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CANTO I
Ritual and Story

EZIO RAIMONDI

Translated by Charles Ross

The Purgatorio opens with a solemn exordium, rich in anticipation and ten-
sion, that develops in three stages (1-12). First we are given the graceful but
exultant image, dear to the mannerist tradition, of the “waters” and the “lit-
tle vessel” that will “course” even as it “lifts her sail.” Next, the first-person
narrator dramatically (“and what I sing”) offers the firm, clear definition of
the theme. Finally, there is an invocation to the Muses recalling, like some
mysterious legend, a famous episode in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

One understands that this exordium is rhetorical, and that the principal
voice is that of the poet who stands outside the story. But whoever listens
closely will not miss that it anticipates the action of the canto by calling
into account the persona, or protagonist, of the whole poem before he is
named. And this perception of the narrative voice occurs, one notices, not
so much because of the passion of the introductory tercets that glances,
like a state of mind, at the Dante who has emerged from Hell, but
because—with those multiple suggestive registers that make Dante’s sym-
bolism so genial and inventive—the discourse of the poem runs on two
planes, one rhetorical and the other, one might say, existential. The “sea so
cruel” that has been left behind is not only the sea of “harsh and scrannel
rhymes,” the “sea” of poetry that will be mentioned later in the Paradiso,
but also the “dangerous waters” of Hell (Inf. 1, 24) and what Dante in the
Convivio calls the “ocean of our life” that every Christian must traverse to
reach his final haven. It is also the same sea that the Hebrews crossed from
Egypt—a symbolic sea that gets transformed into “better waters” because,
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by a mystery of faith, it prefigures the idea of baptism and, at the same
time, the victory of Christ over death.

Only these allusions can explain the profound resonance of a line like
“may this poem rise again from Hell's dead realm” (12), in which the con-
trast between death and resurrection surges above the rhetorical figures
(among other things, we must not forget that, according to Dante, it is
Easter Sunday) to remind man of the story of his sin and his redemption
and thereby to touch on what it means to return to God, the fundamental
theme of the Purgatorio. Even the reference to the competition between Cal-
liope and the Pierides, which many critics have seen as only a learned excur-
sus in the text, acquires a new brilliance, if we regard it as an image of a
liturgical contest and recall that in Ovid, Calliope chooses as her subject the
rape of Proserpina and her return to Ceres from the “forest” of “perpetual
spring,” a myth of lost innocence and renewed fertility. In one of those
shrewd choices so frequent in the Comedy, Dante finds Christian rifts of gold
in a classical tale just as, at the beginning of the Paradiso, he will resort to the
myth of Glaucus and insinuate, among the lower registers of his prologue,
the theme and image of the distant terrestrial Paradise. And there, not by
chance, Matilda will appear as a pilgrim, like a new, supreme Proserpina.

The First Inkling of Joy

There is no doubt that when, in Canto x11, the narrative begins and the fig-
ure of Dante the pilgrim takes over from Dante the poet, we already under-
stand the spiritual dimension of the Purgatorio. It is a dialectic of death and
rebirth, of sterility and blossoming, whose extended rhythm regulates the
timing of the cosmos. The first sensation one has, after entering this world
reborn into hope, is that of light and of the high heavens, of precious trans-
parencies, “the gentle hue of oriental sapphire.” To the eyes of medieval
readers, accustomed to the allusive language of the lapidaries, the qualities
associated with sapphires were liberty and purity, as Marbodo, for example,
explains in his Liber lapidum. But what the gemologists present as abstract ar-
chetypes, Dante places into a lively narrative situation at the very moment
when the pilgrim lifts his gaze to the serene skies and rediscovers the “joy”
of nature and the world of things, after the “air of death” in Hell (16-17).
The delight to which the soul returns is not just the joy of a man facing the
light of a new day, but also the first inkling of a longer-lasting joy, which will
become entirely clear later, at the top of the mountain, when Matilda will
suggest, citing the psalm Delectasti, that her smile emanates from her knowl-
edge of a divine presence and the joy of contemplating the works of the
Most High.

In other words, the world of Purgatory assumes the character of a litur-
gical situation, and the adventure of the pilgrim takes place against a backdrop
of mysterious correspondences, which interpret the history of humankind
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in the light of Christ’s example and give it an order—just as occurs in the
liturgy, following the hours of a day that symbolize the interconnectedness
of life, a harmonious collocation of deeds, memories, and rituals. Even the
apparition of Venus (19) is tied to a liturgical passage, in that it involves the
star Lucifer, which appears in so many Christian hymns as an image of
dawn’s victory over night. Naturally, however, in the morning time of the
Purgatorio, the theme is reprised and amplified in a descriptive-epic mode fol-
lowing the pattern of the Artes poeticae. Venus is the unnamed object of the
periphrasis “the lovely planet that is patroness / of love.” To tie this pro-
logue to that of the Inferno, it is necessary to give a sign of the season, Pisces.
But Dante does not lose the emotive value of the liturgical Lucifer, which is
that of expectant grace. A series of thematic words (19-21) enriches his trem-
bling sense of that salvation represented by the sun: the word “lovely” sug-
gests the idea of a distant but hopeful God. “Eastern” suggests the sacred
place of all rituals. “All” the heavens are “glad,” and the sign of the Fish is ac-
companied by a “veiling,” as in an infant’s dream.

Only now, after having set the scene, does the pilgrim say “I” and take on
the role of the subject, of the actor who begins (and not without some indi-
rect references to a catechism) a cycle of initiatory purifications. The first
action he completes is to circle around, always looking up:

Then I turned to the right, setting my mind
upon the other pole, and saw four stars
not seen before except by the first people.
(22-24)

The point of the sentence is to fix attention on those four stars that were
seen only by the “first people,” to signal, immediately after, the happiness
that seems to him to radiate through the skies of Purgatory and then to turn
back, finally, to a sad lament for the earth, where men must live, always de-
prived of such a vision.

For Dante, as poet, thought almost always precedes sensation, thereby
conditioning his affective reaction. The critic who wants to retain emotion
as well as meaning must therefore accept the rules of the allegorical art and
establish the meaning of those four stars, going beyond the generic lament
that humankind is fallen. He must try to grasp the economy of the scene in
which Dante apostrophizes, “o northern hemisphere . .. you are a wid-
ower!” (26—27). The poem’s organization depends on the interpretive level
and not on the act that requires interpretation. Ideas structure the narrative;
they are its thematic elements. From Enrico Proto’s essay “Nuove ricerche
sul Catone dantesco,” which appeared in the Giornale storico della letteratura
italiana 49 (1912), we know that these four stars are symbols of the cardinal
virtues: prudence, justice, courage, and temperance, all of which informed
men in the terrestrial Paradise before the first sin. But it is Charles Singleton,
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in his Journey to Beatrice (1958), who showed that since the four cardinal
virtues were lost after the Fall, they may not be reacquired, and redeemed,
except by individual effort. They are no longer natural, to Dante’s disap-
pointment. For Dante, all humanity is in a state of corruption, of perma-
nent loss. It is written in the history of humankind that no one may return
to the terrestrial Paradise with the same innocence and rightness that God
gave, in the person of Adam, to human beings. Therefore, the widowed
northern hemisphere stands as an admonishment, prefiguring the end of
the cantica, which says that even those who are purified may not return to
the uncorrupted state of the “first people.” The serene sky, the smile of
Venus, the advancing rays of the sun, confer on the landscape of Purgatory—
as in the liturgical hymns to morning—a suspended awe, a lightness of in-
nocence and infancy. Yet tension remains. One remembers the night and the
cruel seas that accompany the expectation of light, creating an overarching
rhythm of penitence and renewed purity.

A Solitary Patriarch

Certainly a sense of calm mystery suffuses the air. One may note that this
mystery takes shape in front of us when, for an instant, the story stops as the
pilgrim turns. And it follows him, at a deliberate pace, when Cato emerges
from who knows where. Yet to say he emerges is not quite correct. In reality,
it is Dante the pilgrim who takes his eyes off the four stars and then sees, be-
side him, the figure of the “patriarch” (31). The word is unusual, and the ad-
jective “solitary” (solo) is cast into relief, in the Italian, by the rhyme. This
figure of venerable isolation is the first of the great, suggestive images in the
Purgatorio. His gravity draws Dante’s astonished attention: “His aspect wor-
thy of such reverence / that even son to father owes no more” (32-33).

Dante’s Convivio mentions the reverence owed to a father. But this rever-
ence takes other courses. In the first place, the atmosphere of this moment
will dominate the entire canto. In the second, it gives an expansive sense of
Dante’s personality as a figure in the poem. Finally, in terms of the immedi-
ate story, it creates a frame around a new sense of solemnity in Cato—also
“worthy of such reverence” is the sacred sign of the eagle (Par. v1, 34-35). We
are saying nothing new in noticing that the iconography of Cato derives for
the most part from Lucan’s Pharsalia. But if the long beard, the white skin,
and the divided tresses falling on his breast recall the Roman epic (34-36), the
Comedy also modifies the portrait, substituting for the grays of the original—
in which the hair is horrid, unkempt, and filthy—a physiognomy that is se-
vere but luminous. The fact is that Cato, framed by the light of the four
stars, joins the traits of the Roman hero to those of a biblical patriarch. Here
[ am thinking not only of the usual contamination of correlative forms that
comes from Dante’s knowledge of languages but also of a transfiguration
that invests the figure with a more profound value.
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Centuries ago the commentator Buti compared Cato to the patriarchs of
the Old Testament. But what secret significance in Cato’s life accounts for
his election in Dante’s world and for the dignity he attains in the Purgatory
as, so to speak, a lay priest? Cato was a Stoic associated with liberty. There-
fore, he has a symbolic relation to freedom from sin. Nonetheless, since he is
a pagan, he will not be saved, making him a suitable guardian of Purgatory.
It is undeniable that Cato relates not only to Dante as pilgrim but also to
Dante as a writer and to his culture. The problem, of course, is that Cato
was a suicide. And the answer seems to be that Dante judges him according
to Cato’s own moral values, those of the Romans, which differ from the
ethics of Christians. Cato therefore shines with the “light” of the four cardi-
nal virtues and receives the grace of implicit faith. He is a man who died for
the benefit of human society and in a time of discord and ruin, affirming be-
fore the world, by his own sacrifice, the supreme law of liberty—not only
civil but metaphysical. In his Monarchy (2.5), Dante refers to the sacrifice of
Cato, the holy victim of the Decii. In the Pharsalia, Cato declares that his
blood will “redeem” the Roman people and “absolve” them. For Dante, the
Cato of the Pharsalia is therefore a man of destiny. As he says in the Convivio,
Cato is, of all men, most fit to signify God, just as Old Testament figures
foreshadow and prophetically anticipate Christ’s life in the New Testament.
Cato no longer plays the role of enemy of Caesar and the Empire (the Con-
vivio also leaves this out) but becomes, as a providential figure, through his
sacrifice, a shadow that foretells, within the limits of his imperfect action,
the true liberation that is Christ. In this sense, it seems legitimate to refer to
Cato as a patriarch. But there is more. If we pass from a consideration of
Dante’s culture to the poetic situation in the poem, where allusions and res-
onances gradually accumulate, Cato may be one of those figures, otherwise
not well defined, who escaped from Limbo when Christ descended there to
liberate the patriarchs and make them blessed. Like the patriarchs, but in a
halo of glory that preserves the memory of Roman grandeur, he incarnates
in the living and unrepeatable substance of his persona the idea of that
reawakening from shadows, the victory over the realm of shades, that at-
tended the historically unique resurrection of Christ and, through it, the re-
birth of every human being. The first example of the process, naturally, is
Dante himself, who leaves the dead air of Hell and returns, in the dawn of
grace, to the “pure” skies of Purgatory. And so the theme of resurrection
that we saw in the exordium expands within the story, a rich echo of a great
event, lending unity to the episodes, situations, and movements of the
canto.

Two Worlds Converse

We may now reduce the dialogue between Cato and Virgil, which occupies
half the canto, to a common colloquy between two psychological types, two
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souls whose condition must be explored, even as they are reflected by an in-
genious and rather unsuitable realism. In truth, even if it is Dante’s achieve-
ment to have introduced these two individual and historical personalities
into his ritual setting and to have made them dramatic and human, their
conversation cannot be understood outside a scheme of ceremonial liturgy.
Cato is the first to speak, even as he is surrounded by a prodigious “light”
from the four “holy” flames. He asks the questions, like one who has been
surprised and seeks information, but also like one who wants to provoke
someone into taking a position that, at bottom, is an abjuration or renunci-
ation. His allusion to an “escape” from the shadows, even as he begins to
speak (“Who are you—who, against the hidden river, / were able to escape
the eternal prison?” 40—41), recalls the great ritual of the Exodus.

There follows a series of acts that marks the dynamic center of the canto.
Virgil expresses himself with faith and firmness, from narration to perora-
tion, restating some of the conversational formulas that applied to Beatrice
in the first canto of the Inferno. His tenacity appears in “by way of words and
hands and other signs” (50) and extends to the zeugma of “he made my
knees and brow show reverence” (51). He releases information, gradually in-
troducing Cato to Dante: “I do not come from my / own self. There was a
lady sent from Heaven. . . . This man had yet to see his final evening; . . . I
showed him all the people of perdition” (52-64). He unveils his thoughts, in
a culminating moment, in a promise of eternity and beatitude:

You know it—who in Utica found death
for freedom was not bitter, where you left
the garb that will be bright on the great day.

(73-75)

Then he once more assumes a tone of prayer, re-creating by means of the
unlooked-for name of Marcia the sunset memory of old affections. Cato
speaks some words about her, but with the tenderness of one who leaves be-
hind him a former communal existence.

Dante’s genius was to create a tone that also sets up the clarity of the rest
of the dialogue. Those who are convinced that the poet weighed and calcu-
lated this transition like to scrutinize the stylistic web created by the words
dedicated to Marcia, which combine biblical phrasing (“Marcia so pleased
my eyes” [86] recalls placuit oculis meis of Judges 14:3) with the structure of
antithesis (mentre ch’i’ fu’ di ld . . . Or che di la) that Dante found characteris-
tic of Marcia in Lucan’s Pharsalia, which he also imitated in the Convivio (v
28, 16-17). Certainly what Cato now affirms is the opposite of what Lucan’s
Marcia says, because he speaks from across an unbridgeable divide, while in
the Convivio, as in the Latin poem, the aging woman renews her desire for
the passion of love. But even reversed, the cadences of Marcia’s ancient prayer
that shift into Cato’s austere discourse retain a discreet, though hidden,
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serenity, a memory of old affections that does not contradict the role of
judge and patriarch assigned by Dante to the Roman hero. In fact, Cato loses
himself in Virgil’s overly polite “flattery” (93) that with a slightly allegorical
undertone admonishes him that it is useless to compare Marcia to the “lady
come from Heaven” (91). Something changes in the tone of Cato’s words,
something fundamental in his attitude, which becomes no longer that of an
inquisitor, following the logic of a ritual, but that of a judge, a teacher, a
master of what one might call a cult.

Cato’s advice and precepts do not lessen the tension of the scene because,
as crisp and imperious as they are (“Go then; but first / wind a smooth rush
around his waist and bathe / his face,” 94-96), they increase, if possible, the
interest and vitality of the narrative and open the prospect of a new adven-
ture with their allusion to the “custodian angel” of Paradise (99). As the dia-
logue turns to surrounding objects, the setting takes on a new dimension,
which now, finally, after the tranquil but rigid and severe remarks of Cato,
takes shape before the eyes of the two voyagers, who no longer contemplate
the high heavens but consider the ground they must cover. Near them, the
landscape seems indistinct, but comforting and familiar. And so the “solitary
island” appears, and the breakers, the rushes, the soft and muddy ground,
forming an existential design, safe from the faultiness of fleeting emotions.
The exactness of the geographic references (“all around / its very base,”
100-101) does not exclude an air of prophecy, of friendly mystery, of a super-
natural and also inaccessible order. It is fitting, moreover, that Cato is the
one to describe the landscape, because in a moment he will vanish, and
there is a need to prepare a base for this arcane mystery. His role is to initiate
Dante, by means of Virgil’s intercession, into the first act of the vast ritual
of purification. His words of farewell, which are both a command and an
augury (“do not return by this same pass,” 106) are complemented by the
hopefulness of his announcement (107-108) that the “sun” is rising and that
the hillside can now be climbed “more easily.”

