AP Lit & Comp

The Inferno, Dante Alighieri

· Dante Alighieri – Italian poet who lived from 1265 to 1321
· Considered one of the greatest poets of the Middle Ages

· The Inferno was published in 1308

· First book of the trilogy The Divine Comedy (Purgatorio and Paradiso are the other two)

· Comedy - Although it may not seem "funny" to us, the The Divine Comedy is just that, a mixed narrative, some epic, some tragedy, some melodrama, but with a happy ending (Paradise). This was the old definition of comedy, as opposed to our current notion that a comedy should keep us laughing. The Inferno, of course, is not a happy place, but since the Narrator (and presumably his readers) will learn from The Inferno to obey God and be virtuous, all these folks will have an improved chance to end up in Heaven, a definitively happy ending.
· Allegory – The presentation of an abstract idea through more concrete means; the typical allegory is a narrative that has at least two levels of meaning.  The first level is the plot; the second level is deeper which may be moral, political, philosophical, or religious.  Examples: Dante wandering in the woods in the midpoint of his life; the situation is an allegory for his personal confusion and lack of direction, his mid-life spiritual crisis The leopard, wolf and lion are allegorical beasts; each represents a vice which keeps Dante from getting to heaven.
· Vernacular - The use of the local (Tuscan) dialect of Italian rather than Latin was a daring gamble at the time; most serious writing was done in Latin because the vernacular languages kept changing and people were afraid that no one would be able to read them in a few years. Some dialects lasted better than others and luckily, Tuscan did pretty well that way
· Inferno = intense heat (literally); figuratively a place with the characteristics of hell

· Since the publication of The Inferno, the word “inferno” has become synonymous with the concept of hell.
· Moral redemption = the capacity to transcend one’s own limitations and reach a new level of self-knowledge

· Only by confronting inner evil can people achieve self-knowledge, which is the first step toward redemption.

· Dante says that people should not be expected to make their journey alone; they need a guide to help them.  Dante chooses Virgil – see below.

· According to Dante, the road to moral redemption can be reached only after confronting evil in the world and in one’s self.

· Virgil = a poet who lived in ancient Rome between 70 and 19 B.C., considered one of the great poets of world literature

· Dante may have selected Virgil as his guide through hell because Virgil was a great literary and moral role model.

· Epic poem written in tercets.  Terza rima:  A verse form of Italian origin consisting of tercets of 10 or 11 syllables with the middle line rhyming with the first and third lines of the following tercet. aba bcb cdc ded
The Nine Circles of Hell:  The designation of different kinds of sins beginning with sins of weakness, moving down to sins of malice, followed by sins of fraud and disloyalty, and finally descending to sins of betrayal and pride.  The image of Satan frozen in ice in the last of Dante’s nine circles of hell is a powerful symbol of pure evil.

· Limbo = includes people waiting to see if they enter heaven or descend to hell

· Lustful, Gluttonous, Avaricious = these three circles represent sins of weakness.  They are mostly harmful things that we do to ourselves.

· Wrathful, Heretic (those who betrayed others), and Violent = these three circles represent sins of malice.  They were premeditated and usually involved actions toward other people.

· The Fraudulent and the Treacherous = these last two circles represent sins of betrayal and pride, considered the worse sins of all.  Satan, who betrayed God, represents the epitome of all evil.

Study Questions – Cantos I-IV

1. What do the three "danteworlds"--hell, purgatory, and paradise--mean to you? How do you envision them? How do you think they might relate to one another and to the world(s) in which we live? 
2. Dante literally faces a mid-life crisis. What problems or issues do you associate with such an event? Can you think of any recent representations--in movies, books, the news, and so on--of some sort of mid-life crisis?
3. Consider Virgil's behavior and his psychological / emotional state in Limbo, in particular the effects on Virgil of the Harrowing of Hell (4.52-63). What does this canto tell us about Dante's attitude toward Virgil?
4. What are the implications of Dante's self-identification as "sixth" among the great poets (4.102)?

 

