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THE HUMANISM OF DANTE. 

OUTLINE OF THESIS. 

Humanism may be defined as the ethic of human nobility. 

As such, it is largely associated with the Renaissance, 

which discovered anew the civilization of Greece and Rome. 

Yet, Mediaeval culture was also deeply influenced by Classical 

ideals, and it is part of our task to make some distinction 

between the Mediaeval and Classical attitudes. 

Dante's pro.found admiration for the ancient world is 

evident throughout his lfl'itings and goes far beyond anything 

which can be regarded as the general view of the Middle Ages. 

It is the task of this essay to examine the nature of this 

influence of the Classical past, to trace its development 

in poetry, in philosophy, in theology. This requires an 

investigation into the nature of the ~arly Humanism of the 

11 Convivio 11
, which we have studied at some length because 

of its importance in the evolution of the poet's thought. 

The "Convivio" is philosophical in intention, rational in 

method, Aristotelian in sympathy. It is, however, coloured 

by Christian idealism, despite its Stoic and, indeed, Pelagian 

tendency. 

In the second part of this essay, we attempt to show 

Dante's dissatisfaction with a purely rational discipline. 

The 11 Convivio 11 manifests certain Platonist and Neo-Platonist 

influences derived from S.Augustine and the mystical tradition 

of Christian theology. The contrast between the Four Treatises 

and the First Canto of the "Inferno", makes us aware of the 
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dramatic and violent change in the poet's attitude. The 

charming and optimistic Humanism of the earlier work gives 

place to the conviction of sin and the affirmation of the 

great Christian truths of salvation and judgment. The 

Humanism of Dante remains from henceforth first and foremost 

Christian. It is not merely contemplative and reflective. 

It is concerned with personal and social justice among men. 

In this, we see the importance of the Empire as the only 

means by which justice may be secured on earth. The devei:ppntent 

of Dante's political philosophy is always dependent upon 

religious and moral principles. 

The glory of Rome is idealized in the poet's works. 

Virgil is its prophet, and, for that reason as well as for 

his admiration for the poetry of his great predecessor, 

Dante chooses him as his guide through the farn realms of 

Hell and Purgatory. His concept of Rome leads him to make 

a defence of poetry as constituting a medium for rational 

knowledge as against the presuppositions of the Scholastic 

formalism. It is as a poet that he expresses the Platonic 

doctrine of love in a way reminiscent of the "Symposium". 

In this, Beatrice becomes the symbol of earthly love transfigured. 

The earthly leads to the heavenly, the finite to the eternal 

Beauty. 

Dante returns, however~ to a consideration of the place 

of philosophy in the Christian scheme. In the meadow of 

the Noble Castle, he reverts to the exclusive and aristocratic 

view of the 11 Convivio". Moreover, though philosophy is not 

enough of itself, it is necessary for the affirmations of 

theology. Hence, the Aristotelian psychology and metaphysic 

are everywhere assumed in the "Divina Commedia". The structure 

of the moral order, a·s expressed in the 111lnferno", follows 

the definition of the Aristotelian psychology. Yet, the 
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Aristotelianism of the poet is everywhere subject to Ne~-

Platonic influences. 

theologians in this. 

Dante is at one with the Scholastic 

Aware of the ideals which he owes to the ancient world, 

the poet is compelled to question the meaning of the pagan 

religions and myths. Long enquiry and deep reflection lead 

him to suppose that there exists a real connection between 

the pagan beliefs and the Christian Faith. The pagan religions 

had an imperfect light, but sufficient to enable them to diseenn 

a world of supernatural intelligences. Our third section 

examines Dante's conclusions and shows that he admits no 

element of discontinuity between the pagan and the Christian 

world. 

Again, Dante finds himself obliged to develop a philosophy 

of history. This reveals wide divergences from the Augustinian 

view,which is discussed at some length. For the Florentine 

poet, the Empire was established under Divine Providence, 

and only with its conversion to the Christian Faith was its 

purpose fulfilled. The Universal Empire exists to preserve 

peace and justice, and to secure the .temporal ends of mankind. 

In no way does the Catholic Church abrogate this mission. 

The restoration of the Empire is not only the task of Christian 

polity. It is required in any view of Christian Humanism. 

Our conclusion, therefore, is that which is stated 

in the introductory chapter. Dante's Humanism is first and 

foremost Christian. It is composed of various elements, 

and Dante's veneration for the Roman Empire and for Roman 

achievement is apparent throughout. The myth of Rome and 

of its Trojan descent as commonly accepted by the Middle 

Ages is accepted by the poet without question. His Humanism 

emphasizes always the glory of Rome and its supreme importance 

as the foundation of the Christian civilization. The earthly 
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Rome is the image of that eternal city: \ 

~ di quella Roma onde Cristo ~ romano. 

If that is true, it is equally true that philosophy 

itself is transfigured in the 11Paradiso 11 • 

for the clear understanding of the Faith. 

