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Glossary

Captains of  the War: twelve experienced knights who acted 
as a general would in directing the battle; each of  the six sesti 
would appoint two Captains of  the War.

citizen knights (cittadini con cavallate): those who came from 
wealthy families but did not wish to become dubbed knights 
were still obliged by the city government to provide a war 
horse, military equipment and a rider, who in practice was 
nearly always the owner himself  or a member of  the family (see 
‘dubbed knight’).

Council of the Hundred: the council elected from wealthiest cit-
izens who were paying the most tax – ‘possessing greater riches 
[they] carry a higher burden of  expenses’, as stated in its charter.

dubbed knight (cavaliere di corredo): anyone who belonged to 
a rich family and was willing to spend large sums on the cer-
emony of  becoming a knight and then maintaining the required 
lifestyle; during the popular regime this status excluded them 
from the councils of  government (see ‘citizen knights’).

fat commoners (popolo grasso): wealthy commoners, socially 
not much inferior to knightly families but still involved in busi-
ness and not necessarily keen to have their young men dubbed 
as knights and to maintain an aristocratic lifestyle.
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gold florins: originally a gold coin minted in Florence and worth 
one pound of  smaller silver coins (lira), but as time went on, it 
came have to have an even greater value as the rate of  exchange 
between gold and silver changed.

government of the First People: form of  popular government 
(involving greater participation by commoners) from 1250 to 
1260.

government of  the Second People: the government of  the 
republic of  Florence from 1266, with businessmen and artisans 
in power and noble families gradually excluded.

Kingdom of Italy or Regnum Ytaliae: following the break-up of  
the Carolingian empire, this disputed entity came into being and 
continued until the early eleventh century, after which the king-
ship became no more than an appendage of  the Holy roman 
emperor, and was only a reality in as much as the emperor 
could exert his power over the Italian peninsula, which was not 
very often.

magnates: members of  families who followed a chivalric life-
style; a group mainly composed of  longer noble lineages, but 
open to those who acquired wealth more recently if  they chose 
to cease their lesser business activities, although they often 
retained large holdings assets in banking.

Office of Rebel Assets: government department responsible for 
the management of  assets confiscated from exiled members of  
the party not in power.

Ordinances of Justice (ordinamenti di giustizia): laws devised by 
Giano della Bella in 1293 that excluded the magnates from govern-
ment posts in consequence of  their frequent resort to violence.
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priors: six priors elected for two-monthly mandates, who con-
stituted the government for that short period.

small florins: silver pennies minted in Florence, whose rate of  
exchange steadily deteriorated in relation to gold florins.

supreme magistrate (podestà): each medieval city-state 
appointed a supreme magistrate who held a large part of  the 
executive and judicial power and was a professional, but his 
mandate usually lasted for one year; he administered justice and 
commanded the army, but he came from another city and was 
subject to an inquiry on termination of  his contract.

Tuscia Alliance (Taglia di Tuscia): an alliance that united all 
the cities governed by Guelphs, and which also had an interna-
tional reference point – the papacy – whose wishes could not be 
ignored.

some terms have remained in Italian, because the use of  an 
english equivalent would probably have confused readers rather 
than aided them:

feditori: knights chosen by the Captains of  the War to join the 
first rank of  knights on the battlefield;

gonfalonieri: standard-bearers, of  which the most important was 
the Gonfaloniere di Giustizia, who oversaw the procedures of  the 
six priors who constituted the government;

sesto (plural: sesti): one of  the six administrative districts Flor-
ence was divided into.
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Introduction

WHy Dante Matters

this is the life of  the man whom t. s. eliot placed on a par 
with shakespeare: ‘Dante and shakespeare divide the modern 
world between them; there is no third’ (in truth, eliot went even 
further on the radio, when he claimed that ‘Dante is at least as 
great as shakespeare’, which is self-evident for an Italian but pro-
voked a little resentment among anglophone men and women 
of  letters). James Joyce, another of  the twentieth-century greats, 
put him on an even higher pedestal: ‘I love Dante almost as 
much as the Bible. He is my spiritual food, the rest is ballast.’ 
We should be put on our guard about all the prejudices against 
the Middle ages by a voice that can hail from that epoch and still 
speak with such intensity to the modern world: it was no more 
a dark age than the twentieth century, by which I mean that it 
was an era of  great violence, but also of  extraordinary creativ-
ity and intellectual subtlety. It was a modern age in every sense 
of  the term, and not without reason did eliot assert that Dante 
had shared out modernity with shakespeare between themselves.