But the correlations and the symmetries that Dante has associated with
the figure of Cato and his appearance on the shores of Purgatory do not
stop here. There is one, especially, that no critic can ignore, and it is implicit
in the ceremony of the “smooth rush” (95), the “humble plant” (134) that
Virgil must gird around the pilgrim. Cato, who introduces Dante to humil-
ity, is one of the magnanimous heroes celebrated, in the eloquent pages of
the Monarchia, for their moral grandeur, their human desire for honor and
civil glory. Humility does not oppose magnanimity. Aquinas, in fact, con-
cluded his debate between Christianity and the ethics of Aristotle and the
Stoics by explaining that “magnanimitas et humilitas non sunt contraria,”
because magnanimity derives its dignity from the gifts of God, while humil-
ity makes a man consider his own defects (Summa theologiae, q. cxxix De mag-
nanimitate and cclxi De humilitate in the Secunda Secundae). Did not Dante
read in Lucan that Cato believed men partook of divinity and did nothing
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except by the will of God? In the final analysis, therefore, Cato signals the
movement from a world in which magnanimity is the unique, supreme
comfort for those condemned to live without hope to a cosmos where a
soul, having left Hell, might move through humility to grace.

Movement

Cato disappears from the story rapidly and mysteriously (“with that, he van-
ished,” 109), even if the landscape makes his vanishing seem natural, almost
peaceful. The pilgrim, who had been kneeling, is finally ready, after Virgil
has spoken, to celebrate, even in silence, the ritual of purification that awaits
him. Here, in the final act of this canto, silence plays a noticeable role, as if
to underline the clear, precise movement of the narrative action, hardly dis-
turbed by the quiet tremor of a divine presence. When Dante and Virgil be-
gin to move, time has changed, for in Purgatory time takes on a poetic
truth, an enchanted mutability of atmosphere and color, and one’s eye must
necessarily pause once again on the countryside, which begins to fill with
light and soft breezes:

Daybreak was vanquishing the dark’s last hour,
which fled before it; in the distance, I
could recognize the trembling of the sea.
(115-117)

These are beautiful verses. The joyous force of that “vanquishing” and the
chaste religious halo of “daybreak” overshadow any commentary. That “in
the distance” could have been written by Leopardi.

Nonetheless, a few words on the “trembling” are warranted here, not
only to signal the classical tradition that goes back to Virgil (Aeneid 7.9,
“splendet tremulo sub lumine pontus”), as well as to Ovid (Heroides 11.75)
and Claudian (De raptu Proserpina 2.2-3), but also to all the other uses of
“trembling” in Dante, a word that the Purgatorio always associates with mys-
terious becoming, vital suspension, and disposition toward the sacred. One
suspects that the “trembling” of Canto I is something more than a beautiful
image converted by the infinitive form of the verb into a noble substantive,
and that its most profound suggestive quality depends on an obscure field of
sensations, present as if in a cosmic myth, where sky, water, dawn, light, and
plants take root together, and nature, once more associated with hu-
mankind, seems to restore him to the suspended purity of childhood. In
Dante’s culture, it is a possibility that cannot be excluded.

The pilgrim who descends toward the “lowest bounds” (114) of the plain,
at the break of day, truly returns to innocence, as if awakening, after the tor-
por of nighttime, from that sleep of which he was full, as he says at the be-
ginning of the Inferno. The counterpoint that structures the whole canto
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and resolves its symbolic allusions into a learned chiaroscuro of motives, re-
capitulates some of the motives and the tone of the prelude to the Comedy.
There is perhaps a secret reference, too, to the ocean voyage of Ulysses. The
memory of the “lonely slope” (Inf 1, 29) flowers only after the “lonely plain”
(118), rendering the joy of return more intimate and thoughtful and insinu-
ating into Dante’s stupor a serene consciousness of the weariness that a
search for order requires, even where there is grace.

We made our way across the lonely plain,
like one returning from a lost pathway,
who, till he finds it, seems to move in vain.

(118-120)

These verses touch on the great theme of Dante’s journey and his discovery
of his goal with a cadence that the Purgatorio will repeat again, almost as a
motif: “We made our way until the end of vespers” (xv, 139); “Our steps
were short and slow as we moved on” (xx, 16); “Now we ascended by the sa-
cred stairs” (X1, 115); “we now had reached the summit of the stairs” (x1, 1).
In a landscape now familiar and friendly, even if mysterious, in which soli-
tude leads to hope and not to fear, these movements compose a simply har-
mony, as if they are naturally obeying a predetermined rhythm: from the
“dew” that Virgil’s hand “gently” touches in the grass, to the ritual of the
“smooth rush,” to the quiet prodigy that is performed in the “wonder” of
the first light of dawn along the “deserted shore.”

One knows because there are several clear linguistic indicators, including
the mystery of the golden bough, that Dante concludes the first episode of
his initiation with a reference to the sixth book of the Aeneid, which inspired
him. The comparison is imperfect, since the bough represents nothing less
than a fertility rite, a bivalent symbol of life itself, but Dante adapts it with
extraordinary intuition, placing it in a new spiritual world. This world does
not know the pagan experience, as Dante suggests when he writes of the

deserted shore,
which never yet had seen its waters coursed
by any man who journeyed back again.
(130-132)

He joins the theme of rebirth, which informs the image of the rush that
“sprang up / again, identical, immediately” (135-136) with a reference to Isa-
iah 35:7, in which the holy man will find the land renewed and “grass with
reeds and rushes” shall grow in the “habitation of dragons,” and also to Job
14:7, where the tree that is cut down “will sprout again.”

The movement from the “smooth rush” of the “deserted shore” to the
new plant of the divine forest explains the poetry of the Purgatorio. It is the



I0 EZIO RAIMONDI

poetry of a man’s journey along the difficult road of hope, of chance meet-
ings, of conversations and memories, accompanied by a current of emo-
tions, from the pale concert of the dawn to the shadows crouching in the
evening, and the rustling of leaves and waters, the mysteries of life. Samuel
Becket, in a famous essay on Joyce, called it an ascent from real vegetation to
ideal vegetation, a concrete movement toward the Absolute.



CANTO II
The New Song and the Old

ROBERT HOLLANDER

The action of Canto 1 is divided into four parts: lines 1-12, Dante and Virgil
at the island’s shore; 13-51, the arrival of the angelic vessel; 52-117, Casella
and Dante; and 118-133, Cato’s rebuke and the pilgrims’ departure.

The preeminent musicality of Canto 1l appears to continue the celebra-
tive mood of the preceding canto, which is characterized by motifs such as
rebirth, sweetness, delight, and freedom. Yet Canto 11, like its number, has a
double focus. Each of the three cantiche that comprise the Divine Comedy be-
gins with a canto devoted to the presentation of a positive personage or ex-
perience (Virgil, Cato, Dante’s ascent toward the light of God). Each second
canto, in contrast, concerns an examination of a related but more problem-
atical situation: Virgil's lack of eventual authority when compared to Beat-
rice’s; Dante’s flawed response to Casella’s song, corrected by Cato’s rebuke;
Dante’s misunderstanding of the dark spots on the moon, corrected by
Beatrice’s discourse. Each cantica thus begins hopefully and then moves to
the experience of a troubling inadequacy of one kind or another. Then, in
each case, aid or enlightenment comes from above: Virgil remembers Beat-
rice’s descent to Limbo; the “celestial steersman” pilots the ship of saved
souls to Purgatory; Beatrice explains the “forming principle” (Par. 1, 147),
which has shaped the created universe from above and now irradiates it.

In recent years a greater awareness of the tension between the values rep-
resented by Casella and those spoken for by Cato has developed. Charles
Singleton, for example, suggests that Casella’s song is a “temptation,” while
Cato’s intervention arrests the “backsliding” of the pilgrims. Such a reading

II
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undoubtedly helps us to understand Cato’s role, part of the “allegory of the
theologians,” which grants him a figural significance in Dante’s poem. Re-
cent critics have seen in Cato a combination of Christ the Redeemer (see
Sanquineti 1970), Moses, and Paul. The “allegory of the poets,” applied to
Cato, leaves him in a poetic limbo, reducing him to an ahistorical quality of
some kind, denying Dante his brilliant and troubling opening gambit, which
saves the pagan for his anticipation of Christ in his self-sacrificing actions.

Virgil’s Failure

Dante’s arrival on the shore of Purgatory has been accomplished in a poetic
mode that insists on the distance between Revelation—represented as being
in accord with the transactions of this particular poem—and mere poetry.
His Cato, borrowed from Lucan’s scriptura paganorum (Epistle xu11, 63), has
rebuked Virgil’s attempt at flattery, which we are probably meant to per-
ceive as being imitated by Virgil from Beatrice’s captatio (Inf 11, 58—60 and
67-74). Indeed, no part of the Comedy is as concerned with Virgil’s failure to
have had faith and with his resultant limitations as guide in the territory of
the blessed as the first seven cantos of the Purgatorio: in Canto 1, Cato re-
bukes Virgil (85-93); in Canto 11, Virgil and the newly arrived penitents are
carried away listening to Casella (115-117); in Canto 111, Virgil's agenbite of in-
wit is given outward expression by his undignified running (1o0-11); also in 111,
we hear Virgil condemn pagan philosophy—and himself—for placing too
much trust in the capacity of human reason (34—45); in Canto 1v, Virgil in-
sists on his inadequacy as guide in this place (37-39); in Canto V, Virgil in-
forms Dante that it is the neophyte living soul who is of interest to the
penitents and not the great pagan poet (43—45); in Canto V1, the opening sim-
ile implicitly makes Virgil play the role of loser to Dante’s winner, (1-12),
and then he is forced to read Aeneid v1, 376, which would seem to deny the
notion of the efficacy of prayer in a Christian light; and in Canto v, Virgil
gives his fullest and most telling account of himself as faithless (78, 22-36).
The climactic scene of Ante-Purgatory, dominated by Sordello, finally al-
lows Virgil a happier moment, one in which his political views are conjoined
with those of his fellow Mantuan in an ecstatic condemnation of the politi-
cal failure of Italy and of all Europe.

One leitmotif of the first seven cantos is thus the relative inadequacy of
Virgil as poet and guide. Canto I, ending with Dante’s Christian remodeling of
Aeneid v1, 43—the plucking of the golden bough, as such early commentators
as Pietro di Dante (1340), Benvenuto (1373), Landino (1481), Vellutello (1544),
and Daniello (1568) all noted—indicates both allegiance to Virgilian text and
an awareness of the necessary transvaluation of Virgilian values: golden
bough replaced by humble plant. The gesture, carried out by Virgil himself, as
though in a sort of poetic expiation, also underscores Dante’s insistence that
Purgatorio, introduced by this humble plant, is his poetic invention, as the
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underworld was Virgil’s. For this reason also Virgil must now serve as a
guide who can warn but cannot truly guide, giving way to such escorts as
Sordello and Statius, to name the two most important surrogate Virgils who
instruct Dante in his ascent of the mountain. Another sort of literary failure
is examined in the second canto: the offending author in this circumstance is
not the pagan Virgil but the younger Dante Alighieri.

On the Island’s Shore

Canto 1 of the Inferno is the “canto of the word,” carefully weighing the
value of Virgilian speech and its better Christian counterpart, in the words
of Beatrice. The parallel concern of the second canto of the Purgatorio, the
“canto of two songs,” is a similar weighing of counterpoised poetics, that of
Psalm 113 and of Dante’s own second ode of the Convivio. The opening cir-
cumlocutive indication of the time (it is nearly dawn) may continue the con-
cern with Ulysses’ failed voyage—his attempt to storm Christianity’s
Olympus—that is reflected in and behind the concluding verses of the pre-
ceding canto. Dante’s placing of the sun by indicating three of its four coor-
dinates (Jerusalem, Ganges, the shore of Purgatory) leaves us to consider
the resultant necessary point of its current zenith: the Strait of Gibraltar, the
situs of Ulysses’ departure, “the narrows / where Hercules set up his bound-
ary stones” (Inf. xxvl, 108). If Ulysses is only a subliminal presence at the be-
ginning of the canto, his offstage activities quickly come into sharper focus
as the narrative progresses.

Even before the arrival of the saved souls, Dante and Virgil create a mood
of hesitancy and worldliness:

We still were by the sea, like those who think
about the journey they will undertake,
who go in heart but in the body stay.

(10-12)

Benvenuto’s 1373 gloss (“like pilgrims who go in search of indulgence”), like
his following positive reading of the valence of Mars (as Mars incites men to
war, so does the angel incite the pilgrims “to make war on sin”), is probably
overly optimistic about the current spiritual condition of these pilgrims. Vit-
torio Russo (243), who cites Hebrews 11:13-16, brings us closer to Dante’s in-
tention here. That passage, deriving from one of the most important loci in
Scripture to support the notion that those born before Christ nonetheless
were capable of believing in his advent, casts a more culpable light on their
lingering. Their thoughts are more with Egypt than with the New Jerusalem.
It is an affliction that we shall soon see shared first by Casella, who even after
death was in no hurry to begin his spiritual pilgrimage toward Heaven, and
then by the entire band of saved souls, who are similarly pleased to remain
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where they are rather than moving forward and upward. And when Dante re-
lates his former life in Italy to his own current situation as visitor to this brave
new world, he implicitly criticizes his own past behavior.

The Angelic Vessel

This first simile of the Purgatorio compares Mars, seen aglow against the
lightening sky from the western shore of Italy, to the approaching bright-
ness of the angelic presence:

And just as Mars, when it is overcome
by the invading mists of dawn, glows red
above the waters’ plain, low in the west,
so there appeared to me—and may I see it
again—a light that crossed the sea: so swift,
there is no flight of bird to equal it.
(13-18)

Many commentators after Daniello have turned to Convivio 2, XllI, 20-24,
where Dante discusses the relation of the fifth planet to music as well as the
effect of its supposedly dry heat. In its second quality, “music draws to itself
the spirits of humankind, which are as though vapors of the heart, with the
result that they cease from nearly every function” (24). Since we shall shortly
witness the effect of Casella’s song on the pilgrims—and that effect will be
nearly identical to what is here described—it is difficult not to believe that
Dante had this passage in mind when he composed the simile. Thus I would
argue that we must allow ourselves to consider that the relation of Mars to
Angel is not one of good to good, or of good to better, but one of wrong to
right. In the earthbound half of the simile, we may catch a glimpse of the
younger Dante at the seashore looking west to the lovely planet, which signi-
fies the music of earth and, Ulysses-like, putting his back to the rising sun.
The angel, alive in the light of Grace, comes from the east like the rising sun.
He, in this reading, is a corrective object of vision to Dante’s earlier gazing.
The trinitarian angel (possessing two wings and a body) grows before our
eyes (19-36). As “pilot” (galeotto, 27), he is reminiscent of Phlegyas (“a solitary
boatman at his helm,” Inf. vi1, 17) and of Francesca’s copy of the Lancelot ("A
Gallehault indeed, that book and he / who wrote it,” Inf v, 137-38)—a pilot
who conduces to a better place and to better affections. And he also puts us in
mind of Ulysses, whose presence is strongly felt at the end of Canto 1 and the
beginning of Canto 11. For whereas Ulysses “made wings out of oars” (Inf
XXVI, 125), this sailor of the same seas requires neither oar nor sail, possessing
angelic wings (31-33). The word for “oar” was last heard in Ulysses’ speech (as
was the phrase suol marino of verse 15, Inf. xxv1, 129). The word for poop deck,
poppa, introduced in the poem to describe Ulysses” position as captain of his
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ship (xxv1, 124, and repeated at verse 140), now recurs to set this celestial
steersman against his less worthy counterpart. It seems clear enough that the
angel comes to rebuke all Ulysses-like wandering souls, including Dante. The
angel’s silent beatitude counters the loquacity of the rhetorically attractive but
mortally dangerous pagan. Presiding over the pilgrim’s psalmody, he reenacts
the role of the exodal Moses; small wonder that his very appearance conveys
his blessedness. The song sung in its entirety by the saved souls (“all of those
spirits sang as with one voice,” 48) is entirely appropriate to their condition.
This Easter Sunday rehearsal of the Exodus accomplished, the angel signs his
flock with the cross and withdraws.