Heason is necessary 

In the Beatific 

Vision, the poet implies that reason itself is reconciled 

with that Supreme Mind that sustains the Universe and is 

revealed as Love. Thus the Platonic doctrine of love as 

this was developed and elaborated by S.Augustine and the 

great contemplatives of the ~fiddle Ages comes full circle. 

It is significant that it is S.Bernard himself, the preacher 

of the divine love, who brings the poet to the fullness of 

Christian Humanism as seen by Dante is, therefore, 

all-inclusive, since it reconciles in the vision of God the 

art, the philosophy, the poetry of Greece, the law and justice 

of Rome, as well as the learning of the Catholic doctors 

and the sanctity of the redeemed. 

In develpping this thesis, we claim to be making an 

original contribution to the subject. For while certain 

aspects, as, for example, Dante's theory of Rome and hia 

p6litical philosophy, have been fully dealt~ with by more 

recent English scholars, there has been no consistent study 

of the various elements of his Humanism. We have undertaken 

a careful study of the 11 Convivio 11 such as has not previously 

been done in English. We have also followed many distinguished 

French and Italian critics in their elucidation of Dante's 

attitude to the pagan religions and have further pursued 

our own line of enquiry. 

./ 
.• 



T H E II U 'M A N I S M 0 F D A N T E. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

TOWARDS THE DEFINITION OF HUMANISM. 

I• 

Our first task must be to enquire into what is meant by Humanism 

and to see in what sense the work of Dante may be described by this term.
1 

Humanism has generally been understood to mean the spirit of the Renaissance, 

that eager, triumphant spirit which produced the art of Mtchelangelo, the 

discussions of the Platonic Academy at Florence, the informed criticism 

of Lorenzo Valla, and above all the conception of the nobility of man as 

expressed in poetry, in paintin3,in philosophy and in science. In recent 

years, the tendency has been to push the beginnings of the Renaissance further 

back, considerably beyond the time of Petrarch. It is true, of course, 

that there is no arbitrary dividing line between the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance. It is also true that the full and fruitful expression of this 

glory which men felt belonged to human nature and human achievement flowers 

in many-coloured brilliance in the Italian revival of the fifteenth century. 

It expressed itself previously, however, in many aspects of Mediaeval art 

and speculation. 

Our problem will be to enquire into the relation which Dante's work 

exhibits towards this movement. The spirit of the Renaissance W!S responsible 

for a many-sided development - intellectual, moral, spiritual. Those are 

the characteristics by which it is marked. To define theuH\imanism of Dante, 

therefore, involves the effort to discover those relations, intellectual, 

moral and spiritual, which belong to this movement and which are luminous 

in his poetry and prose. In the course of our enquiry, we shall see that 

they are certainly not alien to Mediaeval culture. Indeed, if we take 

those great figures of the thirteenth century, Dante, S.Francis, S.Thomas 

Aquinas, S,Bonaventura, it is true to say that the spirit of Humanism is 

shared by all of them in varying degrees and in varying modes. 

Humanism may be defined as an ethic of human nobility. It exalts 

the glory of human genius.2 Its essential meaning consists in the effort 

of the individual to develop within himself all the potentialities of his 

nature, to let nothing be ignored or neglected which might help to this 

end. As far as the Italian Renaissance defined its programme, Humanism 

directed itself to the study and revival of the ancient culture.3 It found 

in that culture the light which it was seeking. It attributed to the classical 

writings in which the thought of Greece and Rome find expression the power 

to make men more truly human as they came to know themselves better. Hence, 

the enthusiasm, the intoxication with which the learned men of that time 

engaged in the task of understanding more clearly the works of the ancient 

world. Whether it is Poliziano, with his ardour for the poetry of Homer 

and Catullus, the vigour and pace of his Latin, whether it is the pastoral 

verse of Sannazaro, whether it is the gorgeous colouring and classical inspiration 

of Titian, whether it is the devotion of some elderly scholar to Greek poetry 

and philosophy, the same characteristics emerge. Classical art, classical 
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literature expressed the ideals of an enlightened humanism. More than that. 

The Italian Renaissance believed that in establishing contact with the ancient 

world, which, they supposed, had been interrupted during the Middle Ages, 

they were advancing towards the understanding of the world and human nature. 

They were discovering those principles on which the great Hellenic civilization 

had founded its education of man both as an individual and as a citizen. 