However, this modernity – the very same which had medi-
eval intellectuals referring to themselves as ‘modern’ – does 
not mean that a little preparation is not required if  we are to 
measure up to Dante’s contemporaries and understand them. 
We are inclined to value them and enjoy their company, just as 
we value – or rather revere – the magnificent cathedrals they 
built, but which the renaissance humanists and the seventeenth-
century enlightenment thinkers considered to be the products 
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of  a barbarian culture – of  Goths, and hence a ‘Gothic’ architec-
ture. their world – the medieval world – was full of  institutions 
and regulations whose names in themselves tell us nothing, and 
yet we need to be introduced to them if  we are to share the 
journey Dante undertook or was obliged to follow amid the 
temptations and dangers of  his times.

Europe and Italy at the Time of Dante

Dante was born in 1265 in Florence, tuscany, and died in 1321 
in ravenna, emilia-romagna, exactly 700 years ago. When he 
was born, King Henry III of  england was busy suppressing the 
second Barons’ War, which culminated with a decisive royal 
victory at the Battle of  evesham and the death of  simon de 
Monfort, when Dante was three months old. Most of  Dante’s 
life corresponded to the reign of  edward I. During the years in 
which the Florentine poet, having passed his thirtieth year, was 
politically active in his native city, King edward had to tackle 
William Wallace’s rebellion, which became famous after the 
film Braveheart, and defeated him in 1298 at the Battle of  Falkirk. 
When Wallace was finally captured and executed at smithfield 
in 1305, Dante was forty years old and already in exile. He was 
starting to write The Divine Comedy, the work that would bring 
him his enduring fame.

Did Dante come to hear of  these distant events? He most 
certainly did, as european Christendom was a single vast reli-
gious and cultural community held together by the immense 
multinational organisation that was the Church of  rome, whose 
seat of  power was in Italy. all its intellectuals spoke, wrote and 
thought in the same language, latin, and they meditated on 
the same problems. news travelled quickly. But Dante was not 
overly concerned about such events, because the Italy in which 
he lived was very distant and very different from those northern 
kingdoms. Dante was an Italian, even though this name had not 
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yet been firmly applied to the inhabitants of  the peninsula; he 
preferred to call them ‘latins’. However, they knew very well 
how to distinguish between those who were born in Italy and 
those who came from the countries on the other side of  the 
alps. the French were disliked for their arrogance, the Germans 
for their coarseness and violence, but the english were not so 
well known because their mercenaries had not yet made their 
presence felt and come to be feared for their cruelty, as they 
would in the fourteenth century, long after Dante’s death.

Italians were a nation, and spoke the same language in a 
myriad of  dialects. this was the language that Dante would 
study in his treatise De vulgari eloquentia and call ‘the language 
of  the sì’, meaning the language in which the word for ‘yes’ was 
‘sì’. It was not yet referred to as ‘Italian’. they were a nation, 
but they were only aware of  this when they had to engage with 
the foreigner: for example, when their merchants from Genoa, 
Venice or sicily met up in an eastern Mediterranean port or in 
1309, when Dante was forty-four and the French pope Clement 
V transferred the papacy from rome to avignon, which initially 
went unobserved as it was considered to be a provisional move, 
although as time went on it caused increasing disquiet about an 
Italy bereft of  that Christian capital Italians looked on as their 
birthright.