Casella’s Song

The new pilgrims begin well. Raising their heads, they wish to know if these
earlier denizens of the place know the way to the mountain (59-60). If their
intellects are unenlightened, their wills are good. Virgil’s response (61-66),
which disclaims such knowledge, makes him and Dante fellow pilgrims of
the newcomers (but with what different final destinations!). The second sim-
ile of Canto 1, as Daniello was perhaps the first to suggest, is drawn from
the Aeneid (VIII, 115-116 Or XI, 100—I01):

as people crowd around a messenger
who bears an olive branch, to hear his news,
and no one hesitates to join that crush.

(70-72)

The olive branch that he extends to Pallas and the latter’s pleased stupefac-
tion seem to be the precise poetic analogues that Dante had in mind as he
constructed his simile. Yet the ominous undertones in Virgil’s narrative are
absent here (Aeneas will, in fact, bring war, not peace; young Pallas will be-
come the central sacrificial presence in that war).

The penitents are fascinated by this living soul and disregard Virgil, who is
a silent partner in the ensuing action. We only discover that he too is rapt by
the sweetness of Casella’s song at line 115 and that he and Dante depart in
haste together in the final verse of Canto 11. It is the voyage of the living Dante,
not the guidance of his dead mentor, that attracts the attention of these saved
Christians. While the irony is not voiced, Virgil's subsequent reactions (i,
25-45) show how keenly he experiences the loneliness of his lot in this Christ-
ian territory, his to traverse only for some seventy-two hours before he must
return to Limbo. Yet if he is uncomfortably out of place here, neither are his
fellow travelers in such spiritual condition as the angel might have hoped.
Their first purgatorial action is to be inactive (“as if they had / forgotten to
proceed to their perfection,” 74—75). The innocent-sounding little phrase in
fact prepares the reader for Cato’s thunderous rebuke some fifty verses later.
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The meeting with Casella is so charmingly presented that few of those
who have dealt with the scene have been sensitive to its negative implica-
tions. Beginning with the failed attempt at a friendly embrace between
Dante and Casella, the behavior of the protagonist, now acting on his own
initiative at center stage for the first time in the Purgatorio, is subtly ironized
by his author. The two singers are united in several respects besides their
mutual gestures of affection. Each is associated with music; each is depicted
(if with utterly differing purposes) as standing with his back to the east as he
looks out at the Mediterranean (14-15, 100-101); each is content to linger in
company rather than to proceed toward the difficult mountain (“then I
knew who he was, and I beseeched / him to remain awhile and talk with
me,” 86-87). The Virgilian resonance of their failed embrace has been noted
since the earliest commentators, most of whom are summoned by the fa-
miliar scene in Aeneid V1 describing Aeneas’s attempted embrace of An-
chises. Since Dante will re-create that scene so vividly in Paradiso xv, 25-27
(where Cacciaguida reverses his Virgilian model, Anchises, and attempts to
embrace his living son), it might have occurred to more readers how odd it
was for Dante to have chosen to repeat himself. Further, it ought to have
been observed that the context of that scene in the Aeneid does not fit the
context here very well: Dante as Aeneas is not in this instance met by a pa-
ternal figure, but by a fraternal one. Since Casella’s identity in the poem is
that of a singer of love songs, it seems at least reasonable to believe that the
Virgilian failed embrace in question is that between Aeneas and Creusa in 11,
792-794—the same three lines that will reappear in the later scene. Contem-
porary commentators are surprisingly unmindful of this tradition. Yet
Dante’s context, a song sung for a former love, the donna gentile of the Con-
vivio, surely helps to buttress the minority opinion. If it is correct, it serves to
establish the gentle but firm undercutting of the portrayed action that runs
through this part of the canto.

The delay in Casella’s arrival in Purgatory, to which Dante alludes (“but
why, /. . . were you deprived of so much time?” 93), along with the vexed
questions of the identity of the historical Casella, and of the three months
that he has waited for deliverance at Tiber’s mouth (97-102), have sorely
troubled the commentators. Since we cannot be certain who Casella was
(whether Florentine, Pistoian, or of still another city) and consequently do
not know his death date, all we can surmise is that his worldly and negligent
habits caused him to be passed over for promotion for three months or
longer, and that the Jubilee promulgated by Boniface on December 25, 1299,
softened even angelic hearts so that, the least among the deserving, he was
finally taken on March 25, 1300, or so his remarks would lead us to believe. If
we are meant to make this inference—and counterarguments can and have
been made—we do find in it a reason for Dante’s having invented the curi-
ous detail. Without disturbing the vast corpus of literature engulfing the
question of the “actual” date of Dante’s voyage to the afterworld, I would
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merely propose that we are to understand that Casella and Dante both be-
gan their voyages on March 25, and that Dante has constructed an ideal cal-
endar for his poetic purposes, one that puts the date of the beginning of the
journey into our minds as both March 25 and Good Friday (actually April 8
in 1300—but see Inf xx1, 112-114: “Five hours from this hour yesterday, / one
thousand and two hundred sixty-six / years passed since that roadway was
shattered here”), despite the calendrical incongruence that he thereby in-
curs. Further, and to make matters still more difficult, it seems likely that the
star charts informing the Comedy are in fact those of 1301—and not 1300 (see
Poulle). In sum, Dante wanted his dates to conform to the most propitious
poetic pattern he could develop out of the materials he had at hand. Such
voluntarism is not unfamiliar in this poet.

For all his hope that he will return to Purgatory on his way to Paradise af-
ter his death (“My own Casella, to return again / to where I am, I journey
thus,” 91-92), Dante continues to act, as does Casella, in ways that recall his
former rather than his hoped-for future life. His request, that Casella con-
sole his soul with amoroso canto, should neither surprise the reader nor lull
him into acquiescence, beguiled by the sweetness of the request and then of
the song. Dante’s initial concern, lest a “new law” remove Casella’s memory
or exercise of his old arts, has already revealed to us how deflected from his
ordained purpose he is. For in Canto I, 89 (“no power to move me any
longer”), he has learned (as have we) that a new law—one that came with
the Harrowing—applies here. Cato now is beyond being moved by Virgil’s
rather embarrassing blandishments concerning Marcia, his former love.
Dante, however, is quickly rapt when Casella sings of his former love. The
parallel is striking and natural. A desire to behold this scene in a roseate hue
has encumbered the commentators. Freed from such a self-imposed burden,
one grasps the point easily enough. Responding to the term nuova legge,
Daniello reveals that he understands that there is a new law in Purgatory,
where “one does not sing vain and lascivious things, but hymns and psalms
in praise of God.” Few modern commentators have dealt as effectively with
Dante’s pointed phrase.

Cato’s Rebuke

Dante’s old song on Casella’s lips has a wondrous effect on its listeners. And
thus Cato’s rebuke is a stumbling block to many a commentator. Elusiveness
here frequently takes the form of attributing a neutral, even a good, nature
to the singing, seen as an activity that is simply not as good as that so urgently
proposed by Cato; on the other hand, there exists a vocal minority that in-
sists on taking the song as utterly positive. In this canto of two songs, God’s
Psalm of the Exodus is to be chosen over and against Dante’s own old song
in praise of a lady who replaced Beatrice in his affections and who represents
the wrong way toward the right destination. The rejection of Convivio here
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is both subtle and vigorous. The fault of Dante and the pilgrims is a grievous
one—or else we must hold old Cato in a circumspection that may only find
warrant in a modern distaste for the doctrinal core of Dante’s poem. In
Cato’s words, the ode is no less than a “slough” that prevents God from be-
ing seen by the pilgrims (“Quick, to the mountain to cast off the slough / that
will not let you see God show Himself!” 122-123). His admonition is not ad-
dressed to Virgil, supernumerary to this drama of salvation. His sin in listen-
ing to the song will be described as a “petty fault” at Canto 111, 9. Cato’s rebuke
does not apply to him, because he is not there purging himself in order to
see God.

But it applies with telling force to the vacillating pilgrims. The language of
the rebuke is biblical; the slough is undoubtedly to be interpreted as the skin
shed by the maturing snake. Cato would have the pilgrims put off the old
man and put on the new. Old Cato stands for the New Law; the newly arrived
saints-to-be backslide, led on by Dante and his portavoce, toward the old. And
Cato’s identity here is not only Pauline, for the scene recalls Moses’s discov-
ery of the falsely worshiping Hebrews before that golden calf (Exodus
32:18-19), which the text of Psalm 113 had already set before the minds of all
who had listened to what their own lips were singing only moments before.
Echoing God’s command and Moses’s compliance (“neither let the flocks nor
herds feed before that mount,” Exodus 34:3), Cato sends the music lovers fly-
ing. The final simile of the canto likens them to doves. Here they seem to oc-
cupy a moral position somewhere between the Virgilian and venereal birds of
Inferno v, 82 (“as doves when summoned by desire”) and the birds of the Holy
Spirit, James and Peter, in Paradiso XXV, 19-23:

As when a dove alights near its companion,
and each unto the other, murmuring
and circling, offers its affection, so

did I see both those great and glorious
princes give greeting to each other.

Their saved souls hunger on high, but their appetitive natures are not yet
wrung dry of earthly longing. If music be the food of love, there is also a
heavenly music. We know this is true, as do the pilgrims. They have sung it
themselves in this very place.
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CANTO [II
The Sheepfold of the Excommunicates

ROBIN KIRKPATRICK

In the concluding moments of Canto 11, a figure appears who, while ini-
tially unidentified, is described by Dante with characteristic precision: “he
was fair-haired and handsome and his aspect / was noble” (107-108). With
an uncanny exactitude of attention, the figure before us is said to carry
still on his body the physical scars of the battle in which his time on earth
was ended. His brow is cleft: “but one eyebrow had been cleft” (108); and
before he names himself the penitent displays a wound “high on his chest”
(111). This figure, as one learns at line 112, is Manfred, the illegitimate son
of the Emperor Frederick II, who, upon the death of his father, became
leader of the Ghibelline cause in Italy. He fell at the battle of Benevento
in 1266 (at roughly the age of thirty-four) while commanding the forces
of the Empire against an alliance of ecclesiastical, Guelf, and Angevin
forces. At the time of his death Manfred had been excommunicated suc-
cessively by no fewer than three popes: Innocent IV, Alexander IV, and Ur-
ban IV.

To many—including Lord Byron, in his verse-drama Manfred, and the
composers Schumann and Tchaikovsky—the historical Manfred has always
exerted a heroic, even a romantic, appeal. This fascination may explain why
so many readers of Dante’s text have been disposed to locating the final
phase of the canto as the center of its imaginative interest. As we will see,
there is good reason to correct this emphasis, since narrative action and the-
matic patterns are as significant in this canto as the representation of any
single individual.

21
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True Church, Just Empire

In his treatment of Manfred, Dante himself enters the propaganda war that
raged in the second half of the thirteenth century between the Guelfs and
the Ghibellines over the reputation of this remarkable figure. Nor can there
be any doubt (as G. Leone has shown in Un re nel Purgatorio: Manfredi di Sve-
via) that Canto 11 of the Purgatorio represents, in part at least, Dante’s own
contribution to that controversy. To those who opposed the claims of impe-
rial power—the Guelf city, states, and the papacy—it was convenient to rep-
resent Manfred as a fratricide, a parricide, and, equally, as guilty of incest.
This, for instance, was the view adopted by Brunetto Latini (Tresor 1, xcvil,
1-9), who, as a contemporary of Manfred, had suffered exile in the wake of
Ghibelline success at the Battle of Montaperti (Latini was also, of course,
however ambiguously, the model for Dante’s own early devotion as a Guelf
to the virtues of the civic life). As to the account that Dante himself offers,
Manfred is emphatically still viewed as an excommunicate. He confesses to
crimes—orribil . . . peccata (121)—in a phrase strong enough to be taken as a
penitential recognition of his own extreme guilt. On the other hand,
Dante—anticipating Byron—has chosen to emphasize the heroic aspects of
Manfred’s physiognomy, instigating the romantic myth by phrases that re-
call at the same time scriptural accounts of King David and Virgilian refer-
ences to the fallen Marcellus. More potent and more problematic is the fact
that Manfred, in Dante’s view, is in Purgatory at all—and therefore ensured
(as in line 73, “O chosen souls, you have ended well”)—of ultimate beati-
tude. For Dante’s decision to include Manfred among the penitent excom-
municates not only affirms the possibility of redemption, even for the worst
of sinners, but it also represents a vigorous rebuttal of the use made by po-
litically minded popes of excommunication as an instrument of policy. This
condemnation is strengthened when—relying on little-known or often sup-
pressed accounts of Manfred’s death—Dante describes how, on papal or-
ders, the body of Manfred was moved a lume spento, secretly, with “tapers
spent” (132), from the resting place it had been given after the battle. Man-
fred’s enemies had themselves caused a great cairn of stones to be raised
over their leader’s body (possibly in honor of his military virtues, possibly to
exclude him from Christian burial): the Church, fearing that a cult might de-
velop around the grave mora (“great heap of stones,” 129), desecrates the me-
morial.

Manfred is a member of the first group of sinners who appear in the Pur-
gatory without as yet having been given any particular form of penitential
exercise. Yet it will already be clear that the state of purgation is seen as one
that—beyond rational understanding and yet in keeping with notions of the
rational relationship between the soul and God—can deliver even the ex-
communicate to salvation. The surprise of Manfred’s presence is an indica-
tion of this (as was the appearance of Cato in Canto 1); and, if there is any
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doubt that Dante intended an effect of surprise, we have only to recall that
the wounds borne by Manfred and the astonishment he arouses are regu-
larly seen by modern readers as comparable to the wounds that Christ dis-
plays to the doubting St. Thomas after the Resurrection. This similarity may
imply that all figures in Purgatory are there because of their assimilation
with the Christ who suffers and then rises again from the dead. At the same
time, such a view invokes the notion of a redeeming Providence, which calls
into question the validity of merely retributive justice. Equally, it leads one
to ask whether Dante himself, moving beyond the Inferno, has now aban-
doned the crude cut and thrust of the contrapasso (which is generally
thought to be central to his ethical scheme) in favor of some subtler pursuit
of mercy.

Parallel to this profound reassessment of ethical principle, Dante also
conducts in Canto 1 a reexamination of his own political thinking about
both Church and Empire. He continues to pursue the anti-Church policy, a
familiar theme from cantos such as Inferno xi1x and ultimately expressed in
the Masque of the Church in the concluding cantos of the Purgatorio itself.
There is indeed a case for saying (along with Jacques Le Goff) that the Pur-
gatorio, in rewriting current conceptions of the purgatorial life, represents a
sustained attack on the very aspects of ecclesiastical practice that were to
contribute so greatly to the movement for Reformation. Yet Dante will
never suggest that there can be no place for a Church—of some sort—to aid
and cultivate the spiritual ambitions of the individual. Indeed, as will
emerge in Canto 111, Dante has an unfailing sense of the human need for so-
cial and ethical authority. At the same time, it is an indication of the refor-
mation envisioned by Dante that Virgil should at times be ascribed an
almost priestly function in the Purgatorio and that Dante, in his own view of
a true Church, should insist that it include among its members Manfred as
a representative of the Just Empire.

Canto 11 also reexamines the Empire as a political institution. Any sug-
gestion that Dante is an imperialist must be subject to serious qualification.
It is never accurate to associate him with the Ghibellinism of his contempo-
raries. The subtlety of his thought (along with a constant shift of emphasis)
is most evident in his treatment of the Swabian dynasty itself. So Frederick
[I—Manfred’s father—is taken to task for his definition of human nobility in
the fourth book of the Convivio and is finally consigned to the circle of the
heretics in Inferno X. Likewise, Canto x111 of the Inferno pictures, through the
tragedy of Pier della Vigna, the suicidal implications of a society built solely
on secular fidelity. On the other hand, Frederick’s mother—mentioned in
the present canto as a corroboration of her grandson Manfred’s spiritual
credentials—has already advanced to heavenly beatitude. Canto 11, there-
fore, is pitched between the extremes of Heaven and Hell, between the
poles of condemnation and celebration, and it allows one to inspect the
minute realignments that constantly occur in Dante’s political position.
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It is appropriate, then, to see this canto as one in which Dante negotiates
a very precise advance toward the unexpected appearance of Manfred,
which rightly stands at the climax of the canto. However, we shall do no jus-
tice either to the intellectual subtlety of Canto 1 or to the craft and signifi-
cance of its poetic and intellectual texture unless—diverting attention from
Manfred toward the canto as a whole—we consider Dante’s own poetic
practice and ultimately the poetic theory that might be thought to have in-
spired the writing (or reading) of this canto.