They believed that, as a result of this, they could look for the intellectual 

and moral reform of Christianity. Nothing is more misleading than the assumption 

made in some quarters that the Renaissance proceeded from an arrogant and 

irreligious spirit. The early Renaissance certainly knows much of spiritual 

ideals. One has only to think of men like Vittorino 4a Feltre, striving 

to give expression to his lofty vision of classical and Christian nobility 

in his villa at Mantua, or of the great Pico dell a Mirandola, with his passionate 

love of Greek philosophy and deep interest in theological studies, to see 

how untrue this is. What the men of the Italian Renaissance were anxious 

to do was bring to living and palpable expression those ideas of the vanished 

generations of the past which, they assumed, had known the art,,of living 

and thinking better than the moderns. This was the great task which they 

set themselves. This also w:as what they accomplished in their magnificent 

writings, their lucid and exquisite Latin prose, their paintings, their art 

of wrought gold and silver, their passion for knowledge, their intoxication 

with the tongue of Homer and Plato. 

In his famous study of the "Civilization of the Renaissance", Jacob 

Burckhardt has shown clearly that it was not the revival of antiquity alone 

which made the Renaissance, but its living and fertile association 'rith 

the genius of the Italian people. No doubt, he exaggerates tendencies and 

sometimes emphasizes unduly the Italian element in that movement. His main 

thesis seems to be amply justified, however. His interpretation of the 

vigour and glory of the Renaissance as due in no small~measure to the ardent 

vision of the Italian seems difficult to resist. Burckhardt, among many 

others, has pointed out the part played by the classical civilization since 

the fourteenth century in shaping the ideals of Italian culture.4 This 

civilization~had long been exercizing a strong and clearly-recognized influence 

on Western Europe generally. It went f~r beyond those territories 

ch'Italia chiude e suoi termini bagna.5 

The Carolingian revival must be regarded as a true Renaissance when 

contrasted with the barbarism of the seventh and eighth centuries. It was 

obscure: it was uncertain: but it was a genuine recovery of the spirit 

of humanism in a rough and uncouth age. We may listen to Alcuin singing 

delightfully of the green boughs of Spring and of his beloved cuckoo: 
11Desine plura, Hiems: rerum ttl prodigus, atrox, 
et veniat cuculus,1 pastorum dulcis amicus, 
collibus in nostris erumpant germina la.eta, 
pascua sint pecori, requies et dulcis in arvis. 
et virides rami praestent umbracula fessis, ~ 
uberibus plenis veniant ad mul~ra capellae, 
et ~olucres varia Phoebum sub voce salutent. 
quapropter citius cuculus nunc ecce venito! 
tu iam dulcis amor/, cunctis gratissimPs hospes. 
omnia te expectant, pelagus tellusque polusque. 
salve, dulce decus, cuculus per saecula salve!" 6 
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Here is the freshness of observation of a charming and whimsical 

character, individual yet reminiscent of the grace of the Latin lyric. 7 

The Carolingian Renaissance was, in effect, the rediscovery of the 

Roman tradition. It was an experience, spiritual and illuminating, in 

which there was the effort to regain something lV"hich had been lost in the 

long years of blood-shed and struggle subsequent to the fall of the Roman 

Empire. In art, it followed the late Roman models of the fourth and fifth 

centuries and the Byzantine Christian tradition with its hieratic significance. 

Hence, the Romanesque church in Northern Europe employed many of the forms 

of ancient architecture. Not only did the monasteries engage in the task 

of illuminating and copying manuscripts, they also made use of the arts 

of architecture, sculpture, and painting together with those lesser but 

brilliant crafts of the goldsmith, the enamel-worker, and the silk-weaver. 

An immense number of manuscripts from Roman antiquity came into the possession 

of the religious houses, and were copied and illustrated in the scriptoria. 

Since the time that Cassiodorus had established a writing-room and library 

at Vivarium, the Benedictine monasteries had usually provided such places 

where the work of learning could be carried on. · Thus the tr~dition of 

classical, or Latin,scholarship was continued and maintained. Moreover, 

from the days of Einhard onwards, we find the practice of a prose which 

discloses a conscious and clear imitation of the models of Latin oratory. 

But this revival of antiquity attained to quite different expression 

in Italy. Elsewhere in Europe, men consciously and deliberately borrowed 

the various elements of classical civilization. In Italy, there was 

no such reflectioni no such meditated and pondered derivation from an 

alien glory. All was spontaneous, natural, vigorous, flowerin~rith as 

Ii ttle effort as the hawthorn-bush on a May morning 'rhen the birds 'rere 

singing and there was rumour of a crusade for the Holy Sepulchre. Ancient 

Rome for the Italian was merely the memory of his own past greatness. 

It was vivid and allusive, lV"ith all the bright colours that the Romantic 

imagination could supply. It was part of his own history and experience. 

The Latin language again presented no difficulty to the Italian, for his 

own tongue or dialect had evolved from its common forms and usages. 

In poetry, too, as it was written during the Middle Ages, we find 

many analogies and similitudes with Latin verse of classical times. 

