
Danteôs Divine Comedyas a Synthesis of 

Medieval Life

Â I. Synthesis as a Motif in Medieval Civilization

ÁMedieval man loved the synthesis.

ÁAs a theme synthesisconnects several elements of the 

First Europe.
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Question

ÁThe synthesis is out of vogue today.  We do not want to 

see things presented in relationship to each other.  We 

prefer the detailed, the specialized; knowing more about 

less and less.  Right?
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II. Introductory Comments about Dante and The Divine Comedy

ÁThe Divine Comedyis a window into the First Europe.

ÁThe Comedyalso is forward-looking in view of 

individual and use of vernacular.

ÁDante Alighieri (1265-1321).

ÁThe Comedywas written in his last years in exile. 

More about its dual character as medieval and modern.
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Introductory Comments

ÁThe medieval qualities interest us most.
ÁDeeper spiritual meaning in every physical-historical 

event.

ÁAllegory in the poem

ÁThe journey

ÁMultiple meanings in words, characters, events.  Vergil and 

Beatrice, for instance.

ÁThe organization of the Comedy.
Á100 cantos: Introduction + 33 in each part.  Each part 

divided into 10 levels.  The sins in Inferno are grouped in 3 

categories: Incontinence, Violence, Fraud.  The first in 4 

levels.  Fraud in 2.  These 3 groups are 7.  
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Â Then Dante adds 2 levels for the unbaptized and the heretics above and 

below Incontinence; also has a level for fence-sitters.  This makes 10.

Action takes place in 1300 from night before Good Friday to next 

Thursday evening.  Takes exactly 7 days.

Introductory Comments
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III. Reading the Inferno

ÁDante, lost in a Dark Wood, attempts to climb Mount 

Paradise lit by sun.

ÁConfronted by 3 beasts (Wolf, Lion, Leopard) 

symbolizing Incontinence, Violence, Fraud.

ÁVergil (Human Reason) appears to guide him.  Sent by 

Beatrice (Divine Wisdom).

ÁThe way is through Hell and Purgatory.

ÁHell is a subterranean tunnel.



Vergil as the Guide



Hell as a Funnel
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Questions

Á1.  Did Dante get his ideas about Hell from 

Mohammed?  And then place him there? 

Á2.  Can you improve on Dante's attempt to make the 

punishment fit the sin?  What would you change?



Sowers of Discord



Satan