A Poetic of the Body

If Manfred’s bones are disturbed by the Church, then Virgil’s are also dis-
turbed by the Empire, but with contrary effect, for the purposes of celebra-
tion. Virgil is only temporarily out of Hell, while Manfred is only
temporarily absent from salvation. In some ways, then, the canto seems to
concern itself first and last with the human body and with the ways in which
the body may be subject to honor and denigration, transported, transfig-
ured, or brought to a final resting place. In relation to the theme of the body,
there is another figure to consider: that is the figure of Dante, who, as poet,
here meditates on his own body as protagonist in the spiritual realm of Pur-
gatory. And it is this meditation that leads one, as John Freccero has shown
in “Manfred’s Wounds and the Poetics of the Purgatorio,” to consider the
poetics of this canto.

In his reading of Canto 11, Freccero contemplates the curious poetry cre-
ated by the image of wounds that are borne by a ghostly body. These
wounds are seen as the scars of history. But words, too, may similarly be
seen as scars, and Freccero is concerned with exploring the implications of
this analogy. “At some level the disfiguring marks of history mark the soul as
well. Like writing itself, they deface in the name of significance” (200).

The marks that Dante’s writing makes are there only to be assimilated
into the pages of some ultimately authoritative volume. It is here that the
notion of conversion comes into play: whether as penitents or poets, we
seek a wholeness of being that only comes to us when the wounds we re-
ceive or inflict in the course of our historical lives are converted to signifi-
cance by our understanding of the ultimate word.

In Freccero’s view, then, conversion calls us to a via negativa, where even
our wounds and the best of our words will finally be as nothing. This is not
an argument to be dismissed lightly. Yet it is possible to take a very different
view of Canto 11 itself, and, more generally, of issues that are bound to be
central in any understanding of Dante’s thought and art. Mimesis and sym-
bolism, interpretation and authority, and even the nature of conversional
poetics are indeed all open to inspection in Canto 111, which is very far from
abandoning any concern with the (undoubtedly wounding) controversies
of history or indeed with the body as the locus of historical contention.
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Moreover, the conversion that Dante here envisages paradoxically requires,
if its religious sense is to be fully realized, that we not seek to transcend his-
tory and writing but rather that we return precisely to action in these two
spheres, wounding as they may be.

In reading this canto, we need to look not for certainties but rather at the
processes that the text itself represents and enacts: through fact, fiction, and
surprise; through the contingent nuances appearing in those very marks
that, as Freccero would have us believe, are ultimately to be wished away.
These same marks are also—and self-evidently—the only voice that remains
of Dante the poet himself.

In the Hinterland

Canto 11 describes the first attempt that Dante makes, accompanied by Vir-
gil, to find for himself a route by which to ascend the apparently unscaleable
cliffs of Mount Purgatory. Up until now the action of the second cantica has
been set in dawn light on the beaches surrounding the mountain. Dante will
discover no point of entry until, in Canto 1v, he comes to a fissure in the
sheer rock face, which is bristling—as though it were a thorn hedge—with
fragments of rocks. So the events of Canto 1 take place in a hinterland,
dominated equally by the daunting vertical of the mountainside and by a
vast horizontal distance (envisaged at lines 68—69 as being at least a mile
long) in which Dante will meet others who, like himself, are temporarily ex-
cluded from the mountain and with whom he will negotiate his ascent.
Dante needs guidance.

Both Church and Empire are institutions that purport to offer guidance
to their bewildered subjects. But the narrative now reveals a psychological
and ethical correlative to this thematic interest, impelled as much by doubts,
interrogatives, and ironies as by the authoritative answers that institutions—
whether ecclesiastical, imperial, or even philosophical—might provide. The
figures who eventually meet Dante in this landscape are the excommuni-
cates who themselves have been excluded, by divine authority, from entry
onto the mountain until they have waited thirty times the length of their
contumacy (137). Indeed, Dante will at two points speak emphatically not of
what these figures know but rather of what they do not know (“they huddle
close behind, / simple and quiet and not knowing why,” 83-84, “though they
did not know / why those ahead had halted,” 92-93). Confusion and igno-
rance mark the minds of the penitents; and yet, as will be seen, confusion
and ignorance themselves produce a solution that knowledge (at least in its
epistemic sense) cannot. The first indication that some such conclusion may
be imminent is the sustained attention that the canto pays to Virgil’s role—
as a guide who himself here proves incapable of offering effective guidance.

Canto 11 opens with Virgil in a state of some distress, having being chided,
at the end of Canto 1, by his fellow pagan Cato for failing in his responsibilities
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to his Christian pupil. As late as line 45 Virgil is shown to be turbato (“re-
maining with his sorrow”) and deeply caught up in thoughts that concern
the fate of the pagan in Hell rather than the advance of Christians toward
their salvation. To be sure, Virgil’s words will eventually make a consider-
able contribution to Dante’s own advance. Yet one is never allowed to forget
(as Virgil himself does not) that, while the excommunicates suffer tempo-
rary exclusion from the Church and while Dante is temporarily excluded
from the mountain, Virgil is perpetually excluded, as a pagan, from every
prospect of salvation.

In the variegated texture of Canto 11, there is, then, at least one strand
that is bleak, disconcertingly interrogative, and even tragic in its implica-
tions. Correspondingly, the opening movement, which runs until line 15, is
agitated and unbalanced. At the end of Canto 11, a comforting community of
new arrivals in Purgatory had formed, focused on the singing of a Dantean
song. But this community is now “dispersed” in a sudden and distracted
flight. The penitents seek to submit themselves to the law embodied in the
moral architecture of the mountain; Dante, for his part, turns to the peri-
patetic embodiment of reason, Virgil himself, seeking—on the suddenly un-
peopled plain—to reestablish discourse with his erstwhile mentor. But the
figure whom Dante here seeks to draw close to, his “true companion” (4), is
wracked with remorse for having failed Dante and, deprived of his wonted
dignity by his haste, “denies all acts their dignity” (11). It is significant, too,
that this moment of consolidation and security in the narrative action is
marked on the level of authorial voice by a pair of questions that themselves
destabilize any easy enjoyment of poise, and that even (while focused on
Virgil as authority and guide) draw attention to the highly questionable
practices and procedures of Dante himself as author:

I drew in closer to my true companion.
For how could I have run ahead without him?
Who could have helped me as I climbed the mountain?
(4-6)

In one respect, these questions are rhetorical, drawing attention to the trust
that Dante has characteristically placed in Virgil throughout the Inferno. Yet
there is a quiet premonition here of the effects of surprise and even of
scandal that will culminate (as much for the reader as for Dante the protag-
onist) in the coup de théatre of Manfred’s unlikely entry. For the implica-
tion of Virgil’s presence must already be (as the presence of Manfred will
largely confirm) that, in Dante’s view, representatives of the Empire are as
competent to guide the Christian pilgrim as any nominally Christian au-
thority. At the same time, there is reason to take these questions as true in-
quiries, reflecting on the decisions that Dante himself has made in pursuing
his own fiction: Dante has not only presumed to invent a Purgatory entirely
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different from any model known to the medieval Church, but he has also
chosen to carry Virgil over from his native Inferno. In the canto ahead, he
will represent this figure as turbato and ill at ease in the very territory to
which Dante’s imagination has transported him. Considering the theologi-
cal implications of this move, has Dante himself authority for such a flight
of narrative fancy? When Dante chooses to depict Manfred among those
who, in Virgil’s own words, are destined for salvation, and even as an anal-
ogy for Christ, it appears that scandals, surprises, and interrogations are
themselves capable of producing a higher understanding than rationality
itself can discover.

One may recall that, in the Convivio 3, X, Dante refers to the fact that hu-
man beings possess reason as a miracle. Equally, we may recall that parables
are scandals, and it is as part of the poetics suggested by this canto that we
should realize the importance of scandal, surprise, and wonder, not merely
as a narrative effect but as an ethical and Christian forma mentis. Such an un-
derstanding makes a virtue out of the very ignorance that is in some mea-
sure possessed by all the protagonists of Canto 1 (including, finally, its
author and its reader). But the cultivation of any such understanding
depends—in a way that itself calls into question Virgil’s propensity to offer
trustworthy and definitive solutions—on a willingness to participate in a
process of detailed exploration. And the impulse to make this inquiry is gen-
erated, in the second phase of the canto, by attention to the third figure,
who, alongside Virgil and Manfred, dominates this scene: the figure of
Dante himself.

For if there is something scandalous (or miraculous) on both a theologi-
cal and a poetic level in finding Virgil and Manfred in Purgatory, then it is
equally disconcerting to discover, as Dante now does, that the protagonist is
physically present in the spirit world of Purgatory. Yet in countenancing that
outrage, Canto 11 takes its place in a sustained sequence of considerations,
involving the foundations both of Dante’s Christian thinking and of his nar-
rative invention, which runs from the Vita nuova, through the earliest cantos
of the Inferno, to the heights of the Paradiso. Theologically Dante traces,
from the moment of Beatrice’s physical death to Solomon’s celebration in
Paradiso x1v, a concern with the ultimate mystery of the Resurrection
(“When, glorified and sanctified, the flesh / is once again our dress,” Par. X1v,
43). Poetically, his dependence on this doctrine is evident in innumerable
moments of physical action closely observed, as Dante tests and elaborates
the fictional logic of his own poem.

To Cast No Shadow

Much of the Ante-Purgatory is taken up with a meditation on this theme, as
often comic as it is miraculous. In Cantos 1 and 11, the question of why Dante
should be where he is has only been broached in the delightful moment of
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magical realism when the bodily Dante attempts to embrace the spiritual
Casella. Now, in Canto 11, the notion strikes with the violence and discon-
certing or divisive energy that from the first has characterized the opening
phases of the canto:

Behind my back the sun was flaming red,;
but there, ahead of me, its light was shattered
because its rays were resting on my body.

(16-18)

The sunlight, which had shone so comprehensibly, so comfortingly, in the
“the gentle hue of oriental sapphire” (Purg. 1, 13) is now rendered with vio-
lence. A sudden revelation is promised. Yet this revelation threatens to re-
verse, or expand, the familiar typologies of light and dark: for if there is a
revelation, then it is carried not by light itself—which is here unimaginably
shattered (rotto, 16)—but rather by the darkness of shadow and the interven-
tion of the physical body. At such a moment, the disorientation that Dante
experiences may well be shared by the reader. Is his body an impediment? Is
he excluded from some purely spiritual realm by its possession? Or is it
somehow an unthinkable sign of arrival—of the destination to which he is
traveling—that Dante should be so disoriented?

These questions persist throughout the canto. But, of course, the imme-
diate question in Dante’s mind as protagonist is whether, after all, he is alone
in Purgatory, since Virgil, having no body, casts no shadow of his own. And
Virgil, it appears, is there, at least to the extent that words can assert a hu-
man presence; and he now proceeds to reassure Dante by offering a clarifi-
cation. Or, rather, since the clarification itself, in the course of a long and
shifting speech, comes to be shadowed by doubts and the effects of dark-
ness, Virgil seeks to protect Dante from the violent moment of revelatory
insight that Dante’s own physical presence in the otherworld has unleashed.

Whenever Virgil speaks—at any point in the Comedy—one does well to
recall the obvious truth that, in fact, the speaker is Dante himself, exploring
by the adoption of his Virgilian persona characteristics of the pagan mind
that he greatly admires and summoning up the resources of eloquence and
intellectual precision, which he associates with such a mind. So, in the pres-
ent passage, there is at least one verse that enunciates in firmly authoritative
imperatives a lesson of central importance in Dante’s characterization of
the Virgilian mentality and, indeed, of Dante’s own thinking. This is the de-
mand that, in the face of certain manifestations of Divine action, we should
accept the veil and limit of our unknowingness and—rather than asking why
what we see should be there at all—be satisfied with the contemplation of
what we see: “Confine yourselves, o humans, to the quia” (37).

Virgil’s next speech threatens to drain its audience of any enthusiasm for
the evidence of physical beauty and worth. It begins in the elegiac comforts
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of the shadow, enforced by adagio rhythms and long cadences, in significant
contrast to the frenetic scherzo of the opening sequence:

The body from within which I cast shadows
is buried where it now is evening: taken
from Brindisi, it now belongs to Naples.
(25-27)

There is already a note of regret as Virgil confesses to lack the very form
in which he had spent his illustrious human existence. But evening and the
grave also seem to protect Virgil from the effects of light; and if here he of-
fers similar protection to Dante against the disturbing yet conceivably tri-
umphal implications of his own presence in Purgatory, then likewise he
diminishes the glory that attached to his own bodily being. Thus he makes
nothing of the significant fact that if his body was moved, it was moved out
of imperial celebration of his achievements. Bodies in this canto are trans-
ported by triumph (as is Virgil’s), from motives of enmity or rehabilitation
(as is Manfred’s), or else by assimilation to the Resurrected Christ (as
Dante’s body may be). But against any such violence or display, Virgil seeks
stillness, calm, and dark finalities. His tendency is allied further with a sub-
tly stated incomprehension of his own identity. So when Virgil speaks of
“the body from within which I cast shadows” (25), it is by no means clear
where the “I” is located and what relation it has to its place in the world:
“The body. . . / is buried where it now is evening” (24—25). Is the self inside
the body as if it were in some transient vehicle? No personal pronoun or
adjective attaches either to body or to shadow: they are not Virgil’s. Yet
some self once made shadows, whether on the living ground or on the
written page. It cannot be good to cast no shadow if to be a “shadow” is to
lack one’s humanity.

A discomfort, then, is perceptible at the very core of Dante’s comfort;
and this (in context) complicates even the undoubtedly valuable insistence
on limit toward which Virgil is moving. This movement is itself strangely
oblique and is accompanied by increasingly audible tones of incomprehen-
sion and recrimination. For Virgil has now to explain (or Dante has to ex-
plain to himself in constructing his theological fiction) why the inhabitants
of Purgatory should appear embodied: and the transitions of thought here
traverse and connect two particular areas in which the Virgilian mentality
seems to be particularly uncomfortable. These are the ontological extremes
represented by the Trinity and by the physical body:

Thus, if no shadow falls in front of me,
do not be more amazed than when you see
the heavens not impede each other’s rays.

The Power has disposed such bodiless
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bodies to suffer torment, heat and cold;
how this is done, He would not have us know.
Foolish is he who hopes our intellect
can reach the end of that unending road
only one Substance in three Persons follows.
(29-36)

One notes immediately a painful, formulaic blankness in Virgil’s account of
the Trinity, which stands revealed in its vacuity simply by a comparison be-
tween these lines and those which Dante writes with such lyrical intensity in
the Paradiso to celebrate

That One and Two and Three who ever lives
and ever reigns in Three and Two and One,
not circumscribed and circumscribing all.

(Par. X1v, 28-30)

But bodily sensation is viewed, at line 31, with even greater dullness, as if
“torment” were the only mode in which heat and cold might be experi-
enced. Again, a comparison will establish Virgil’s deficiencies, as for in-
stance, between his words and those of his fellow Roman, Statius, who, in
Canto xxv, speaks thus on the union of body and soul:

That what I say may leave you less perplexed,
consider the sun’s heat that, when combined
with sap that flows from vines, is then made wine.
(76-78)

Then there is further discomfort—here in the form of the argumentative and
narrative tactics of Dante himself in pursuing these lines of thought. For the
Trinity is invoked to explain what otherwise might seem to be a glitch in the
narrative logic—and in his mimetic program—of the Comedy itself, that
Dante should be able to speak of the spirit bodies as visible beings. There is,
at the very least, a certain incongruity of dignity between these two states.
(Or one might say that, in Dante’s poetics, mimesis requires not merely accu-
racy of observation but also a philosophical justification of vision.)