As expressing the varying moods of the Wandering Scholars of the twe~fth 

and thirteenth centuries, such verse is pagan in the same sense that the 

poetry of Keats conforms to that description. It is the music of a brief 

and glorious day, of flowers and sunsets exquisitely dying, of wine and 

love, of grief and joy, "the pulse of war and passion of wonder.'' It 

is full of the intoxication of Spring of that Spring which comes later 

in Northern lands but when it comes, it is with such sudden eEstasy of 

colour, such burgeoning of green leaves, and white blossom, such cries 

of wild birds over the woodland pool, as shakes the heart with beauty. 

The music sounds, lovely, passionate, delicate ••• with all the joy of 

April in its words. Light has come back to the dark world. Winter 
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is over and gone. Bright gold and fair colour glitter in the air. 

The young scholar turns his thoughts away from Aristotle's logic and science 

to imagine with desire a girl's pale, slender beauty. 9 

lyric. 

"Salve ver optatum 
amantibus gratum, 
gaudiorum 
fax multorum, 
florum incrementum; 
multitudo florum 
et color colorum 
salvetote, 
et estote 
iocorum augmentum! 
Dulcis avium concentus 
sonat, gaudeat iuventus. 
Hiems seva tr~iit, 
nam lenis spirat ventus. ·i 

·---rrei 1 tis purpura ta 
floribus et prata 
revirescunt 
umbre crescunt, 
nemus redimitur, 
lascivit natura 
omnis creatura; 
leto vultu, 
claro cultu, 
ardor investitur: 
Venus subditos titillat, 
dum nature nectar stillat. 
sic ardor venereus 
amantibus scintillat~lO 

It is difficult to exaggerate the freshness of the Mediaeval Latin 

Dut it is not something which has sprung up without tradition 
or precept. It looks back to Virgil, to Horace and Catullus - to the 

exquisite, the sonorous, the majestic Latin of the great artists. It 

expresses its own emotion, its 01m mood or feeling but it has all the 

background of ancient Rome, the pagan deities, Jupiter, Venus and Bacchus 

as the ever-present companions of the scholar's experiences. To the mediaeval 
scholar, the roystering blade, the poet, rhetorician or logician of the 

schools, Virgil and Cicero were not only familiar names. They were not 
only the exponents of a brilliant and lucid style. They were part of the 
inheritance which he shared. Mediaeval man, no doubt, possessed little 

sense of historical perspective. He painted angels and saints, Our Lady 

and the Holy Child, in a scene of Gothic spires and tolrers, of green meadows, 

and winding paths, of rivers and swaying bridges against a sky of pale golden 
light. Ile painted the characters of the sacred story in the costume of 

his own time, in scarlet and blue and green and gold, in silver and purple, 

as in the glittering profusion of Gentile's "Adoration". He saw all things 

as part of his own time and circumstance. It was the same in poetry. 

The Latin language, employed with such consummate art by Virgil, was the 

same medium of expression as he himself used. 'fhere was no definition 

or canon of Latin poetry. Indeed, until the seventeenth century, Latin 

will still remain the language of learned disquisition and argument. 

In that century, Milton will turn to it to write his "Elegies", and as 

late as the present century Giovanni Pascoli, the Italian scholar and poet, 
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will give the '\YOrld those charming Latin verses of his, with their echoes 

of Virgilian music. A thirteenth century text-book can mention such varied 

names as Ovid, Cicero, Matthew of Vend61p.e, and Gautier de Chatillon with 

as little sense of incongruity as a modern work can describe the progress 

of English literature from Chaucer to Swinburne, and from Hopkins to T.S. 

Eliot. 

In much of the mediaeval Latin verse there is evidence of a careful 

study of the poetry of Virgil, Ovid, Lucan and Statius. Here too is 

the striving, the ardour for perfection of pprase which we associate with 

the Latin scholarship of the Renaissance. Dido is one of the great heroines 

of the Middle Ages, her tragic story interpreted in many a lament and many 

a sorrowful meditation. 11 Here we see how it is the Romantic qualities 

of Latin poetry which attracted the minds of that time, the se.cret wood 

with its violets and dark leaves, the grove, the th~eket~.,andCthe hidden 

pool with the wild daffodils crowding its banks. 

Lucus erat longo nunquam violatus ab aevo, 12 

We must think too of those impassioned and zealous scholars of the 

early Middle Ages such as Abelard, 'lrith his magnificent, questing intellect, 

Thierry of Chartres, "the soul of Plato reincarnate 11
, as he was once called, 

Baudri, Abbot of Bourgeuil, with his honey-sweet rhymes and talk of the 

nightingales singing in the valley of the Loire. 