Italians were a nation but not a state, nor were they a kingdom 
like england or scotland. In those countries, as in France, 
Germany and Castile, power was held by the king, even if  their 
territories were not only administered by royal functionaries but 
also by a warlike aristocracy of  barons who were vassals of  the 
king and derived their power from their fiefdoms (hence the 
term ‘feudal monarchy’). Kings did not enjoy absolute power, as 
they would attempt to obtain in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, which would occasionally end in disaster (as in the 
case of  Charles I, who was executed at Whitehall in 1649). Medi-
eval kings accepted that they couldn’t rule without the consent 
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of  the barons, the clergy, the gentry and the merchants in the 
cities. In england there was even Magna Carta, which obliged 
the king to regularly consult his parliament, which included rep-
resentation of  at least part of  its people.

Italy was completely different: there was no king, or if  there 
was, then only on paper. In theory there was a Regnum Ytaliae, 
which like France and Germany was the product of  the sub-
division of  the great continental empire of  Charlemagne and 
corresponded to what is now central and northern Italy (the 
south, the neapolitan lands and sicily, would have a long and 
separate history of  their own, even though they were undoubt-
edly part of  Italy). While other european countries always had 
their own king, the season of  independent kings of  Italy had 
been a brief  one, and came to an end shortly after ad 1000. 
the king of  Germany claimed to be the true heir to Charle-
magne, and through the Middle ages and beyond he continued 
to observe the ancient ritual whereby he would travel to rome 
and have himself  crowned emperor by the pope, just as Charle-
magne had done in ad 800, and he would stop along the route 
in Milan or adjacent Monza, where they kept the iron crown of  
the kings of  Italy, and would also have himself  crowned king. 
In other words, Italy had a king, who moreover boasted the glo-
rious title of  emperor, but he was a German king and almost 
always lived north of  the alps and came to Italy only once in 
his life for his coronation, if  that. the country could do without 
him, and in Dante’s time the German king’s capability to inter-
vene in Italian affairs was practically non-existent.

Italian Politics and the Republics or ‘Comuni’

Who then was ruling the country? Italy was a country made 
up of  cities, as it still is today, and each city had its own politi-
cal organisation, the comune. this institution had existed when 
it was subject to a kingdom or empire, and it has continued to 
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this day after returning to a more modest role, but we should 
remember that in the Middle ages each of  these comuni was to 
all effects and purposes an independent state that treated the 
other Italian cities as foreigners, and could enter into alliances 
and go to war. on occasion, an emperor would attempt to reas-
sert his authority over Italy by force of  arms, while claiming to 
be a guarantor of  peace and respect for the law. He would find 
cities willing to support his plans, but each time the cities that 
refused to submit to his claim proved to be stronger and more 
numerous, and thus he would be defeated on the field of  battle. 
the Peace of  Constance in 1183 obliged emperor Frederick I to 
acknowledge that each city could legally exercise all the powers 
over its own territory that theoretically pertained to a sovereign. 
the last emperor to make a serious attempt to subjugate the 
republics was Frederick II, who died in 1250, fifteen years before 
Dante’s birth.

the Italian cities had succeeded in transforming themselves 
into independent city-states because for a few centuries Italy 
had taken over the role of  principal centre for trade with the 
east and become the richest country in Christendom. there 
was more money, merchants, literacy and competence in busi-
ness affairs in the Italian cities than anywhere else in the world. 
Moreover, there was, as previously mentioned, the presence of  
the pope, who governed the Church as an autocrat. He consid-
ered himself  to be Christ’s representative on earth and superior 
to all monarchs, and he had always assisted the Italian cities in 
their struggle for independence, because it was in his interest to 
weaken the only other authority that could challenge his own, 
that of  the emperor and successor to Charlemagne.

as can be imagined, ‘peaceful’ is not a term that could be 
applied to this Italy, subdivided into dozens of  city-states full of  
money and ambition in which the pope and the emperor, two 
supreme authorities that were militarily weak but loaded with 
ideological significance, jostled for position. the cities were 
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continuously at war to assert their own economic and territorial 
aspirations to the detriment of  their rival cities. Dante’s Florence 
was one of  the more powerful ones, and during his life it was 
decisively asserting its hegemony over tuscany. But there was 
also warfare within each city, and this was even more devastating. 
Within a city there were rival power brokers – family alliances 
primarily made up of  nobles, but also important bankers and the 
wealthiest businessmen – whose objective was to gain govern-
ment posts and take control of  public expenditure. they wanted 
all the power to themselves and had no intention of  sharing it 
with anyone. the inevitable corollary of  these pressure groups 
was the creation of  larger and larger coalitions until there were 
two opposing parties, which rarely managed to co-exist: when 
one was in power, the other was usually persecuted and forced 
to flee into exile. the modern concept of  an opposition fully 
entitled to exist and to oppose government policy was entirely 
unknown to them: rivals were criminals and enemies who had 
to be eliminated.