Foolish Hope

As if to stabilize this initial disequilibrium, Virgil—now approaching the im-
perative of “Confine yourselves” (37)—rallies with a vigorous condemna-
tory tone: “Foolish is he who hopes” (34). There is, one might feel, a certain
overcompensation in this powerful utterance, leading Virgil to voice in re-
pressive terms the Christian message of which he cannot be a part. At the
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same time there is also a strain of rancor when Virgil speaks of how he lives
in Limbo in the company of “infant innocents” whose only sin is to have
died unbaptized. The uncharacteristic abrasiveness of these lines points to a
subtext; it is this subtext that moves into a dominant position in the con-
cluding part of Virgil's speech, where he brings into the open a issue (largely
of Dante’s own invention) concerning the fate of the noble pagan.

It is said that Dante insists on a stricter view of Limbo than many of his
contemporaries would have allowed and, simultaneously, gives more cre-
dence to the demands of pagan mentalities. A problem arises here that con-
tinues from Limbo until the Paradiso, where Dante states the question in its
most penetrating form: “Where is this justice then that would condemn
him?” (Par. X1x, 77). Arguably, he does not resolve it. The Ante-Purgatory, in-
vestigating the role of the body in human existence, correspondingly inves-
tigates the tragic position of Virgil, or the fate of rationality itself. And the
tensions implied in this position are now revealed as Virgil’s meditations on
the practices of Christian Gods and Christian poets are brought into coun-
terpoint with an awareness of those great fellow pagans, such as Aristotle,
whose intellectual eminence would, in all justice, seem to qualify them for a
better fate than Limbo:

“Confine yourselves, o humans, to the quia;
had you been able to see all, there would
have been no need for Mary to give birth.

You saw the fruitless longing of those men
who would—if reason could—have been content,
those whose desire eternally laments:

I speak of Aristotle and of Plato—
and many others.” Here he bent his head
and said no more, remaining with his sorrow.

(37-45)

The rhyme here leads down in a sterile descent from tutto and frutto to a
plangent denial of any enjoyment of eternity in the final lutto. But braced
against this is the uncomprehending, tight-lipped, and even rather brutal
identification of a Christian myth centered on the plain word “Maria.” So far
from implying respect or reverence, the word—associated phonetically with
parturir—pictures, in contrast to the self-evident dignity of noble intellects, a
providential chain linked through the everyday banalities of childbirth. The
voice even suggests a certain repugnance: it is as if the whole apparatus of
the Christian myth, with its Gardens, Apples, Virgin Births, and miraculous
Trinities, were momentarily seen as a coarse imposition on the sensibilities
of the classical tradition.

This, however, is the nadir of the canto; and though the dark tonalities em-
anating from it do not wholly disappear, the rhythms and spatial organization
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of the narrative now begin to alter. A vertical axis—with all its suggestion of
laborious advance, transcendence, and divine assistance—displays itself
anew. During Virgil’s discourse, “we had reached the mountain’s base” (46):
from Virgil himself, this arrival evokes only a grim spurt of humor, as he
countenances the absurdity of the climb for any human being who happens
to have no wings (“where even he who has no wings can climb,” 54). Seeking
a place where the cliff descends, Virgil now fixes his mind on the road at his
own feet, as if logical minds and sequential paths were closely akin.

Dante picks up this tune: for in contrast to the downcast Virgil, he raises
his eyes, gazing with wonder and good purpose at the towering rock: “I
looked up around the wall of rock” (57). Dante can now anticipate a solution
that his guide cannot, commenting, with a humorous chiding of his own, on
the deficiencies of Virgil’'s momentary self-absorption (“If you can find no
counsel in yourself,” 63) and urging Virgil in tones of spiritual enthusiasm to
raise his eyes and—as Christians frequently do—to behold: “here. . ..” In the
distance, Dante has seen figures invisible to the introspective Virgil and per-
ceptible only to his own penetrating and vital gaze.

For all that, the assistance now at hand will not come in the form of any
celestial epiphany or even from the mouth of some apparently authorita-
tive figure, such as the Cato of Canto 1. On the contrary, the solution
sought by Dante (delayed until Canto 1v) will be the result of conversation
and negotiations with figures who are as ignorant as Dante and Virgil are.
In any case, these figures are at present still a thousand laborious paces
away, huddling as if for comfort against the rock face (which undoubtedly
carries symbolic suggestions of the faith that these penitents sinned against).
Yet, once Dante with his living eyes has alerted Virgil to these distant pres-
ences, Virgil's mood alters again. With new animation (“less distressed,”
64) and a regenerated sense of purpose (“Let us go there,” 65), Virgil sets
out briskly to cover the thousand paces between himself and the souls,
sluggish and petrified, who shelter beneath the very rock that eventually
they will have to climb. It is as if—since we are now dealing with human be-
ings and also with the horizontal plane of human negotiation rather than
the vertiginous mysteries of the Trinity—Virgil has rediscovered a role for
himself.

At the Mountain’s Base

To initiate the courtesies of this human encounter, Virgil begins with a gal-
lant and encouraging captatio benevolentiae:

“O chosen souls, you who have ended well,”
Virgil began, “by virtue of that peace
which I believe awaits you all . . .”
(73-75)
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We are reminded here, as we are elsewhere in the Purgatorio, that Virgil
has been chosen by Beatrice for his “persuasive word” (Inf. 11, 67), to inspire
and foster common understanding. Correspondingly, in the following
phases of Canto 11, the interchange of verbal courtesies will prove to be far
from a matter of trivial display or superficial grace. Whereas up to this time
the canto has depicted failing, isolated, and directionless individuals plunged
into their own thoughts, from now on it will be concerned with recogni-
tions, with reciprocations of regard, and with requests for spiritual assis-
tance. The narrative will itself represent—and enact—the processes by
which new direction can be established and new communities formed. A
comparable courtesy—understood as a capacity for negotiation and an ani-
mating attention to the detail of human behavior—will lie at the center of
the poetics that Dante, here as elsewhere in the Purgatorio, pursues in the
structuring of his poem.

Nonetheless, the final form of courteous “persuasive word,” which
Canto 11 itself represents, will be in the form of Christian prayer. (In the
concluding lines of the canto, the penitent dead Manfred urges the pilgrim
Dante to invoke the intercession of his living daughter.) Inevitably, in that
perspective of Christian hope, even Virgil’s new confidence carries with it a
certain hidden darkness. Once again (as in the “Not man; I once was man.”
Purg. 1, 67) Virgil, in encouraging others, is obliged to acknowledge his own
deficiencies, evoking the faith that he cannot enjoy in order to celebrate
these persons whose souls are “chosen” and elected, certain of the ultimate
peace. Virgil here may adopt the rhetoric of Christian confidence and point
to the ultimate goal that Providence allots to the redeemed; that same Prov-
idence in Virgil’s case is the fate that relegates him to the melancholic com-
munity of Limbo, along with Aristotle and Plato. However, it is against this
melancholic regression that the canto now begins to envisage another form
of rhetoric—and correspondingly another form of community, humbler
and yet more whole—that develops as much between the author of the
canto, Dante himself, and his reader as it does between Virgil and the ex-
communicates.

For at lines 79-84 the epic elevation and theological niceties uttered by
Virgil are displaced by a pastoral simile of Dante’s own devising. In response
to Virgil’s words, the excommunicates shuffle with flickering diffidence to-
wards their interlocutor:

Even as sheep that move, first one, then two,
then three, out of the fold—the others also
stand, eyes and muzzles lowered, timidly;

and what the first sheep does, the others do,
and if it halts, they huddle close behind,
simple and quiet and not knowing why.

(79-84)
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The first courtesy extended in these lines is to translate the excommunicates
from the abstract ranks of the “O chosen souls” to the Christian community es-
tablished by the earthy parables of sheep lost and found. In a context that con-
cerns the need for institutions and leaders (and that will even refer to a corrupt
and inimical pope as the “pastor” at line 124), it is, of course, impossible to ig-
nore the comparison of the Christian community to a sheepfold. Such a com-
munity is built not on the supposed rationalities favored by institutions but
rather on the paradoxes demanding that we seek—against the burden of
utility—for the one lost sheep. The linguistic and intellectual forms, which
themselves will ensure entry to that community, are forms of paradox. So in a
sequence that will shortly reveal the piratical Manfred as a member of this par-
ticular flock, the sheep themselves are comically led by a leader who is himself
lost. More strikingly still, this community is not—as it would have been in
Limbo—formed around those who, like Aristotle, are masters of knowledge
but rather around those who do not know: “not knowing why” (84). With the
impetus of these light (indeed delightful) contradictions, the simile, so far from
offering emollient persuasions or final certitudes, initiates—as do parables and
courtesy alike—a true attention to detail and process. Here the unexpectedness
of the simile draws attention to the hesitant motion of a flock of sheep—"first
one, then two / then three”—and captures mimetically in its own stutter-
ing alliterations their forward movement. Likewise, one is invited to linger not
only on the eye of the sheep but also on the “muzzles,” exposed to comic effect
in the rhyme position, and finally to see, even feel, the undulation of backs rub-
bing one against the other. We are invited to view these details as miraculously
fresh. The human eye need not seek only an ultimate or transcendent destiny:
the things of the world—in their ever-new and ever-shifting relationships—are
themselves objects of regard, even of courteous attention.

If this, however, is courtesy, then it is not merely the courtesy that a su-
perior might show to an inferior. For the reader too is caught in processes—
initiated by the change of stylistic level and carried through in the sequential
movement of the written text—which at line 87 produce their own moment
of surprised attention. Here, as we move from vehicle to tenor, we realize
that we have been deceived: these are not sheep after all but human beings
with faces worthy of regard, and their pace, so fretful up till now, is now de-
scribed with the adjective onesta (“modest™), which Dante had once used of
the great spirits of Limbo:

So, then, I saw those spirits in the front
of that flock favored by good fortune move—
their looks were modest; seemly, slow, their walk.
(85-87)

The simile, concluding in this way, provides not a frame but rather a
mode of engagement in which our sense of what is comes out enlivened
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and enriched precisely through its encounter with the unexpected. Through
the prism of Christian imagery and a renewed attention to what lies before
our eyes—which is to say, the presence of human persons—a varied spec-
trum of human possibilities is disclosed, and our reading of the simile in-
vites us, as readers, into the community that carries forward these
possibilities. This is a working community, in fieri, which reads (as though by
braille) the character of human worth by touching the marks we leave on
the matter of the world.

In a number of ways, the shift of level and tonality that occurs at this
point in the canto could well be described not only as courteous but also as
comic; and such a suggestion is sanctioned by the fact that henceforth the
canto is dominated, not by Virgil, “remaining with his sorrow” (45), but
rather by the figure of Manfred, who at line 112 appears smiling to Dante,
because he is sure of salvation.

Virgil displays a slightly comic embarrassment as he characteristically at-
tempts to explain away the marvel of Dante’s bodily presence in Purgatory to
the bewildered excommunicates (“Don’t be astonished,” 97), and speaks with
equally characteristic negative structures of Dante’s providential destiny:

“rest assured that he
would not attempt to cross this wall without
a force that Heaven sent him as support.”
(98-99)

But the canto will henceforth be dominated by a fictively wounded renegade
and an exile wonderfully out of place in his possession of bodily form: even
as imperial representative Virgil has, one might think, now been replaced by
Manfred, a lost sheep who is simultaneously a redeemed soul.

Manfred

The wounds displayed by Manfred are better understood not as authorita-
tive symbols of some ultimate truth but rather as signs of identification, dis-
tinguishing marks, and details. If these wounds recall the wounds that
Christ displays to the doubting St. Thomas, then this in itself will suggest
that the doubts arising from the pursuit of plausibly rational solutions must
ultimately yield before that miraculous conviction of a truth that only the
presence of a particular human person can communicate. People carry the
truth of other people in the stories of their own existences; and prayer
marks the way in which such stories may intersect not in some sentence out
of the divine law but rather in the providential will of God as it continues to
display itself in creation.

With Manfred’s plea for the prayers of his daughter, a final feature of the
canto reveals itself: the history of warring institutions, Church and Empire,
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here viewed in a light that reveals the feminine presence of Costanza, the
grandmother, and Costanza, the daughter, of Manfred. Similarly, far from
adopting military or public attitudes, the tonalities of the canto for the first
time reflect the responsive idiom of the intimate life. To be sure, Manfred
will speak here of horrible sins, of wounds, and above all of the subjection
of his body to the watery grave—ever moving and shifting—which now
contains his corpse. But where Virgil’s voice was skeined with the heavy
rhythms of his “sorrow,” Manfred’s rhythms possess a light and varying tex-
ture of their own, in which metaphors personify the open arms of mercy:
“Goodness has arms so wide that It accepts / who ever would return, im-
ploring It” (122-123).

From this perspective it is fitting that the canto should end with a refer-
ence to the Church, now seen for what it truly should be: not a political in-
stitution but rather the living body of those who seek prayers and seek to
pray. That this is the nature of the Church will be revealed in the final can-
tos of the Purgatorio with the advent of Beatrice. But an anticipation of that
is here carried in the father’s dependence on the good will of his own
daughter:

Now see if you, by making known to my
kind Constance where you saw my soul and why
delay’s decreed for me, can make me happy;
those here—through those beyond—advance more quickly.
(142-145)

Manfred’s pride in a child that he has fathered is also humility revealing
the generative possibilities that lie in the courteous and attentive considera-
tions of the living Church. But Dante himself has his place in this progres-
sive relationship. As protagonist he is called on to mediate between father
and child. And whether or not the unlikely meeting between exile and im-
perial princess ever took place, Dante’s poem serves the same turn. Redis-
covering and redefining the role of the true Church, Dante creates a text
that is to be read in creative detail as a place of inclusion rather than of ex-
communication. And if Virgil remains excluded and yet present in the nu-
ances of the words he speaks, then this itself indicates that the interpretative
act, which is also in its confession of unknowingness an act of courtesy, of
prayer and of penitence, will continue wherever there are people to read
and people to be read.

The meeting between Manfred and Dante does not conclude until the be-
ginning of Canto 1v, where Dante describes how, although his mind is ab-
solutely absorbed in its attention to Manfred, his body keeps time and,
despite its apparent insentience, nevertheless conveys Dante to the point at
which he may begin to climb the mountain. The picture that emerges from
the sequence we have been considering disallows the suggestion that human
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beings are in any way designed to advance through purely intellectual intel-
ligence (even though they are capable of that) or that we should ever seek, in
any simple sense, to transcend the particularities that mark and identify our
historical being. On the contrary, we advance by participating in an action
(abrasive or enlivening as this might be) that is impelled by our engagement
in a historical attention to other beings. To climb is itself an action in which
we realize anew the paradoxical unity of our physical and spiritual gravita-
tions. So in Canto Iv—which concludes with one of the subtlest pieces of
comedy in the whole Commedia—Dante constructs a scene in which, in
complete contrast to his meeting with the heroic Manfred, he encounters
and recognizes a figure from his own past, the indolent Belacqua, who is
suddenly and very corporeally present to him. And it is Belacqua who
asserts—in an exchange suffused with smiles of recognition—that Dante
will “perhaps” (significantly) have to rest before he arrives at the summit of
his intellectual aspirations: “Perhaps you will / have need to sit before you
reach that point!” (Purg. 1v, 98-99).