When, therefore, the scholars of the Renaissance in the fifteenth 

century defined their aims as the revival of the ancient culture, in one 

sense they were not proposing anything revolutionary or new. The love 

of Latin poetry and prose, the dim reflection of Greek philosophy, the 

vague and irresistible shadow of Helen of Troy passing by, had persisted 

throughout the Middle Ages. We must not read too much into Petrarch's 

boast about his own singular and individual understanding of the ancient 

w-orld. 13 The difference between the late Mediaeval learning and the 

Renaissance consists in a point of view. One is rational, logical, dialectical: 

the other, illumined by the brilliance of a common discovery of Greek, 

is able to engage in a clearer perception of that universcoof the spirit 

than '\ras possil!le before. In Italy, the Renaissance became an enthusiasm, 

a fervour, a passion for that ancient world whose forms still preserved 

the living colours of beauty. It was the attempt to recover the glory 

of the past in every sphere of kno,Y-ledge: its wisdom, its philosophy, 

its science, its art, its poetry. This is how Machiavelli saw it in his 

native Florence when in tentatiYe words he declared: 
11 perche questa provincia pare nata per risuscitare cose morte, 

come si e visto della poesia della pittura e della scultura." 14 
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II. 

Such an effort and ambition on the part of the men of the Italian 

Renaissance presuppose an act of faith in the power of the human spirit, 

and, moreover, a belief in the goodness and virtue of human nature. 

Such a view might seem to contradict the traditional pessimism of the 

Christian schools. For, certainly,at first sight, until we have reflected 

upon its implications, every Christian conception of the world of human 

endeavour appears to assert the condemnation of man as corrupt and ruined 

by sin. Charity is presented as the one thing necessary. This alone, 

the gift of supernatural grace, could resolve the problems suggested by 

the situation in which man finds himself. Nothing else matters. Knowledge 

is only vanity. Learning, unless it is directed to supernatural purposes 

and ends, is mere futility. Christian pessimism therefore confronts nature, 

its beauty, its glory, its order and the most magnificent of the productions 

of human genius, with a negation. The divine order is set over against 

the natural order. The former alone possesses reality and meaning. 

Thus cthristian pessimism becomes the contradiction of humanism. And so 

the leaders of the Protestant Reformation, in their effort to discover 

and formulate Christian truth in what they regarded as its original purity, 

condemned the whole endeavour of Humanism as a return to paganism. For 

them, it implied the assertion of a purely pagan confidence in the capacity 

of reason and in the goodness of human nature. The spirit of the Renaissance, 

with which they were contemporary, had no other significance for them than 

the renaissance of pagan pride. Luther hurls anathemas at Italian humanism, 

which he regards as more dangerous, more insinuating, more subtle in the 

teaching of Erasmus who has the effrontery to regard himself as a Christian. 

It is true that Luther went into his monastery clutching to himself his 

Plautus and his Virgil. It is true that he had an appreciation of music 

and of the natural beauty of woods and trees and flowers and flowing rivers. 

This, however, does not alter the fact of his violent opposition to the 

whole Humanist movement. Every human effort towards goodness and truth 

is for Luther mere blindness, wretched and sinful. Human reason can be 

viewed under one aspect only. It conduces to error and pride. Thus, 

commenting on Romans ch. VIII v.2, Luther declares:"Philosophy stinks 

in our nostrils, as though reason always seeks the best things, and we 

chatter about the Law of Nature. 1115 

Indeed, human reason leads man to damnation. Human society provokes 

God to just vengeance. So great, so dark, so terri6le is the condition 

of man since the Fall that he finds in himself "not only the privation 

of light in the intellect and of strength in the memory" but also "the 

loss 0£ all uprightness and powers of all our faculties, whether of the 

body or the soul, of the whole inward and outward man." He goes on to 

say that:"It is ready for evil, nauseated by good, a disgust at light 

and wisdom, a delight in error and in darkness, a running airay from, and 

abomination of, good works, a running toward,s evil •••• For God not only 
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hates this privation and imputes it •••• but also all this concupiscence." 

In this extremity of need, there is only one way of salvation open 

to Christians. It is to reject all human operations, to despise the counsels 

of reason, and to base all hope on humble faith in the redemptive work 

of Christ. Here, of course, it may be admitted Luther expresses some 

of h1s most wonderful intuitions and thoughts, deeply influenced as he 

was by Tauler and the whole mystical tradition of the "Theologica Germanica". 

The Passion and Death of the Son of God alone ·co.n avail to procure forgiveness 

to the fallen and corrupt creature. Like Augustine he preaches the lesson 

of humility. "Nemo per fidem justificatur nisi prius per humilitatem 

se iniustum confiteatur. Haec autem est humili tas". "Hwnili tas so la 

salvet". "Perfecta enim cognitio sui ipsius humilitas est, perfecta 

autem humilitas perfecta sapientia est, perfecta sapientia perfecta spiritualitas 