the opposing parties had appeared spontaneously in every 
city, and by Dante’s time they had taken on the names we know 
them by today, and which seem so exotic to us: the Guelphs 
and the Ghibellines. they had discovered the ideological divide 
around which they could consolidate their own identity: the 
Guelphs supported the pope and the Ghibellines the emperor. 
the most difficult political decision every city had to make 
was whether it should place its trust in the emperor’s repeated 
attempts to assert his authority or to defend its own full inde-
pendence, whatever the cost, by invoking the protection of  the 
pope. and this was a decision that had to be ceaselessly revised. 
the two opposing alliances in every city would go in one or other 
direction in an entirely spontaneous manner, acquiring an ideo-
logical stance they had not originally shared. Given that one of  
the two parties was in power in every republic, the Guelphs and 
Ghibellines in each city got into the habit of  seeking the military 
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and financial support not only of  the pope or the emperor but 
also of  all the cities in which the same party was in government. 
thus the Guelphs and the Ghibellines became two international 
alliances capable of  assisting their adherents even when they had 
been defeated in their own republic and sent into exile, and of  
supporting any attempt to repossess their city by military force.

this was the world in which Dante grew up and in which he 
was politically active up to the age of  thirty-six, when the faction 
of  the Guelph party he belonged to was defeated and he had 
to abandon his native city and spend the rest of  his life in exile, 
as happened to thousands of  Italians at the time. the Florence 
he grew up in was the richest Italian city, which meant that it 
was the richest in europe. It was a Guelph city protected by the 
pope, a friend to the king of  France, and full of  money, immi-
grants, trade and building sites: at the time they were building 
the cathedral, the churches of  santa Croce and of  santa Maria 
novella and Palazzo Vecchio, which was the seat of  govern-
ment. What did it mean to be politically involved in such a city?

like all Italian cities, Florence was governed by an intricate 
concatenation of  councils, committees and boards which mobi-
lised a broad participation of  a great number of  citizens. In order 
to make any decision, committees and boards were summoned 
by the ringing of  bells, agendas were presented, speeches for 
and against were minuted, and votes taken (by either public 
show of  hand or secret ballot). this system produced an enor-
mous quantity of  written documents (for some time europeans 
had developed the technology for manufacturing paper, which 
replaced much costlier parchment), and this means that we can 
observe the complex workings of  government. It was also a sur-
prisingly modern system: success in politics was based on the 
ability to gain the confidence of  the party and create a consen-
sus. you had to know how to speak in public, support a motion 
and guide the debate and the vote. Dante had studied this art, 
and he applied it expertly.
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While in most cities this participation in councils was for 
life and more or less openly restricted to membership of  a few 
influential families, this was not the case in Dante’s Florence. 
In Florence councils were open to everyone, by which I mean 
every adult male citizen who owned a house or a business and 
paid tax. It was what they defined as a ‘popular government’, 
that is to say a government of  people who worked – or in other 
words, large and small entrepreneurs, from the wealthy banker 
to the humble craftsman. the councils were renewed every six 
months in order to involve the maximum number of  citizens, 
and this they called a ‘broad’ government. a democracy? yes, if  
the anachronism doesn’t perturb us too much. It was a democ-
racy comparable to that of  Great Britain in the late nineteenth 
century, which was restricted to manhood suffrage with a prop-
erty qualification. the poor were not entitled to vote, but the 
system still aspired to an ideal of  shared, participatory power.

to be clear, citizenship alone was not sufficient for inclusion 
in political activity, as ideological credentials were also required. 
you had to be a Guelph, and hopefully the member of  family 
that had always been Guelph. there was no place in Florence 
for a Ghibelline, for someone who thought that Italy would be 
better off  if  the emperor had a little more power and prevented 
the endless warfare between one city and another, as well as 
the bloody clashes between factions within the same city. such 
nostalgia for central government would have made Italy slightly 
more similar to the kingdoms of  england and France. the Ghi-
bellines had been defeated for good; many were in exile, and 
those who had remained in the city had to keep their heads 
down and their mouths shut.

