certain choices resound in eternity and 

are irrevocable. We can permanently ruin ourselves, and this ruin brings with it certain 

consequences within the world order. The torments we witness in Dante's Hell-and 

many of them are incredibly gruesome-are opportunities to ponder the specific self

destructive nature and effects of sin. It is as though Dante were telling the reader, "You 

have no idea how much is at stake, how horrible sin really is, and what sin does-what 

this sin does-to a human soul." 

Much of the Divine Comedy goes against the grain of student opinion and belief 

Believers and non-believers alike are sometimes offended by Dante's arrogance. Who is 

he to decide who is saved and who is damned? Isn't he simply using his poem as an 

outlet for his personal grudges and loyalties? And even apart from Dante's manifest 

presumption and agenda, how could a loving and just God ever permit a Hell to exist in 

the first place? 

As for the first of these objections, there is not much one can do except redirect 

students to the reading of the text and the issues it raises. It may be useful to respond in 

the following way: Yes, Dante is presumptuous, and he has an agenda. But what can we 

learn from him? What does the poem itself show us and cause us to think about? 
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The second objection is more serious. It is far from clear how it can be that Hell was 

made by "primal love," as Dante reads on Hell's gate (Inferno 3). Dante himselfis deeply 

troubled by what he reads. The eternal order that the pilgrim Dante comes to experience 

does not always harmonize with our sense of justice and rationality. We wonder why 

Statius is saved but Virgil is not, or how it can be just that great pagans like Ulysses did 

anything to merit eternal torment, or how a pagan can make it to Heaven (Paradiso 20. 67 

ff.). The poem invites us to search for possible answers to these questions. But the 

answers are far from self-evident and are not to be had in the poem without the experience 

of perplexity and even shock. Herein lies Dante's intellectual honesty. Christian though 

he is, Dante refuses to bury perplexity and shock under the cloak of dogma. We teachers 

too must be intellectually honest. We must not explain away problems by appeals to 

historical categories and medieval Church doctrine. Students must be challenged to 

rethink their assumptions and beliefs. They must be challenged, in the case of Hell for 

example, to rethink the faulty assumption that what offends their sensibilities is therefore 

unjust and irrational. But objections, offence, and general resistance are all part of the 

human experience that goes into reading Dante's intensely judgmental poem. When 

students object to something, it is because they have at least begun to take it seriously. 

Another problem for first-time readers is politics. Why does Dante take politics so 

seriously? What does it mean for a Christian, who inhabits the City of God, to be so 

fiercely caught up in the City of Man? Here it is useful to encourage students to think 

beyond Dante's Italy. Why should Christians not take a lively interest in politics? 

Should God care for our individual lives and not for the largest temporal communities to 

which we belong, for human beings and not for human history? Are we not the 

instruments of this care, workers in the temporal vineyard? We need not agree with 

Dante's political views to admire his belief, in the face of all the injustice he witnessed 

and the disappointments he suffered, that the world is well governed and that the good 

wins out in the end. In this regard, it is useful to urge students to think about politics as 

an expression of hope. 
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2. Why is Cato, the warden of Purgatory, so harsh with all those who approach the 
mountain? 

3. Why is Virgil allowed to lead Dante through Purgatory? What is he getting, if 
anything, out of this trip? 

4. Why is the terrace of pride adorned with stunning works of art? 

5. Virgil tells Dante, after they have walked through the flames that purge lust, that 
Dante is now free (27.140-142). What does that mean? What is the freedom that 
souls gain by goingup the mountain? 

On the Paradiso: 

1. Why does Heaven have levels? Why a hierarchy? 

2. Hell is the place for those who have lost the good of the intellect. In what sense is 
Paradise the place for those who have found the good of the intellect? 

3. At one point, Beatrice expresses her approval that Dante can find Paradise 
somewhere other than in her eyes (18. 21). What does this show us about the 
function of Dante's love for Beatrice? 

4. What exactly happens to Dante in that final amazing moment when he sees God? 
Why do we not hear about how Dante descended from that divine pinnacle back into 
his mortal life? 