est. 11 17 

In Luther's doctrine therefore, salvation is through the faith which 

embraces the promises of Christ. These promises are to be discovered 

in the Gospel, "the treasure of the Church", and in the writings of the 

Apostle, St.Paul, who more than any other expounds the great realities 

of Sin and Redemption. Calvin himself, with his more lucid and logical 

mind, exhibits a similar point of view. His early work, the "Commentary 

on Seneca's 'De Clementia"', certainly shows some evidence of humanist 

leanings, with its quotations from Greek and Latin authors and its admirably 

clear and elegant Latin. In his developed theological position, however, 

it cannot be denied that he has no use for the principles and doctrines 

of Humanism. "The whole man from the crown of the head to the sole of 

the foot," writes Calvin, "is so deluged, as it were, that no part remains 

exempt from sin." Moreover, "abominable impiety seized upon the very 

citadel of the mind and pride penetrated to his inmost heart 11 .l8 Thus 

the great French Reformer states his doctrine of man. There are indeed 

certain notes of hesitation from time to time in what he has to say about 

the work of the intellect, and he preserves a respect for the memory of 

Erasmus. In the main, however, his denunciation of human pride is no less 

fierce and resentful than what may be found in the earlier theologian of 

Protestantism. The Puritans of England and Scotland, admirable as their 

fervour for the Gospel may have been, express the same contempt for all 

human works. There is again no difference between this attitude and 

that of the Jansenists of Port Royal. Even the great Pascal, with his 

generous and noble nature, is perhaps not inaptly described by the Abbe 

Bremond as obsessed by the idea of original sin. 19 "La foi chretienne," 

he declares in a sentence which is characteristic of the "Pensees", "ne 

va principalement qu'a etablir ces deux choses, la corruption de la nature 

et la redemption de J~sus Christ.1120 
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llI 

This pessimism, expressed by the leaders of the Reformation, does 

not really reflect the philosophy of the Christian Church throughout the 

ages. S.Paul condemns the vices and pride of the pagans in the darkest 

colours. The long diatribe in the first chapter of the Epistle to the 

Romans leaves no doubt as to the horror with which the devout Jew regarded 

the sensual practices of his pagan neighbours. 21 In spite of this, however, 

he declares that by the exercise of reason they should have been able to 

draw the conclusion that God exists, and that He is eternal. They have 

not been deprived of that natural knowledge of the moral law which should 

have enabled them to understand and to practise virtue. 22 This is a 

principle from which the Fathers of the Church drew many inferences. 

It follows that all capacities of the human mind and spirit can be consecrated 

to the Christian Religion. S.Justin Martyr, for example, claims every 

noble ideal, every noble aspiration and thought for Christ, no matter 

from lrhat quarter it may come. S.Ambrose, quoted in this respect several 

times by S.Thomas, declares emphatically:"Omne verum a quocumque dicatur 

a Spiritu Sancto est." These two statements are characteristic of the 

broader view of Orthodox Christianity. They are in themselves sufficient 

to provide justification for the spirit of Humanism and serve to bring 

it under the dominion of God. Erasmus, leader of the Humanist movement 

at the beginning of the sixteenth century, takes up this same point of 

view irhen, in his "Enchiridion militis christiani", he affirms:"Christi 

autem esse puta, quicquid unquam veri offenderis. 11 23 

On the whole, therefore, the Patristic writers gladly assert the 

worth and grandeur of the ancient culture. "Dye your wool once purple, 

and what water will cleanse it of that stain?" said S.Jerome in a striking 

metaphor, which serves to illustrate what the old culture and the old 

poetry meant to him. The Greek Fathers declare the existence in the 

human soul of a divine element, a mysterious light which illumines in 

varying degrees the generations before the coming of Christ. This is 

the light of reason, for reason is a divine gift by which in some measure 

man parti(.ipates in the di vine intellect. It is a light which is also 

grace, for it is neither possible nor credible that God could have abandoned 

men to their ignorance and wretchedness without help or provision for 

their needs. It is therefore easy to recognize the development of a 

Christian Humanism which drew its inspiration from Greek Philosophy, notably 

from Plato, and from the record of the Apostles. We find it in the glowing 

and magnificent phrases of S.Athanasius; we find it in S.Gregory of Nyssa; 

we find it once more in the brilliant speculations of Origen. 

Thus a reconciliation was effected between the Christian Faith and 

Greek rationalism. Henceforth, the Christian Church, in its historical 

m~nifestations, will show itself anxious to share in the knowledge of man 

and the world which had been discovered by Classical antiquity. Its art 

will express such values as in the blue and gold and silver mosaies at 
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S.Vitale in Ravenna or in the dramatic light and colour of Giotto. It 

is the spirit of Humanism which underlies the efforts of the Patristic 

writers to pursue the enquiry begun by the ancients (by the light of reason 

alone) aetto the mystery of the Universe and human destiny. In vain 

Tertullian exclaimed:"What is there in common between Athens and Jerusalem?" 

"'What concord is there between the Academy and the Church?" •••• "Our instructio 

comes from the Porch of Solomon who taught that the Lord should be sought 

in simplicity of heart. Away with all attempts to produce a confused 

Christianity of Stoic, Platonic and dialectic composition. 11 25 

Tertullian practised his career as a writer and teacher of a dissenting 

sect. His vigorous and thunderous Latin expresses: the point of view 

of the North African Church, stern, uncompromising and denunciatory. 