Clearly Dante was a Guelph, otherwise he could not have 
developed a political career. But by that time, being Guelph 
was no longer enough, because conflicts between parties did 
not arise simply from ideological differences, such as support 
for the pope or the emperor. Far from it: they arose above all 
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from the craving for power, government positions, the control 
of  public funds and the ability to make your friends prosper and 
to crush your enemies. In Florence the Guelphs, who had once 
been a single party, split into two rival power brokers, each of  
which demanded all the power for themselves. they were called 
the White Guelphs and the Black Guelphs. Dante always argued 
that he had adopted an impartial position above the scrum, and 
that he cared only about unity, consensus and the common 
good, but in reality he too enrolled in one of  the new parties, 
the White Guelphs, and sometimes it was in the wrong. He 
briefly found himself  at the centre of  power in 1300, the year in 
which he held important political positions, but then the White 
faction was overthrown in a coup and its leaders sent into exile.

Dante was one of  them and he lost his house, his lands, his 
social status and his wife. For the last twenty years of  his life he 
no longer had a home. Part of  the time, he lived in the moun-
tains as a guest in the castles of  noble lords, because in Italy an 
aristocratic warrior class of  counts and nobles, similar to the 
one in power everywhere in the rest of  europe, only survived 
far from the cities in the mountain ranges. But he was also the 
guest of  dictators in some of  the cities in northern Italy where 
absolute power had been superimposed on the complicated 
mechanisms of  a council-based democracy by manipulating the 
desire for order and peace which was widespread among the 
citizenry. these societies were, for different reasons, very dif-
ferent from the tumultuous Florentine democracy. Dante was a 
very welcome guest in these courts because he was a poet and 
literary figure of  considerable fame, as well as a master in the 
art of  writing letters and giving political speeches, but he was 
always painfully aware that he owned nothing of  his own and 
was dependent on other people’s benevolence.
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Dante’s Literary Works

exile destroyed Dante’s life irredeemably and also shortened it. 
He died at the age of  fifty-six, and in the final years he talked 
of  himself  as an old man with white hair. But the period of  his 
exile was also the time in which he wrote the greater part of  his 
works, including the Divine Comedy, the one that earned him 
international fame. Before that he had already created a body of  
writings that would have gained him a place in literary history. 
since adolescence he had had a passion for writing love poetry 
not in latin but in the everyday language or vernacular, which 
had already been the practice elsewhere in europe for some 
time. these are known today as Dante’s Rime and include over 
one hundred songs and sonnets, mainly composed in his youth 
and almost immediately in circulation even outside the city. this 
turned him into a well-known poet in Italy, albeit among those 
who were interested in such things. once they were set to music 
by professional composers and sung in public where they could 
be transcribed by listeners and sent from one friend to another, 
these poems could circulate with a rapidity that seems unbe-
lievable to us, as there were no mass media at the time and no 
printing. and yet we have the proof: a notary in Bologna tran-
scribed one of  Dante’s sonnets on a blank page of  his register in 
1287, when the poet had barely reached the age of  twenty-two.

Many of  these songs examined Dante’s love for Beatrice, a 
girl of  his own age whom he had met in childhood and fallen 
in love with forever. at the time early death was common, and 
the woman Dante loved, and who was married to another man, 
died in 1290, when both of  them were twenty-five. to survive 
that bereavement Dante did what writers and poets do in such 
circumstances: he increased his literary output. Between 1292 
and 1293 he told the story of  his love for Beatrice in Vita Nuova, 
in which he reworked his writings about her and mixed them 
into a prose commentary and narration. this was a revolution-
ary work without any precedents, which has been defined as the 
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first novel in modern literature and a Bildungsroman. It produced 
an immediate response and discussions among other poets. 
Forty-eight of  these manuscripts have survived, of  which two 
were written in the hand of  Giovanni Boccaccio, the author of  
the Decameron, and this is clear evidence of  the wide circulation 
of  Vita Nuova in Italy at the time.