Our conclusion, developed in the course of Canto 111, is that truth resides
not in any well-finished utterance but rather in practice and in regenerative
process. Canto 111 (in common with every other canto of the Comedy) may
be seen as a series of thought experiments, conducted on our conception of
figures such as Manfred, Virgil, and Dante himself and ultimately on our
conception of the human person. But these experiments are very different
from those conducted by philosophers since the time of that other great
dualist, Descartes. Our concern in reading Dante is not to command
humanity but to re-create ourselves as human beings in the company of
others. The courtesy required for this act is, simultaneously, an act of inter-
pretation. The true community lies neither in Limbo nor in the sheepfold
of the excommunicates but rather in our continued desire to understand
others.
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CANTO IV
The Lute Maker

ENZO QUAGLIO

Translated by Charles Ross

It would perhaps seem a little superfluous to pause long over a figure as
much discussed as Belacqua or to try to offer a new reading of the forty
verses at the end of Canto Iv where he appears, given the attention that has
been paid to him by such luminaries as Bosco, Petrocchi, Fallani, Romag-
noli, and Chiari. An anecdote by the Anonymous Florentine is the archetype
behind all the variations that appear throughout the fourteenth century and
after, even into our own time:

This Belacqua was a citizen of Florence, an artisan, and he fashioned mountains
of lutes and guitars, even though he was the laziest man who ever lived. They say
of him that he arrived in the morning at his workshop, sat down, and never rose
except to eat or sleep. One of his relatives is reported to have upbraided him for
his negligence, until one day, when he was being upbraided, Belacqua responded
with the words of Aristotle: the mind that sits quietly gains knowledge. To which
his relative responded, “Certainly, if one can become wise by sitting, no one was
ever wiser than you.”

In the writings of scholars from Boccaccio to Politian, Belacqua became
the universal figure of laziness, a figure who existed outside the context of
the canto: facetious, ironic, impertinent, clever, malicious, sarcastic, skepti-
cal, aloof, and wise—in short, the portrait of a Florentine.

Eventually, however, critics reconsidered Belacqua not as Dante’s antagonist
or as the practical voice of a citizen who redirects the heroic enthusiasm of

39
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an overly zealous neophyte, but as a companion of Dante’s lost Florentine
youth whose exchange of courtesies makes him the pilgrim’s instructor. Belac-
qua’s experience corrects Dante’s enthusiasms. He condemns himself and his
delayed repentance that prevents him from initiating the true cathartic pro-
cess. Many critics have analyzed the minute psychology of this character, his
movements, ironies, gestures, and words to reaffirm his place in the only
text that matters—that of Dante. Perhaps the critics have gone too far. At
any rate, it is time to attempt another path.

Commencing the True Ascent

It has been observed that the first twelve lines, or the prelude to the canto,
unfold in one of those temporal indications so common in the “incipits”
(first lines of cantos) in the Purgatorio (a full fifteen out of thirty-three can-
tos). Moreover, there is a turn toward terrestrial time that is unknown in the
other canticles. One might add that the same adverb, “when,” is called on to
begin Canto vi (“When dicing’s done and players separate”) and xxx
(“When the first heaven’s Seven-Stars had halted”). But the reader is more
struck that “when” returns at lines 7 (“and thus, when something seen / or
heard”), 43 ("I was exhausted when I made this plea”), and o1 (“Therefore,
when this slope seems to you so gentle”), marking the movement of the pil-
grim through the cantos. In fact, the repetition of this common adverb
marks the commencement of the true ascent in Purgatory, the ascent, up to
the Earthly Paradise, of the mountain of expiation, Dante’s preparation for
the final flight to Paradise. Dante’s meditation on the movement of time
sets up the climate for the canto and repeats the Thomistic battle against the
Platonic error of multiple souls that had taken place a short time before at
the Council of Constantinople (1311-1312). That this debate is one of the
sources of the opening discourse on how humans perceive time is proved by
the rational causality of lines 1o through 12:

The power that perceives the course of time
is not the power that captures all the mind;
the former has no force—the latter binds.

Dante shows no grammatical fear of reiterating, even in the restricted cir-
cle of a tercet, adjectives (altra . . . altra), pronouns (quella . .. quella . ..
quella), and verbs (é...é...¢); moreover, he creates verbal patterns of
great complexity. He takes a formal risk that poets of the next generation,
like Petrarch, will not dare to try (to say nothing of Bembo), because he is
willing to emphasize the way his own thought turns to syllogisms, as well as
his inimitable style of poetical philosophy. What is more, his doctrinal pur-
pose focuses the very center of these opening dozen lines, which he antici-
pates with the proverbial “time moves and yet we do not notice it” (9), by
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highlighting the existential situation of the pilgrim ("And I confirmed this by
experience,” 13), which is all but the same in substance as the narrative itself
(“hearing that spirit in my wonderment,” 14). The reference is to the missing
close of Canto 11 (it ends with the words of Manfred), which Dante delays,
so as not to disturb with any external considerations the dolorous story of
the famous Swabian knight illustrating the human and heavenly misfor-
tunes of a blessed and attractive heroic spirit. Similar considerations do not,
however, prevent Dante from establishing his temporal coordinates (“for
though the sun had fully climbed fifty / degrees,” 15-16), giving us the exact
time—three hours have passed, and it is 9:30—in which he begins his ascent.
There follows another, differently formulated, comparison:

The farmer, when the grape is darkening,
will often stuff a wider opening
with just a little forkful of his thorns.
(19—21)

Most commentators refer us to Inferno Xv, 96, and to Xxv1, 25, where we pre-
viously saw the peasant farmer. My mind, however, returns to the opening
of Canto xx1v in the same canticle, to the “farmer who is short of fodder”
(Inf xx1v, 7). Note that the passage is parallel, but that the correspondence,
in different scenes, between the two diminutives—"forkful” (forcatella) and
“farmer” (vilanello)—and their similar lightness of touch, lend the two au-
tonomous rural scenes an agricultural and festive flavor that seems to derive
from the same inclination to portray farm life realistically (“when the grape
is darkening™).

The Topography of Purgatory

Dante’s focus on the terrestrial world, on agriculture and the countryside, is
evident once again when Dante describes the steep slopes of the Apennines
(San Leo, Noli, Bismantova, Cacume), conjuring up the Italian mountains in
order to represent his rocky, arduous climb. More so than in the other canti-
cles, here Dante ties his description of the terrestrial dimension to topogra-
phy and geography through the verbs that run through the terzina (“can be
climbed,” “one can descend,” “ascend”), to end suddenly on a last line (“but
here / I had to fly”) that re-creates the rapidity and means of ascent.

The grand theme of the pilgrimage renews itself with an energetic fervor
and a marked lack of hesitation. The climbers face difficulties (“along each
side the edges pressed on us; / the ground beneath required feet and hands,”
32-33), and the difficulty of the undertaking (“The summit was so high, my
sight fell short,” 40) takes on the sense of moral duty (“with rapid
wings / and pinions of immense desire,” 28-29) in the exchange between
Dante and Virgil (3539 and 43-52). In truth, the relationship between the
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two that has been established since the first canto of the Inferno—that of a
guide and his disciple—continues here. And so the teacher gives paternal ad-
vice and encouragement to help Dante complete the arduous climb, while
the alpine landscape clarifies, but does not insist on, a moral allegory whose
tenor is intellectual attainment (52-57). It is during their rest period, when
they look down from their mountain height and Dante is stupefied by all
that is new and by the precision of his teacher, that a romantic moment is
created in which their words fit their actions and the stages of the voyage on
the sacred mountain conform to the information imparted to the pilgrim:

he said to me: “Suppose Castor and Pollux
were in conjunction with that mirror there,
which takes the light and guides it north and south,
then you would see the reddish zodiac
still closer to the Bears as it revolves—
unless it has abandoned its old track.
(61-66)

This is Virgil's first genuinely scientific lecture, the first of many that will
mark the journey of the voyagers in the second cantica, occurring often in
dialogue with Dante. Here, for example, the zealous scholar not only un-
derstands and accepts the master’s explanation, but he develops and rein-
forces it. After having indirectly and tacitly solicited this information, Dante
now ably gives it shape, almost physically, by asking a question motivated by
his concrete situation (85-87) and directing it toward more general questions
of ethics and psychology, as shown by Virgil’s answer, which definitively fin-
ishes the debate (88—95).

The purpose is obvious but not banal. The poet owes the reader some ex-
planation of the topography of Purgatory, including the exact collocation of
the mountain in relation to the hemisphere occupied by the Inferno. Virgil
explains how Jerusalem and the holy mountain are in opposite hemispheres,
north and south. Dante, calculating the angle of the sun’s rays, determines
that the distance from the equator to the mountain is the same as it is to the
city of the Hebrews. We learn why, then, as they go around the mountain,
the sun strikes them first on one side, then the other. This information
moves toward the allegorical and symbolic; the ascent represents the psy-
chology of penitence, with all its urgency and rationality. Moreover, the
contrast between the anxiety of the student and the knowledge of the ex-
pert creates a scientific plane for the external speaking voices, including that
of Belacqua, who will turn a new page in the actors’ script.

Dante’s use of the hypothetical (“Suppose Castor and Pollux / were in con-
junction with that mirror there,” 61-62; “If you would realize how,” 67) signals
a scientific demonstration, as in a medieval mathematical theorem. But in the
context of this syllogistic logic, one also notices a sense of connectedness,
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symmetry, consequences, and unshakeable certainty with regard to knowl-
edge that contrasts with the uncertainty of the undertaking (“as clearly as I
now can comprehend,” 78). The earliest commentators nonetheless re-
garded Dante’s work, including its mythological references, as a summa of
medieval learning; and Boccaccio, Dante’s most enthusiastic scholar, told
the world first that Dante was self-taught but also an expert. The result was
a belief, in Italian culture, that a didactic poem could only be written by an-
other Dante.

Bellacqua Intervenes

Many commentators linger over the moment that separates Virgil’s words
from Belacqua’s voice (97). The purpose of Virgil’s discourse, which is im-
plicit in his abrupt conclusion (“I say no more, and this I know as truth,” 96),
signals the difficulty of the ascent and invites us to recognize that the climb
requires a conscious act. Others, by contrast, believe that Virgil is signaling
the limits of his knowledge, of reason without grace, and that Belacqua’s in-
tervention is a providential means to lessen the tension that has mounted as
a result of recognizing reason’s—and therefore Virgil's—ancillary role. It
may be that we are not meant to choose between the two positions. At any
rate, Virgil will not speak again until the end of the canto, while for most of
the remainder of it the two Florentines talk together. Belacqua’s appearance
slows down the impetus to ascend, and the mental and intellectual force re-
quired, by giving a horizontal movement to their circuit (“We made our way
toward it . . . and the distress . . . did not prevent my going to him,” 103-117).

I have already noted that Belacqua’s reputation has changed from that of
a clever cartoon character to that of a complex personality who has almost
set aside his worldly personality as he waits for his destiny in Purgatory. Dur-
ing the twentieth century, his conversation was read less for its sarcasm, par-
ody, and irony and more for its ability to edify and extend charity, as
Belacqua is transferred from Florence to the sacred mountain, from his
workshop to the station where he waits. Belacqua’s first word, forse, has
been interpreted as a sort of dig at Dante. It has been thought to mean
“probably,” but also “certainly.” It corresponds to the pilgrim’s ambivalence,
as he exchanges his sense of expectancy for his old sense of friendship,
which becomes clear in Dante’s smile (“The slowness of his movements, his
brief words / had stirred my lips a little toward a smile,” 121-122) and the
questions that follow (“but tell me, why / do you sit here? do you expect a
guide?” 124-125).

At this point the lazy man teaches the enthusiastic pupil a moral lesson
about the true condition of one who stands and waits. His speech is affec-
tionate, fraternal, and thoughtful. Gradually he sets aside his earthly amia-
bility, saying, “O brother, what’s the use of climbing?” (127). Dante is
relieved to find his old friend safe (“From this time on, Belacqua, / I need not



44 ENZO QUAGLIO

grieve for you,” 123-124). Dante is not pardoning his friend indulgently but
listening to his explication of the laws of this new world and learning a les-
son in punishment.

It is worth noting that the three figures of the Ante-Purgatory whom
Dante meets form a triptych, with two Florentines—Casella and Belacqua—
flanking the Swabian prince Manfred, whom Dante does not at first recog-
nize. Yet though the earliest exegetes strove mightily to identify Dante’s
friends, no one can say with certainty that Casella was even Florentine or
that the lute maker Duccio di Buonavia, who was alive in 1299, was really
the model for Dante’s figure. Yet the two are connected, one as a singer of
songs, the other as a maker of instruments, and both are therefore con-
nected with poetry. And both are said to have been friends of Dante.

A Friend in the Place of Expiation

Dante lived seven centuries ago; I do not think we need to struggle to make
him our contemporary. It is up to us, as readers, if we wish to interpret his
message, to approach his world, not vice versa. We cannot forget that Dante
lived in a different world, and this accounts for the exile’s silence on the sub-
ject of his wife and family, which would be unthinkable in a writer today.
The same must be said about the theme of friendship. Dante’s encounters in
the Purgatorio with his former friends are not private encounters and are not
explained by chroniclers who evoke these characters. Their interest lies in
the one who organized them on the page and in the verse, from Casella to
Nino Visconti, from Oderisi to Forese. Friendship, for Dante, ever since his
Vita nuova, is literary, philosophical, and lyrical in theme, explicitly con-
nected to the departure of Beatrice, to Dante’s salvational reading of the
Laelius of Cicero, and to the friends and poets (Oderisi, Guinizzelli, Bonag-
iunta) with whom he discusses art in the Purgatorio.

My preference is to regard the relationship between the landscape, and its
verbal expression, with the two conversations of the cantos, that between
Dante and Virgil and between Dante and Belacqua. A series of adverbs of
place begins with “nearby” (98) and continues with “toward” (l4 and ivi, 103),
“here” (quiritto, 125), and repetitions of gitt (down) and s (up) in several
places, framing the intense location of line ror: “and to the left we saw a
massive boulder.” The phrase “to the left” (a mancina) is quite rare (in fact, it
is unique to the Comedy and to Dante). The usual phrase is dal lato mancino,
as in Inferno xxv1, 126 (“and always gained upon our left-hand side”). It is fol-
lowed by a figurative contrast between the “massive boulder” (gran petrone,
102, in a line containing an assonance with -ina and -one) and the simple
“boulder” (sasso, 104). The effect is to create an accurate and realistic land-
scape, almost as in a novel. At the same time the unidentified voice has sev-
eral unusual inflections. The verb sono (“was heard to say”) is not a neutral
equivalent for a speaking verb. And then there is the music of Belacqua’s
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first words, created by the initial forse, an enjambment, and the closure on
distretta: “Forse / che di sedere in pria avrai distretta” (“Perhaps you
will / have need to sit before you reach that point!” 98-99). The penitents
use the archaic word negghienza (“listlessness,” 105) and a pseudo compari-
son (“as men beset”), prefiguring the following word “laziness” (110) and re-
calling the “negligence” of which Cato complained (Inf. 1, 121). The spiritual
tension of the allegorical discourse that follows requires adverbials, sound
effects, occasional odd words—the whole arsenal of Dante’s verbal art.