Yet the apocalyptic ideas of the Church of Carthage did not prevail. 

While Tertullian might inveigh against the association of Jerusalem 1dth 

Athens, nevertheless the philosophy of Plato, the concppts of the Stoics, 

the order and dignity of Roman government, provided models for Christian 

writers which they were not slow to emulate. 26 A reconciliation was 

made. We find its results in Augustine, in S.John Chrysostom, whose homilies 

ntill preserve the golden notes of Athenian eloquence, in S.Amhrose, 

whose reverence for the Classics is as great as that of any Renaissance 

scholar, in S.Basil and S.Gregory Nazianzen, both students of the University 

of Athens and intent on creating a pDose which should be both Christian 

and Classica1. 27 This is the tradition which has shaped and moulded 

European civilization and which we discover in the Middle Ages. It is 

a Christian humanism which provided the foundation for the mystical theology 

of S.Bernard. 28 A humanism equally brilliant sustains the thought of 

his great opponent, Peter Abelard. In Richard of S.Victor, humanism 

blends strangely yet clearly with mysticism.29 In the twelfth century, 

Humanism triumphs in the school of Chartres. It inspires the homage 

which John of Salisbury feels bound to yield to the ancients, whom he 

acclaims as the indispensable masters of every human discipline. "We 

are only dwarfs on the shoulders of giants," he declares, comparing contemporary 

and ancient learning.30 

The triumph of Christian Humanism seemed in the thirteenth century 

to experience a sudden movement of arrest. Peter Damian wanted to reduce 

all culture to the study of the Bible. He invoked curses and denunciations 

on Greece and its devilish work. Again, certain influences in Arab 

thought combined to reduce the authority of the old classical culture. 

Averroists discovered in Aristotle a:~rational account of the Universe. 

Scornful of the ancient philosophy, neglectful of the ancient literature, 

heedless of the ideals of classical Greece, they devoted themselves entirely 

to science and dialectic. The rising Franciscanism exalted humility, 

rejecting as a luxury opposed to Christian poverty, the culture of the 

mind. This would not be its last word, however. We shall soon find 

the Franciscan movement in the full tide of humanist endeavour. Perhaps 
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Giotto and Dante may serve as examples of those who were inspired by the 

little, poor man of Assisi while S.Bonaventura may stand as the representative 

of that Franciscan philosophy which is first Augustinian and by way of 

derivation Platonic. However, in the poems of Jacopone da Todi, that 

impassioned genius of mystical .poetry, one can detect the opposition of 

the spirit of Assisi to that of Paris. The visionaries who, pursuing 

the theme of the eternal Gospel, elaborated an apocalypse of divine vengeance, 

rejected equally the Rome of the Caesars and the Rome of the Popes.31 

Political prophecies expressed by Joachim of Flora spoke in enigmatic 

and eccentric words of an approaching doom and were eagerly repeated 

by the spiritual Franciscans. 32 Rome they regarded as having returned 

to paganism and to be worthy of the righteous punishment of God. 

It was left to S.Thomas to construct an Aristotelianism at once 

humanist and Christian in contrast to that type of Averroist interpretation 

which may be termed anti-Christian and anti-humanist. The influence 

exerted by the Angelic Doctor on Dante is a large subject and it would 

be irrelevant to consider it here. But it may be said that S.Thomas, 

perhaps through the work of S.Albert the Great as also through his own 

investigations, came to a deep appreciation of the metaphysic of Aristotle. 

In his capacity as a humanist as also as a Catholic theologian, he writes 

a couunentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, a work which, from the time of 

the "Convivio" of Dante onwards, was destined to become one of the great 

humanist books of the H.enaissance. Deeply versed in the long tradition 

of Patristic learning, S.Thomas, with the brilliance of genius, manages 

to combine this with Greek thought and Greek subtlety. The West has 

always professed an interest in the theological thought of the Orthodox 

East. It may be said that intellectual and spiritual elements from Byzantine 

Christianity fertilized Latin culture and produced flowers of many-coloured 

and strange, exotic splendour. The Scholastic Movement owes much to 

the works made available by the Latin translators of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries. Not only was this philosophical and scientific, as is evidenced 

by the interest in Aristotle and Arabic spefulation generally. There 

were many works of Greek theology which were translated at the time and 

which exercised an immediate and powerful influence on Western theology. 

Most important of all,the great treatise of S.John of Damascus, "De Fide 

Orthodoxa11 (the third part of his learned theological Summa, "The Source 

of Knowledge"), became familiar to Western scholars. This work may be 

considered in the light of an exposition in principle of the Greek theology. 