5. How does the Paradiso help us understand why the poem is a comedy? 

A Possible Journey through a Canto 

It may be useful to consider how a first discussion of the Inferno might go. There is a lot 

to choose from in selecting an opening question: the dark wood, the sunny hill and the 

three beasts, the appearance of Virgil, the chain of divine compassion, the Indifferent, 

Limbo, the hard words on Hell's gate, the carnal sinners. All this in only the first five 

cantos! I usually go straight to Francesca. Hers is the first autobiography Dante hears on 

his journey. 
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Teaching through Questions 

Good teaching of any sort incorporates the asking of good questions. In this section I 

offer a set of five opening questions on each canticle. The purpose of these questions is 

to open a path of inquiry: to evoke the students' active wonder and the striving for 

insight. How the questions are to be followed up · is a matter not of method but of 

judgment. If the idea is to get students to engagein conversation with one another, a good 

rule of thumb is to ask the question but not jump in too soon to provide direction: 

patience pays. A teacher's best questions are, of course, the ones he poses for himself as 

well as for his students. In introducing Dante, teachers must remember that they too are 

"in the middle of our life's way." 

On the Inferno: 

1. Why would anyone need to descend into Hell in order to correct his former life and 
ascend to Heaven? Why go down in order to go up? 

2. Hell is the place for those who have lost the good of the intellect (3. 18). Why is sin 
an intellectual loss? Do the sinners we meet manifest a loss of intelligence? 

3. Ulysses is one of the grandest figures in Hell. What do we learn from the story of his 
last voyage? How is the story related to the sin of evil counsel-and to Dante's own 
journey? 

4. At one point, Virgil reprimands Dante for weeping out of pity (20. 28). Does Dante 
want us to feel pity for the damned? What would it mean to feel such pity? What 
would it mean not to? 

5. What do we make of the fact that Dante and Virgil get clear of Hell by using Satan as a 
ladder? 

On the Purgatorio: 

1. What is the difference between the torments of Hell and those of Purgatory? 
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We begin with a question: Why are Paolo and Francesca in Hell? The answer seems 

simple: Because this is the place for "carnal sinners who subject reason to desire" (5.38-

39). That of course is the formal answer, and it is important that somebody refer to it. 

But Purgatory also has carnal sinners, and, as we find out later, there are (former) carnal 

sinners in Paradise-King David, for example. The difference must be that the carnal 

sinners in Hell did not repent of their sin. Usually the discussion gets to this point fairly 

soon, and without reference to Purgatory and Paradise. Then the discussion can go 

deeper. Why did Francesca not repent of her sin? Usually someone suggests that she had 

no time, that her husband came home unexpectedly and murdered her and her lover. But 

how much time does it take? Casting ahead to purgatorial stories, Buonconte ends a 

sinful life on the name of Mary and sheds a tear. It is enough. But one need not bring 

this into the discussion to urge students to go deeper into the source of Francesca's 

damnation. To understand why she is in Hell, we must look to what Francesca actually 

says in the speeches Dante gives her. 

In this famous canto Dante constructs a window into a human soul. Francesca speaks 

for all lovers who gave up everything for the sake of love. Here students must be 

encouraged to look very carefully at the details of her beautifully crafted speeches. One 

might call attention to important details during the discussion and simply ask students 

what they make of them. These include Francesca's gracious and beguiling manner; her 

incantatory repetition of the word Love; the wistful recollection of her birthplace; the 

wordless Paolo who weeps while she speaks; her heartbreaking statement that the 

greatest misery is the remembrance of former happiness in present woe; her claim that 

when someone falls in love with you, you are compelled to love that person in return; 

Dante's deathlike swoon as a response to Francesca's second speech. 

In particular one might ask at some point: Why does Francesca put the blame for her 

and her lover's sin on a book? What does reading have to do with the way we lead our 

lives and the choices we make? Can we be corrupted by literature? At some point in the 

discussion, unless somebody else has already brought it up, I encourage students to think 
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about speech as seduction. Is Francesca trying to do to Dante (and indirectly to us) what 

the story of Lancelot and Guinevere did to Paolo and Francesca: seduce him into believing 

that romantic love, the boy-god Eros, justifies anything? I encourage students to think 

beyond the natural sympathy we have for Francesca and to be suspicious of her and her 

erotic creed. In this way I try to get them to think about our extreme vulnerability to self

deception and the sophistries of the heart. Why is Francesca in Hell? Because she did 

not repent But why did she not repent? Because, as her speeches testify, she gloried, 

and still glories, in her sin-because she clings eternally to the belief that romantic love 

justifies anything. That this belief can lead to eternal torment might well make us swoon, 

especially if we think, with Dante, that love is the most important thing in life and should 

be obeyed in all things. 