Dante subsequently stopped writing in order to devote 
himself  to politics. It took a coup, his party’s disastrous fate, the 
destruction of  his previous life and the sudden shock of  exile 
to get him to immerse himself  in literature once more. He was 
not short of  ideas: he started with three stunningly diverse trea-
tises and worked on two of  them at the same time for many 
years, and only completed the third one. the first, Convivio, 
was to have consisted of  as many as fifteen books, which would 
have covered all the major themes of  contemporary intellectual 
debate: philosophy, ethics and politics. He wrote it in the vernac-
ular (Italian) and could thus speak to everyone who didn’t know 
latin and was excluded from these more sophisticated matters. 
the title, meaning ‘banquet’ or ‘feast’, conjures up an image 
that we would consider clichéd but which the Middle ages 
would have found extremely agreeable. If  we struggle to see it 
through their eyes, we can start to perceive his vocation to be a 
great populariser. Dante was inviting noblemen and -women to 
dinner to share with them in their own language the knowledge 
they did not normally have access to. thus Dante knew how 
to popularise, but he was not the first. the Middle ages were 
drawn to popularising works and encyclopaedias: the Floren-
tine Brunetto latini, who had been one of  Dante’s teachers, had 
written something similar, entitled Tresor. We can only marvel 
at the ambition of  Dante’s Convivio, but it is worth reminding 
ourselves that he suspended his labours on completing only the 
fourth of  those fifteen books!

the second project he committed himself  to, during that 
period, was his treatise on linguistics, De vulgari eloquentia, which 
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he began around 1304. What did it mean for an intellectual to 
examine linguistics in the Middle ages? We have to imagine 
living in a world in which all educated people from sicily to 
scotland knew the same language, latin, which was taught at 
school but never used at home. It was spoken at scientific con-
ferences, university lessons and diplomatic encounters, and it 
was the language used in almost any text worth writing. Unlike 
what is happening today with the english language, latin was 
an artificial language for everyone, and did not disseminate the 
cultural and economic hegemony of  one or more countries. It 
did not favour anyone, but was instead an extraordinary instru-
ment of  cultural equality, albeit within an elite which had access 
to a superior culture. However, Dante at the age of  eighteen was 
thrilled to discover that in his city he could write love sonnets 
in quotidian language that was understandable to housewives 
and porters. In Convivio the people he wanted to invite to dinner 
were not exactly porters, it’s true, but knights and their wives 
who also knew little or no latin. the question of  the vernacular 
was therefore of  great importance to him, and he decided to 
adopt a systematic approach.

and so he decided to analyse language by writing in latin, 
which demonstrated that here he did not want to popularise but 
rather to research and reflect on a subject. everyone knew that 
the spoken languages differed, and the Bible explained why this 
had happened. It was the fault of  human ambition, which had 
led to the catastrophe of  the tower of  Babel, but there weren’t 
even the names to denote the languages it created. Dante wrote 
a treatise on linguistics in an era in which there weren’t even 
the foundations of  that science, and he began with our hearing 
which tended to perceive languages as remarkably similar, as 
in the case of  english and German, as he wrote in Convivio, 
I.6.8 (‘someone accustomed to latin, if  he comes from Italy, 
cannot distinguish between the english and German vernacu-
lars’), and then he investigated the subject in greater depth with 
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an extraordinary description of  the differing sounds of  the ver-
nacular in various Italian regions. then he lost the thread of  his 
argument and started in the second book to discuss the use of  
the vernacular in poetry, clearly a subject closer to his heart, and 
once again he interrupted his work.

the concept of  publishing a book existed long before the 
invention of  printing. Just as they do today, authors wrote in 
solitude until they considered their work to have been perfected 
(fortunately there were no editors in those days), and had it read 
by competent people. It then would be copied to those who 
were interested and perhaps a particularly elegant copy would 
be gifted to some powerful person (but this courtly habit was 
not yet frequent in Dante’s time, though it would be shortly 
afterwards). obviously Convivio and De vulgari eloquentia, both 
unfinished works and therefore not published by the author, 
never achieved a wide circulation. a very different fate awaited 
De Monarchia, Dante’s last treatise, which was also written in 
latin and the only one he completed.