A full examination of Dante’s linguistic dexterity would suggest that the
colloquium between the pilgrim and Belacqua relies on a delicate varnish of
uniform, comic artistry to establish not the laughter but the smile of amia-
bility and allusive irony. These are not the heavy hits of Hell, but quotidian
exchanges, casual words between friends, old customs. Belacqua belongs to
a world of letters, not to life. He is a product of vocabulary, not psychology.
At the same time, it is legitimate, I believe, to look at the scene from his
point of view. At first Belacqua is only a voice, a breath that whispers with
an ironic cadence. Then he materializes, the shadow of a lazy man among
the lazy. As he speaks to the pilgrim and his guide, his appearance takes
shape in a way that creates a psychological profile. Finally, his natural incli-
nation finds expression in another outburst that recalls his first words. At
this point, in a certain sense the climax, the pilgrim regards him again
(“Then I knew who he was,” 115) or at least believes that he has understood,
from Belacqua’s slow movements, who it is that addresses him. Once they
see each other face-to-face Dante lets fly a third verbal arrow, a question that
will rebound like a boomerang:

“From this time on, Belacqua,
I need not grieve for you; but tell me, why
do you sit here? Do you expect a guide?
Or have you fallen into your old ways?”
(123-126)

On the slopes of the sacred mountain of Purgatory, Dante no longer
worries, as he once did in Florence, about Belacqua’s quips. He has found a
friend in the place of expiation, a friend in pain. It is true that his initial re-
quest for information (“why/do you sit here”) is followed by an alternative
(o pur), that posits, first, a celestial possibility (“Do you expect a guide?”) and
second—more subordinate and conditional, less precise—a terrestrial uncer-
tainty (“your old ways?”). Belacqua’s response is more affectionate than
friendly (“O brother”). His words are edifying, unequivocal. Until now
Dante has thought that his Florentine friend would continue to play the part
of the lazy man, the prankster. But instead Belacqua denounces the vanity
of any solitary effort and signals both his resignation and that of his peni-
tential companion to the divine will, even as he is shedding his earthly vices.
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The courtesy of his words and the deliberateness of his actions no longer re-
sult from his congenital tardiness; rather, they exist as a contrapasso to the
negligent way he has led his life. Only the intervention of mortals on earth
can shorten his punishment. Belacqua, finally, represents Dante’s farewell to
comedy.
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CANTO V
The Keys to Purgatory

ALDO SCAGLIONE

In Canto v there appears none of those cruxes on which contemporary crit-
icism often fastens as a basis for understanding the poem’s deeper meaning.
Nevertheless, this canto contains some of the most vivid episodes of the
journey, especially in its second part, which involves the stories of three
memorable characters. As is typical of the whole cantica, and especially evi-
dent in the first cantos, we find that the three souls we meet here are, by the
very definition of their realm, in a liminal state between two forms of exis-
tence, the earthly and the celestial. They are gradually shedding the preju-
dices and passions that had made them cling to their illusory earthly
existence and are getting ready, through their painful purgation, for the bliss
to come. We shall see how, by the very progression that distinguishes them
one from another, the three main characters grow increasingly detached
from worldly values and more prepared to take the final step.

Dialectic Composition: Sudden Discovery, Insistent Request

Giambattista Salinari (1969) finds this canto to be marked by a high degree of
lyricism, considering the progression of the three generic ingredients of the
entire poem, namely the descriptive (or epic), the dramatic, and the lyric.
He also stresses the particularly conspicuous presence of what he calls the
three types of contrappunto in which Dante excels, namely the “horizontal”
(when contrasting episodes are juxtaposed for the sake of variation and
emphasis), the “vertical” (when the same situation or theme is developed in
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several characters through rising tonalities), and finally the “stylistic” (when
in the same episode the epic or narrative element is expressed through ele-
giac description, the dramatic through dialogue, and the lyric through
monologue). This is, in short exposition, an interesting analytic point that
concerns a striking yet little noticed feature of Dante’s method of composi-
tion and that I have attempted to define and analyze by use of the term “di-
alectic composition.”

The structure of Canto v leans, as it were, backward and forward, tying
in with the conclusion of the episode of the lazy in the preceding canto and
then concluding the episode of the violently slain, who properly occupy
this canto. In the following canto, the same group continues to crowd
around Dante to secure prayers on their behalf from the living. This flow-
ing of cantos one into another, though not exceptional, is particularly typi-
cal of this canto as well as of Cantos 11—vii of Purgatorio, namely that of the
Ante-Purgatory, which the poet seems to have conceived as a rather tight
subunit. In turn, this tying in with contiguous portions of the poem is
achieved in a way that heightens the logical coherence of the narrative. For
example, at the beginning of the canto one of the souls discovers that
Dante is alive:

one
shade shouted: “See the second climber climb:
the sun seems not to shine on his left side,
and when he walks, he walks like one alive!”
(4-6)

His realization gives the others a chance to obtain, through Dante’s inter-
cession when he returns to the earthly realm, the prayers that can shorten
their stay in Purgatory.

Dante had been recognized, with surprise, as being alive before, even in
the preceding canto, but also in the Inferno (e.g., vii, 84-85: “Who is this
who, without death, / can journey through the kingdom of the dead?”; then
by Farinata: “O Tuscan, you who pass alive across/ the fiery city” x, 22-23;
and again by Chiron among the Centaurs: “Have you noticed/how he who
walks behind moves what he touches,” x11, 80-81), and this occurrence is a
most efficient way to achieve that effect of realism so uniquely produced by
Dante’s narrative method. Indeed, the theme of this discovery and that of
the subsequent request for prayers, both of which have been brought into
focus by critics, especially Hatzfeld, are not unique to this canto. They are
here more insistently repeated, so that they become, as is usual in Dante,
one of several themes giving each section of his poem a close inner consis-
tency, rich in motivations and in tightly interlaced threads, narrative, and ar-
gument. This recognition of Dante as a creature still of the earthly world
goes together with the most pervasive feature of the whole canto, namely,
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Dante’s interlocutors” insistent begging of him to obtain prayers for their
souls once he has returned to earth.

Canto v contains two major parts of almost equal length. The first (1-63)
begins with a preamble, occupied by the twice-repeated, surprised discovery
of a living wayfarer in their midst (4-6 and 25—27), together with Virgil’s ad-
monition to Dante not to let himself be distracted and slowed down by such
incidents. Virgil’s rebuke of Dante for being so ready to listen to the souls’
entreaties that he delays his journey upward to Grace (10-18) has been much
discussed by critics. The incident is perhaps to be understood as a moral les-
son of a general nature that Virgil, solicitous but stern fatherly guide,
chooses to enter at this precise point, after the repeated interruptions caused
mainly by Casella, Manfred, and Belacqua, the first of which had already
given occasion to Cato’s rebuke. We have then the major portion (64-136), it-
self in turn subdivided into the three discretely juxtaposed personal episodes
of Jacopo del Cassero, Buonconte da Montefeltro, and Pia.

Requisite Forgiveness

Dante’s attitude toward the souls in Purgatory contrasts sharply with his at-
titude in Hell. Whereas in Hell his treatment of the damned had become
less and less empathetic and compassionate (as it has been, for example,
with Francesca and Brunetto) and more and more in harmony with the
severity of the divine judgment, here we go from a degree of human sym-
pathy, even with faults of character (as is still the case with Belacqua), to the
higher degree of admiration and reverence that we shall witness at the end
of the purgatorial journey. In the particular case of Buonconte, Dante’s
compassionate interest in the fate of a former enemy marks his own moral
and psychological progress toward the blessed forgiveness of Paradise.

As to the souls’ attributes, we notice that they distinguish themselves
from those we had encountered in Hell: instead of being frozen in their sin-
ful features, they display an increasing propensity to divest themselves of
their more mortal characteristics, which they are in the gradual process of
transcending until they are completely purified and cleansed of their mortal
dregs. In this process of purification they are still subjected to a certain form
of contrapasso. Whereas Belacqua is still the lazy character he had been
throughout his life, the violently slain of Canto v show from the beginning
an unusual degree of speed, which reminds us of their active lives. Charac-
teristically, the messengers sent “running” to inquire about Dante return,
with the surprising news of his being alive, “with the speed of lightning”
(17—40), whereupon the whole group rushes toward Dante and Virgil (“with-
out a rein,” 42).

The souls of the new group, those dead by violence who repented only
on point of death and who therefore died without last rites, appropriately go
around the terrace singing the Miserere, the canonical prayer for God’s
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mercy and the cleansing of guilt. A key word pertaining to their state and
specifically to their moral condition at the point of death is the perdonando of
line 55 (pentendo e perdonando). They ended their lives repenting of their life-
long sins and pardoning their enemies—the latter being a necessary condi-
tion of true repentance. We shall have to keep this forgiveness in mind, for it
will affect the tone and substance of their narratives, in explicit and implied
details.

Jacopo: The Motif of Blood

The first character we now meet is Jacopo del Cassero (ca. 1260), member of
an ancient noble family from Fano and a one-time Florentine ally who had
been podestd of Rimini in 1204 and of Bologna in 1296-1297. He had vigor-
ously defended Bologna’s independence from the machinations of the am-
bitious marquis of Ferrara, Azzo VIII of Este (1293-1308), even to the point
of spreading defamatory rumors about the latter’s personal life. The mar-
quis vowed revenge and had Jacopo murdered by his henchmen in 1298
while Jacopo was journeying just outside the Este territory, on his way to
taking on his new role as podestd of Milan.

The motif of blood in Jacopo’s story is heightened almost to the status of
a leitmotif by a repetition that frames the whole episode, since it appears
both in the initial lines (“but the piercing wounds/from which there poured
the blood where my life lived,” 73—74) and as a closing brushstroke (“I saw/a
pool, poured from my veins, form on the ground,” 83-84), thus becoming a
sort of obsessive accompaniment of Jacopo’s recollection of the facts. Sev-
eral critics, Grabher and Puppo among them, have underlined this sense of
surprise at the separation of the soul from the body, at this pervasive sense
of the actual occurrence of death that is typical of the present group of
souls, as expressed here, first by the visual separation of the soul and the vi-
tal spirits in which it was supposed to reside—typically, and traditionally, the
blood—from the remainder of the body. The most striking detail here is pre-
cisely the closing image of Jacopo watching his life element, his blood, leav-
ing his body and forming a red pool around him. This plastic image
expresses all the surprise and horror that is one of the pervasive themes of
the whole canto. Buonconte will also linger, in his own story, on the mo-
ment of dying, and Pia, in a uniquely personal reference, will refer to her
end as an “unmaking” of her body (disfecemi Maremma,).

Yet the deep meaning of the episode, which corresponds to that of the
other episodes in this canto, is one of meek acceptance or at least forgive-
ness of the perpetrator of the violence suffered. Even while Jacopo does not
refrain from the just charge that his murderer, Azzo VIII, exceeded all
bounds in his revenge, he does recognize that he had provoked his enemy to
anger with his own “heavy sins” (72, presumably referring to his vicious ru-
mors against the lord of Ferrara). Perhaps the reference to Azzo as simply
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quel da Esti betrays Dante’s own irritation at the behavior of the lord, who as
Florence’s ally had helped to persecute the Guelf exiles. Likewise, his calling
the Paduans “Antenori” (75, from the archtraitor Antenor, Padua’s mythic
founder) may contain an implication of treacherous attitudes, since he had
called the infernal region of political betrayers of country or party “An-
tenora.”

Buonconte and the Devil

The next character is Buonconte da Montefeltro (ca. 1250/1255-1289), son of
that famous condottiere Guido whom we remember from Inferno xxvi and
himself, as an active military man, deeply involved in the strife between
Guelfs and Ghibellines within the commune of Arezzo. He then partici-
pated in the military encounters between Ghibelline Arezzo and first the
Sienese and, later, the Florentines. He was also a Ghibelline participant in
the battle fought at Campaldino on June 11, 1289, by the Aretines against
Guelf Florence, in which Dante himself participated as a horseman.

Dante asks Buonconte to disclose how his body had mysteriously disap-
peared from the battlefield. In the way he tells his story Buonconte, too,
shows a detachment from the emotional involvement of the battle, but his
narrative marks a poetic step forward. It is more vivid and dramatic than Ja-
copo’s, not because of greater personal attachment to the affairs of the
world, but on account of a factor that intervenes at this point and that in-
vests Buonconte’s end with cosmic and theological meanings of the highest
order. He will recount how the devil, angry at having lost a soul that he had
taken for granted, took revenge on his body by causing a storm that swept it
into the Arno and covered it with debris. (Dante’s own recollection of the
weather conditions on the day of the battle is confirmed in Dino Com-
pagni’s Cronica 1, 10.)

The motif of the blood, a plastic visualization of the violent end of these
characters, ties Buonconte’s story to Jacopo’s. Buonconte staggers away
from the battlefield mortally wounded in his throat; fleeing on foot, he
leaves a long trail of blood on the ground until he reaches the point where
the Archiano Torrent joins the Arno:

There, at the place where that stream’s name is lost,
I came—my throat was pierced—fleeing on foot
and bloodying the plane.
(97-99)

Incidentally, we observe that, unlike in Hell, where the souls were “deprived
of the present,” being without knowledge of present events on earth, here
in Purgatory Buonconte knows that his family has forgotten him (89). At the
same time, the living are placed by divine will in an inherent bond with
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the souls of the dead in that, with their prayers, they can shorten the suffer-
ings of those in Purgatory.

It is worth noting that such a perceptive and penetrating reader of Dante
as John Ruskin (Modern Painters 111, 1856, 252, also quoted by Longfellow in
his translation of the Comedy) referred admiringly to the Buonconte episode:
“There is, I feel assured, nothing else like it in all the range of poetry; a faint
and harsh echo of it, only, exists in one Scottish ballad, “The twa corbies’”
(also well-known in the English version “The Three Ravens”). Ruskin held
up Dante as a supreme example of one who is able to describe the inner and
outer world in the manner of poets “of the first order,” those, that is, who
are capable of strong feelings and passions but can master them in their ob-
jective representation, in contrast to the poets “of the second order,” who
are subjectively swayed by their imaginations into quasi-literal renditions of
poetic metaphors (cf. “The Pathetic Fallacy,” ibid, iv).

The cosmic principle and romantic drama of Buonconte’s end contrast
with the preceding visually constrained static quality of Jacopo’s narrative
and the ensuing peacefulness of Pia’s psychological state, the whole se-
quence being marked by an admirable climax. I would not hesitate to sug-
gest that there is no more eloquent precedent to the natural romantic furies
to which such nineteenth-century fiction as Wuthering Heights has accus-
tomed us. The devil’s power to trigger such natural phenomena as storms
was sanctioned by St. Thomas’s Summa (1, quaestio cx1, art. 2). It is also note-
worthy that as part of Buonconte’s detached, objective attitude toward his
end, his dramatic telling of that supernaturally determined event is prefaced
by an Aristotelian explanation of the origin of rain (109-111).

The devil’s refusal to accept the divine verdict underlines the seeming
theological paradox of God’s infinite mercy and his willingness to save a
soul even if only for one final little tear, una lagrimetta (107). This contrasts
with the fate of Buonconte’s father, Guido da Montefeltro, who, as shown in
Inferno xxvi, lost his soul after a similar battle between St. Francis and the
“black cherub” because of one last unrepented sin, even years after he had
converted and become a Franciscan friar. Dante also stresses this theological
principle in the episode of Manfred (Purg 1), with a particular twist of
warning against hasty judgment even in the face of a formal verdict of ex-
communication by the Church. In these three cases Dante’s message is that
human actions can only be judged by God, in spite of all appearances and
against all human judgments, even when those actions appear to be sanc-
tioned by the loftiest institutions.

Critics have speculated about the possible sources of this powerful scene,
and without detracting from Dante’s originality one can think of many me-
dieval battles over the soul of a deceased, battles that often hark back to the
struggle between Michael the archangel and the devil over the body of
Moses in Jude’s Epistle 1x. But even the theological texts often mentioned
this common belief that angels and devils would come for the soul at death
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and fight for possession of it. St. Bonaventura, an authority well-known to
Dante, stresses this belief (both in his Comm. in Sent. Petri Lombardi, 1V, XX, i;
a, I, q, 5, and in his Sermones de Sanctis, cf. Singleton’s commentary, 103ff).
Furthermore, the struggle between the good and the bad angel over the soul
at the point of death can be likened not only to the fate of Buonconte’s fa-
ther, Guido (with opposite outcome), but also to Manfred’s episode.

Pia’s Story

The narrative proceeds in extremely realistic details: Jacopo had referred to
the topographic site of his murder and to his profondi fori, Buonconte to his
being forato ne la gola and, more important, to the precise details of the bat-
tle’s location and of his supernatural burial. By sharp contrast, Pia’s story,
which follows the epic tone of Jacopo’s and the dramatic tone of Buon-
conte’s with a new tone of elegy in a pianissimo timbre (the word is
Bosco’s), is intentionally sparing in concrete details about her final outcome,
leaving it to the reader (and a host of critics) to guess exactly how her life
came to an end. Murdered she was, but the only one who knows how;, she
strongly hints, is her husband. This is a remarkable case of functionally po-
etic silence that expresses a clear indictment but without anger or resent-
ment. Her pianissimo is thrown all the more into relief by its following, in
another most effective dialectic contrast, so suddenly the violent and noisy
storm of Buonconte’s end. Another contrasting feature is Pia’s uniquely dif-
ferent way of asking for prayers, which is also a constant of this canto from
beginning to end. After the “petulant” (Bosco) insistence of the crowding
souls in the first part of the canto, after the courteous but explicit directness
of Jacopo’s and Buonconte’s requests, Pia, alone among all the souls of Pur-
gatory, subordinates her timid request to the expressed hope that Dante may
get the rest he will deserve and need at the end of such a strenuous journey.
She asks him to remember her “after returning to the world/when, after
your long journeying, you've rested” (130-131).