Students can get a lot out of the Francesca canto and its juicy details. The canto offers 

many opportunities for students to confront and examine their assumptions and beliefs. 

These include the belief that what Francesca did was not really all that bad and maybe not 

even a sin at all; that even if it was a sin, she was overcome by love, which no one can 

resist; that in general we are the victims of circumstance, society, passion, and our 

natures; that Francesca is enviable because she yielded to a "great passion" and is now 

with her lover for all eternity; that being in love means being obsessed with one person to 

the utter exclusion of all other concerns; that vows are not sacred because, after all, people 

change. 

Closing Remarks 

So here is my advice for teachers of Dante who guide their students through question and 

discussion rather than lecture. First, resist the temptation to provide background 

information. Second, arouse the students' thinking by asking questions that have no 

factual or easy answers. Third, seize opportunities to connect the poem to everyday life 

and experience. Fourth, make the most of the details in the stories that souls tell along the 
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way. Fifth, use the students' objections and disagreements to get them to formulate and 

examine their own assumptions and opinions. Sixth, think less about pedagogy and more 

about the substance of the poem. Dante is so utterly provocative that students are bound 

to have strong reactions that can, with a bit of skill and patience on our part, become the 

starting-point for a good discussion. Seventh, and finally, encourage students not just to 

study the poem but to enjoy it.. Calhheir attention to those aspects of the poem that 

work on us apart from whether we know what they mean: the vivid descriptions of 

characters, places and events; the sudden shifts in poetic tone; the swift pace of the 

narrative; the beauty, and at times disarming homeliness, of Dante's similes. All this goes 

into what we, as teachers of great works, must seek to do: not bury the book in the past 

but make it alive in the student's present. 

Recommended Translations 

My favorite edition of the Divine Comedy is that of John Sinclair (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1939). The prose translation is faithful to the Italian; the numbered 

footnotes are very concise; the list of contents at the beginning of each canto is helpful; 

and the commentary is written by a man who clearly loves Dante and finds his teachings 

insightful. An index of persons and places appears at the end. 

Also highly recommended is the edition of John Singleton (Bollingen Series, Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1970). It is especially helpful for anyone who wants detailed 

notes. The prose translation is very literal. 

Of the poetic renderings of the Comedy the one that is closest to the letter of Dante's 

text is that of Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Bantam Books, 1982). 

For a delightful translation that captures Dante's vitality in the original rhyme scheme, 

the reader is strongly encouraged to consult the edition by Dorothy Sayers and Barbara 

Reynolds (New York: Penguin Books, 1949). The notes and commentary are imaginative 

and highly useful. 
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Select Bibliography for Teachers 

The most interesting book on Dante is The Figure of Beatrice by Charles Williams (New 

York: Hippocrene Books, Inc., reprinted 1983). It is unusual and provocative. For a 

powerful modem story about damnation and hope, clearly inspired by Dante, see 

Williams' novel, Descent into Hell. 

Of the more scholarly books on Dante, the following are the best: John Freccero's 

Dante: The Poetics of Conversion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), 

and Gfoseppe Mazzotta' s Dante: Poet of the Desert, History and Allegory in the Divine 

Comedy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). 

Erich Auerbach's Scenes from the Drama of European Literature (Gloucester, MA: 

Meridian Books, 1973) contains two helpful Dante-related essays: "Figura" and "St. 

Francis of Assisi in Dante's Commedia." 

For an insightful account of Dante's political thought, see Joan Ferrante's The Political 

Vision of the Divine Comedy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). 

For essays that attempt careful readings of specific cantos, see my "Dante and 

Ulysses: A Reading of Inferno XXVI" (The St. John's Review, Vol. XL, 3, 1990-91); 

"Peter of the Vine: The Perversion of Faith in Inferno 13" (The St. John's Review, Vol. 

XL V, 1, 1999); and "Love, Law, and Rhetoric: The Teachings of Francesca in Dante's 

Inferno" (The Moral of the Story: Literature and Public Ethics, Chapter 3, ed. Henry T. 

Edmondson III, Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2000). 
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