He wrote during an exceptional moment in Italian history. 
as we have said, theoretically Italy was a kingdom, but the king 
was a foreigner and of  no importance. For Dante’s generation 
an effective intervention by the king belonged to their historical 
past. But during the years 1309 to 1313 the past suddenly made a 
reappearance: the newly elected emperor Henry VII came over 
the alps with the explicit political intention of  re-establishing his 
control over the country and limiting the autonomy of  the city-
states. Dante was one of  those for whom this was not a sinister 
revival but rather the promise of  a better future. so he wrote De 
Monarchia as a utopian political manifesto in which the kingdom 
of  a Caesar blessed by the pope would witness a future Italy that 
would finally be at peace with itself.

De Monarchia was the product of  a febrile interlude of  
intense industry. But why were the other two treatises left unfin-
ished? the fact is that he had got involved in writing something 
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quite different, which he found much more engrossing. this 
something quite different was the Divine Comedy, the long poem 
in which he imagined a journey into the next world, initially 
through hell, then purgatory and finally paradise, and which 
contained a huge cast of  characters both ancient – such as Virgil 
and Ulysses – and contemporary – such as popes, emperors, 
kings, politicians, men of  letters, musicians, corrupt business-
men, lovesick young women, saints, criminals, famous people 
and people that only he knew. It is an extraordinary portrait 
not only of  humanity in his own time but also of  humanity tout 
court.

Is it possible to explain the Divine Comedy in a few words? 
of  course, the literary genre can be defined as that of  a vision-
ary work, whose protagonist is accompanied on a visit to the 
realms of  the hereafter, which was already a well-established 
Christian tradition. We should recall that at the time everyone 
was a Christian in an extremely tangible manner. everyone 
really did believe in the existence of  heaven and hell, and in the 
rewards and punishments that would be meted out after death. 
It had become even easier to believe in this since the two biblical 
realms had been joined in popular convictions by another one, 
purgatory, in which whoever had repented of  their sins would 
be able to atone for them in the serene certainty of  eventually 
gaining salvation. no one could seriously hope to go directly to 
heaven, but thanks to purgatory, they could hope to avoid hell. 
the Church would start to persuade the people that they could 
redeem years in purgatory – their own or those of  the deceased 
they had loved – by paying the clergy to the melodious sound of  
ready money. there was nothing strange in this because every-
thing could be bought and sold in the Middle ages, but in the 
long run this practice would give rise to an increasing unease 
until, one day, luther would spark off  the conflagration that 
would forever fragment Christian europe, but that is another 
story.
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so Dante conceived a journey through the three realms of  
the afterlife, devoting thirty-three cantos to each one, plus the 
introductory canto: 100 cantos in all and a total of  14,233 lines. 
It was a journey from the depths of  evil up towards the light, 
and through all the horrors and marvels of  history, through 
the infamies and glories of  human nature. and here we require 
particularly rich and well-chosen words to explain the nature of  
the Divine Comedy, because it is such an important work in the 
history of  the world … the author of  these lines, who writes in 
the comfort of  his study, will be forgiven for choosing another 
infinitely greater writer who had to do this in unthinkable cir-
cumstances. When he befriended the alsatian Jew Jean samuel, 
whom he called Pikolo, in the mud of  auschwitz, Primo levi 
struggled to recite from memory the canto of  Ulysses, that is 
Canto XXVI of  Inferno, in perhaps the most poignant moment 
in If  This Is a Man, and he understood that first he had to 
explain what it was about, for Pikolo, who before the war had 
been a student at a prestigious French lycée, had never heard 
of  it!