Pia tells her story by making the Maremma the grammatical subject of
her murder, not the culprit who committed it, her husband: “Siena made—
Maremma unmade—me” (134). Nor does she describe the manner of her vi-
olent death, in sharp contrast to the two preceding victims, even though the
verb she uses, disfecemi, implies well enough the violence that had occurred.
Hatzfeld is one of the many critics who have insisted on Pia’s grazia fem-
minile, claiming that she is a shining example of the eterno femminino, owing
to her aptitude for forgiveness, an aptitude that stands out in relative dra-
matic contrast to the preceding bloody descriptions of the manner of her
death, thus ending the whole canto on a high note of catharsis (786). The
conclusive gentleness, generosity, and serene acceptance of her fate close
the canto in a way that echoes the other episodes as well. Her words are
enclosed in a sad sense of loneliness: she does not even hope for anyone in
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particular to pray for her and only wishes that Dante himself will remember
her. It is relevant to keep in mind that the image we have of her personality
effectively neutralizes and all but obliterates, by poetic means, our eventual
afterthoughts concerning her possible culpability: she is, after all, in Purga-
tory as a sinner, perhaps because of her very relationship with her husband
(the legend did speculate on possible adultery).

The commentators have always commonly surmised, without clear evi-
dence, that Pia was from the Sienese Tolomei family, married to Nello della
Pietra dei Pannocchieschi, podestd of Volterra and Lucca, who had her mur-
dered either out of jealousy over her behavior or because he wanted to
marry one Margherita Aldobrandeschi. Despite the absence of any records
of a Pia either in Nello’s well-documented family history or in the history of
the Tolomei family, the fact remains that Dante never gratuitously invents
characters but draws them from history, chronicle, or at least myth. One
rather sophisticated hypothesis (cf. Varanini in Enciclopedia dantesca) has it
that Pia was not a Tolomei but a Sienese Malavolti, married to a Tollo da
Prata in Maremma, and that Nello, whom she never married, ordered the
widowed Pia murdered, for unknown reasons. The legend of their marriage
would have been formed later. In any event, since the traditional genealogy
originates with the earliest commentators, it seems fair to assume that it
was what Dante, correctly or not, believed to have happened.

Pia’s position in the topography of the Comedy gives us reason to assume
a significant parallelism with the somewhat analogous female characters
who appear toward the beginning of each cantica, namely Francesca (Inf. v)
and Piccarda (Par. ). All three are unusually gentle toward Dante, and all
three had been the victims of their husbands. Yet, when seen in succession,
they mark an interesting and telling progression from Francesca’s complete,
tragically lasting involvement in human passion to Pia’s transcending her
private affairs in a willful state of preparation for the final, total salvation of
her soul, and finally to Piccarda’s having reached the complete identification
with divine will, as expressed in the memorable line, “And in His will there is
our peace” (Par. 111, 85; cf. Ephesians II: 14, “ipse enim est pax nostra”).

As frail as Pia is, or at least appears to be, as impotent as she is in relation
to her lordly husband, she triumphs in the end through the force of her love,
which transcends even the murderous cruelty of a husband who perhaps did
not deserve her but whom she vanquishes by continuing to love him. In her
supreme charity of forgiveness, poetically heightened by the juxtaposition
of the differently slanted contiguous stories of Jacopo and Buonconte, Pia
marks a climax: she comes last because she is the closest to God, being the
most prepared for total love. The dialectical contrast between this abruptly
peaceful ending and the fury of the highly emotional, bloody, and tempes-
tuous stories that immediately precede (64-129) is another example of Dante’s
unprecedented and uniquely effective method of arranging the parts of
his poem using frequent variations in mood in the form of dialectically
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contrasting episodes, somewhat like the movement of a sonata. This dis-
creet, subdued ending suggestively closes a canto that had been so full of
dramatic action.
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CANTO VI
Abject Italy

MARIA PICCHIO SIMONELLI

Translated by Charles Ross

By the middle of the twentieth century, the critical question concerning
Canto vi was no longer one of historical identification or aesthetic apprecia-
tion, but of whether the canto was substantially unified or, instead, con-
tained a series of poetically unresolved issues. Aurelio Roncaglia, in his
“Lectura Dantis” of 1955, showed that the repetition of disjunctive verbs
such as si parte (“is done,” 1), disgiunto (“without a passageway,” 42), non
m’accompagne (“not at my side,” 114), and scisso (“dissevered,” 123) creates a
“convulsive marker” connecting the various parts of the canto. Twenty-five
years later, in a completely different cultural climate, one no longer charac-
terized by patriotic rhetoric or the passions of the Italian Risorgimento (the
nineteenth-century movement for national unity), Alberto Varvaro objected
that it was better not to speak of the unity of the canto, or of the equivocal
words of Dante’s “polysemous” style, but rather to ask if the canto pos-
sessed any internally coherent organization.

To me it seems clear that Dante gave each of his cantos a particular
function. In his Epistle 13.9, he explains that “the work is divided into three
canticles . . . and each canticle is divided into cantos ... and each canto
into tercet rhymes.” These tercets indicate the logic of the various argu-
ments; rarely in the Comedy is the rhythm broken by a hiatus in thought. It
therefore follows that Dante wanted to structure each canto as a coherent
whole. Sometimes the coherence is easy to discern; sometimes it is hidden,
and the apparent fragmentation disguises the effort Dante made to orga-
nize his work.
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The sixth canto is clearly segmented. Its 151 lines are divided into two dis-
tinct parts of almost equal length: a narrative section (75 lines) and the fa-
mous digressive invective that begins “Ah, abject Italy” (76 lines). Each
section contains a striking simile.

The initial figure of the winning gambler, who retires surrounded by a
crowd of people petitioning him for a little gift or a word, resembles Dante’s
own search to liberate himself from those who died by violence, who flock
around him asking for a pious memory or a prayer. The simile that con-
cludes the second section compares Florence to

that sick woman
who finds no rest upon her feather-bed,
but, turning, tossing, tries to ease her pain.
(149-151)

This closing figure recalls the gambling scene, because before describing the
winner, to whom he compares himself, Dante pauses over the loser (“left
alone, disconsolate— / rehearsing what he’d thrown,” 2-3). But this dolor-
ous and abandoned man finds no comparison to anyone in the poem, unless
it is to the image of sick Florence, who tosses and turns and can find no ease
for her pain. Florence is said to change often:

How often, in the time you can remember,
have you changed laws and coinage, offices
and customs, and revised your citizens!

(145-147)

And every change is for the worse.

Both the narrative first half and the concluding digression divide into
three sections. In the narrative portion we have 1) a continuation of the pil-
grim’s various encounters with those who died by violence, 2) Dante’s
query about the efficacy of prayers for the dead, 3) his encounter with Sor-
dello. In the digression we find 1) an invective lamentation over the fate of
Italy, 2) a prayer to God, 3) a ferocious invective against Florence. Each part
is organized by a discontinuous crescendo, in which the center portion un-
winds before an explosion in the final section. The query about the efficacy
of prayer, along with the inspirational memory of Beatrice and the prayer to
“highest Jove” (118), who was “crucified/ for us” (119-120), signal, each in its
respective section, a pause, almost a moment in which to breathe, to isolate
the culmination to which each section tends: the encounter with Sordello
and the bitter sarcasm of the invective against Florence.
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Death by Violence

After the simile of the gambler, to which I shall return, we are given a list of
those who died by violence (13—24). These are not separate personalities but
members of a chorus. For us, distant in time, they are six mere names, al-
though they spurred Italian scholars to archival research, with varying de-
grees of success. But Dante’s point lies elsewhere. For the poet and his
contemporaries, each name was attached to a scandal of blood and politics.
Four were assassinated (Guccio dei Tarlati, Federigo Novello, Gano Scorni-
giani, and Orso degli Alberti), preceded and followed by two murdered
without justice. The judge Benincasa da Laterina, in effect the mayor of
Siena in which role he condemned to death two close relatives of Ghino di
Tacco for having seized one of the city’s castles, was himself murdered by
Ghino while a judge in Rome. The scandal revealed the impotency of the
law in the face of evil intentions combined with power. The last name is that
of Pier de la Brosse, chamberlain of Philip III of France, who was murdered
“out of spite and envy” (20), falsely accused by the queen, Marie of Brabant.
If justice is not respected in the free communes, how much less is it in the
courts, where intrigues and the meanest of passions rule? Dante’s examples
give us a glimpse of profound corruption and social disorder.

Canto v1, in each of Dante’s canticles, is devoted to politics. I believe this
choice may be traced to two small treatises de numeris (on numbers), com-
posed in the twelfth century by Geoffroy d’Auxerre and Thibaut de Langres,
claiming that the number six signifies operum prima perfectio (the first perfec-
tion of a work). Genesis is obviously the source, since God made man on the
sixth day. For Dante, the restoration of civil justice would be such a “first
perfection.”

The second part of this first section of seventy-five lines contains a dia-
logue between Virgil and Dante concerning the efficacy of prayers for the
dead. This discourse justifies the opening simile of the gambler, because
Dante’s mind is burdened by doubt. As soon as he releases himself from
those who died violently, his words explode at Virgil:

I started: “O my light, it seems to me
that in one passage you deny expressly
that prayer can bend the rule of Heaven, yet
these people pray precisely for that end.
Is their hope, therefore, only emptiness,
or have I not read clearly what you said?”
(28-33)

The passage in question occurs in Virgil's Aeneid when the Sibyl tells Pal-
inurus to “leave any hope that prayer can turn aside / the gods’ decrees” (v1,
373). What the Sibyl says, if true, would nullify the insistence of the souls
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Dante meets that the prayers of the living might accelerate their ascent.
Their illusion, then, would be like that of the gambler throwing dice. Dante
the pilgrim is privileged to be fully aware of the guidance he receives from
Virgil and the virtue that descends from above. But why do the souls make
their requests? Are they lost in illusion, like gamblers? Dante’s question is
worrying, and Virgil's response is not fully satisfying: at the time of the false
and lying gods, “prayers” did not provide a “passageway to God” (42). Now,
however,

the peak of justice is not lowered when
the fire of love accomplishes in one
instant the expiation owed by all
who dwell here
(37-39)

Dante the poet does not wish to give an exhaustive response. Virgil's role
does not permit it. The explanation will come much later, in the sphere of
Jupiter, from the chorus of the blessed who form the Eagle:

Regnum celorum suffers violence
from ardent love and living hope, for these
can be the conquerors of Heaven’s Will;
yet not as man defeats another man:
the Will of God is won because It would
be won and, won, wins through benevolence.
(Par. XX, 94-99)

Hurrying On

From a purely narrative point of view, Dante needs to divert the reader’s at-
tention not only from the flock of souls but also from this discussion of the
efficacy of prayer. So Virgil names Beatrice, the only one who can answer
every question, since she is the “light between your mind and truth” whom
Dante will see “smiling joyously” when he reaches “this mountain’s peak”
(45—48). Mention of Beatrice’s name banishes Dante’s weariness. The pil-
grim wants to move “more quickly” (49). The reader is caught up in Dante’s
desire, distracted from the preceding philosophical problems, and amazed at
how love continually incites his movement.

The shift to another tonality is marked by Dante’s rush to travel and the
calming words of Virgil, who muffles his enthusiasm: “our climb won't be
as rapid as you thought” (54). Two days will have to pass before Dante can
see Beatrice, and the road is long. This calming voice prepares for the
solemn crescendo of the final segment of this first part: the encounter with
Sordello.
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“I Am Sordello”

This encounter, at the center of the canto, is carefully prepared. Virgil shows
Dante “a soul who is completely apart” (58-59), one who can teach him the
most direct way to ascend. Because of his solitude he stands in contrast to
the banks of spirits, a difference that strikes the pilgrim and, then, the
reader. The exceptionality of the encounter is underlined by Dante’s com-
mentary and recall:

O Lombard soul, what pride
and what disdain were in your stance! Your eyes
moved with such dignity, such gravity!
(61-63)

Mention of Mantua breaks into the rarefied atmosphere of the figure’s
solitude. The figure gains impetus, passion, and movement as it shouts, “O
Mantuan, [ am Sordello, / from your own land!” (74—75). Whoever he is, this
Sordello regards himself as Virgil’s neighbor and friend because he has
breathed the same air and contemplated the same vistas. He overcomes the
“pride” and “disdain” (61-62) with which he stands and rises “from his posi-
tion” (73) to embrace Virgil. Only later will he learn that he embraces one
who was the “glory of the Latins” (Purg. v1I, 16).

Here Dante interrupts his story to include a digressive invective on
the evils of Italy, attacking the Church and the Empire, which both fail in
their providential duty. This embrace, then, opens the second half of the
canto.

The rank of souls to which Sordello belongs and the reasons that moved
Dante to single him out remain problems, for the most part unresolved and
difficult to penetrate. One can only guess. It is not the first time that Dante
leaves his readers to reflect on their own. One thinks of the splendid tenth
canto of the Inferno, dominated by the figure of Farinata and the appearance
of the disconsolate Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti. What we do know is that
these figures find themselves inside the city of Dis, entombed among the
heretics, in a cemetery along the walls of the city. But although Virgil will
explain, in the next canto, the moral ordering of Hell, he will make no men-
tion of heretics. Virgil explains the condition of the incontinent, who are
punished outside the city, but his explanation starts with the violent and in-
cludes only the first souls who sinned by malice. One must assume that the
heretics were also guilty of malice, but Dante blurs anything that might clar-
ify their position.

Sordello presents us with a similar situation. He is not one of those who
died by violence (despite the efforts of some critics to prove otherwise), nor
is he a negligent prince who might be found in the valley of the princes.
Rather, he is a servant of princes, and he assumes the role as guide to point
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out others in the valley, stigmatizing their defects and those of their descen-
dants.

Sordello was a poet—a troubadour who wrote in Provencal—but also a
Mantuan, two good reasons that Dante chose him as a character. If we read
the poetry of Sordello that has reached us, we detect a moralistic poet who
may well have appealed to Dante’s imagination. In a poem on nobility, “Lai
an Peire Guillem man ses bistensa,” he insists that wealth is not important:
“Valer pot ben qi de valor a cura/Paupres o ricx, sol quel cors sia protz”
(41—42). In his poem “Qui be’s membre del segle qu’es passatz,” he shows
the destructive effect of greed on the hearts of evildoers (“Tant los destren
non fes e cobeitatz,/ C’'onor e pretz en meton en soan,” 19—20), a theme
that could arouse a profound feeling of appreciation in Dante. Greed,
which subverts the order of the world, and nobility, a matter of the heart
and not of worldly goods, are exquisitely Dantesque themes that make him
the poet of rectitude and justice. If we regard Sordello as a Mantuan and as
a poet of right rectitude, we can begin to understand his presence in the
Purgatorio.

The second part of the canto—the digression—is entirely entrusted to
the narrative voice. The fact is that Dante the man always exists on two
levels with different functions: that of the activities contingent on the
journey and that of memory, which follows the journey. The fiction
concerns not only the travels through the three realms but also the ac-
tive agent who has the capacity to record and narrate what happened. The
pilgrim Dante, who reprises his own journey in the book of memory,
becomes the narrative voice. And so the Comedy becomes an autobio-
graphical fiction in which the two aspects of the first-person narrator al-
ternate, controlled by the author of the story. As we read the Comedy we
must keep this complex narrative structure in mind. The digression be-
longs not to Dante the author, but to the character who remembers and
comments. Obviously the political ideas expressed are those of Dante
the author; nonetheless, if we want to truly understand the logical struc-
ture of the canto we must bear in mind the two levels of Dante’s poetic
persona.

The invective does not come from nowhere. In Dante’s work any inter-
ruption is only seemingly disjunctive. In reality, everything is carefully pre-
pared to allow the reader to follow the narration adequately. This observation
holds for philosophical, theological, and historical discussions.

The pilgrim who returns from his voyage and, sitting at his desk, re-
counts what he has seen, is a character always clearly present in the mind o