Who was Dante? What was the Comedy? What a curiously 
novel sensation it was to be attempting to explain briefly 
the nature of  the Divine Comedy. How hell is structured, and 
what is the contrapasso [a punishment based of  the oppo-
site of  the crime, giving it a particular didactic quality]? 
Virgilio is reason, Beatrice is theology. Jean is extremely 
attentive …

Jean samuel’s homeland, France, had always struggled 
to admit the greatness of  Dante. In the soviet Union during 
the 1930s, however, two of  the greatest poets of  the twentieth 
century, anna akhmatova and osip Mandelstam, had learned 
Italian so that they could read Dante, although Mandelstam 
was soon to die in one of  stalin’s labour camps. akhmatova 
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did survive, and when in old age she was asked if  she had read 
Dante, she replied that she had done nothing else.

the fame of  Dante and his poem spread quickly. In 1314 a 
writer, one Francesco da Barberino, referred for the first time to 
a book by a certain Dante alighieri ‘which is called the Comedy 
and tells of  many things concerning hell’: at that time Dante 
had both concluded and published the first canticle and already 
some people had read it and were discussing it. Purgatory was 
published shortly afterwards, and before Dante’s death the first 
cantos of  Paradise were in circulation: who knows whether he 
put them out for others to read because of  his concerns over the 
proximity of  his death or whether he had submitted to pressure 
from literary circles throughout Italy who had read the first two 
canticles and were anxious to have the third? When he died, 
thirteen cantos were still missing, and for a few months it was 
believed that he hadn’t had time to write them. But then they 
were found in circumstances immediately obscured by the mist 
of  legend, and his sons, heirs to a spectacular literary triumph, 
took on the task of  having them published. this triumph was 
not confined to Italy. seventy years after Dante’s death, in distant 
england, Geoffrey Chaucer imagined a monk among many 
other pilgrims on their way to Canterbury telling his fellow trav-
ellers a story taken from the Divine Comedy, and advised them to 
read the original if  they wanted to know more:

redeth the grete poet of  Itaille,
that highte Dant, for he can al devyse
fro point to point, nat o word wol he faille.

on the other side of  the english Channel, Christine de 
Pizan, a contemporary of  Chaucer and the first professional 
female writer – that is to say, the first woman in history to have 
made a living out of  writing and publishing books – invited her 
contemporaries to read Dante in preference to any other writer. 
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In reply to a friend who had praised the vision of  hell in the thir-
teenth-century best-seller Roman de la Rose, she replied that if  he 
wished to hear something really great, deep and moving about 
that theme he should read Dante, or have it translated to him,

as it is written in the Florentine language. there, I hope you 
don’t mind, you will find more substance, which is more 
authoritative and subtler, and you will profit far more from 
it than from your roman de la rose, and the writing is a 
hundred times better. there is no comparison, and don’t 
be angry!

since then the Divine Comedy has been acknowledged as 
one of  humanity’s masterpieces and the work of  a man who 
can only be compared to Homer and shakespeare, in spite of  
the changing tastes whereby Dante was criticised in eras more 
partial to classical tastes for being a poet who mixes the lofty 
and the demotic, who describes the choruses of  angels and the 
farts of  devils and who in Paradise grapples with theological 
questions of  unheard-of  sophistication and in Inferno stoops to 
such terms as ‘whore’ and ‘shit’. His verses have never failed 
to be repeated wherever the spirit is enlivened, be it in the 
reading-rooms of  the great universities or the barracks of  the 
death camps. the purpose of  this book is not to explain why we 
should read Dante 700 years after his death, because it is a his-
torical work that describes the life of  a particular medieval man 
who had parents, uncles and grandfathers, who went to school, 
fell in love, married and had children and who fought in battle, 
got involved in politics and came to experience successes and 
failures, and wealth and poverty – and yet this man was also one 
of  the greatest poets who ever trod the ground of  this planet, 
‘this paltry plot of  land that makes us act so brutally’ (Paradise, 
XXII, 151).
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