Translated into Latin by Burgundio of Pisa in the middle of the twelfth 

century, it proved immensely popular in scholastic circles.33 It provided 

a model for Peter Lombard's famous work, "The Book of the Sentences". 

Indeed, it might even be said to sugggst the scholastic mode of thought 

and procedure. So important did this work appear to be, that in the 

thirteenth century Robert Grosseteste made another translation of it. 

We find frequent quotations from the book in the commentaries and treatises 
of the Scholastics. It is obvious how deeply it came to influence and 
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and colour the thought of S.Thomas. Of course, it w~s not only this 

work from the Greek tradition which was known. An influence of the greatest 

importance and of the most profound mysticism is to be discovered in the 

celebrated apophatic theology of the Pseudo-Dionysius and the Commentary 

of S.Maximus. 

The effect of this sudden blaze of light from the BJ73antine 

theology may be seen in the restatement of the Augustinian doctrine of 

grace as this is presented in the writings of S.Thomas and S.Bonaventura. 

This reveals the study and reflection on the Greek theology, as it had 

come to be known !ind understood in the West. Byzantine Christianity assumes 

an:-importance in that it modifies and illumines the Augustinian doctrines. 

The spiritual order exhibits a more ontological character. Augustine's 

view of grace is primarily that it constitutes an act of divine power 

which is ellterted to move the human will. In S.Thomas, however, we shall 

find a more sensitive theory defined and illustrated. Grace becomes a 

new spiritual principle which effects the transformation of human nature 

by participation in the divine life. This, of course, is that "deification" 

which is such a common term in the writings of the Greek Fathers. The 

justification for this will no doubt be found in the words of II Peter 1: 4 

where the Vulgate reads:"per quern maxima et pretiosa nobis promissa donavit, 

ut per haec efficiamini divinae consortes naturae. 11 The actual significance 

of such a change of thought is that grace is much more than a power which 

directs and moves the will. It is a light which illuminates the mind 

~nd guides the spirit by its own consoling and compassionate operation. 

It may be said that one of the most important achievements of Scholastic 

theology in its Golden Age is this union of Augustinian wisdom 'd th the 

brilliant, Platonist tradition of Greek Christianity. It was this doctrine 

which was repudiated most firmly and most frequently by the leaders of 

the Protestant Reform. 

S. Thomas is the great instiga6or of this synthesis. He reconciles 

and brings together the lforld of nature and the world of grace. In his 

view, certainly, nature has not been irretrievably corrupted and ruined 

by the Fall. Grace does not abolish Nature but consummates it in glory 

and beauty. This affirmation discloses an attitude which is essentially 

optimistic and which the Council of Trent was later to develop when faced 

by the pessimism of the Reformed Theology. 

While the Thomistic philosophy does justice to the greatness 

of human nature, like all true humanism, it looks forward to its full 

development and to the realization of that fundamental nobility which it 

possesses. It is a reconciliation of reason with revelation, of intellect 

with faith. 35 

It was the Aristotelian philosophy which brought to the realization 

of S.Thomas not only the soope but also the limitations of human reason. 

Those qualities of discretion and prudence which figure so conspicuously 

in the discussions in the "Nicomachean Ethics" confine man's endeavours 
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to what can be achieved in the domain of reason. But the humanism of 

S.Thomas gr.eatly extends and widens this view. According to the philosophy 

of the Angelic Doctor, man can surpass the finite and temporal but only 

by the light of revelation which assures him of those truths which lie 

beyond the capacity of the human understanding to discover. All those 

ethical and metaphysical truths which are founded upon reason, S.Thomas 

retained. His underlying assumption is that whatever can be affirmed 

as true by natural reason must be accepted by Christian humanism. What 

is needed further is that the supernatural should illuminate and sanctify 

the natural. But God is not only the God of the supernatur.al, of visions 

and contemplation, of revelation and prophecy, but also the God of nature, 

as Friedrich von Htigel was never tired of pointing out. In other words, 

there is only one truth: whether it is a truth established by the discursive 

reason or whether it a truth communicated to man by God, it belongs to 

the same order of reality established by the Eternal Wisdom. 

It might be argued therefore that after the uncertainties and

perplexities of the early part of the thirteenth century, the humanism 

of S.Thomas marks the beginning of a philosophical ~enaissance which had 

already burst forth sporadically and brilliantly several times already. 

For it exhibits a real confidence in the ability of reason to ascertain 

the truth. It does not rest satisfied with this, indeed, for, as a Christian, 

and as a theologian, the Angelic Doctor is at all times conscious of the 

necessity of grace, and of the co-operation which must exist between the 

two orders of the terrestrial and the celestial, of nature and of grace. 

He demonstrates clearly and effectively the true humanism of the spirit. 

This is discovered in a knowledge which makes possible all the light and 

colour of classical humanism, all its flowers, its leaves and blossoms 

flourishing in the 'v-arm rays of the Christian Revelation. In this consists 

the answer to all those weary and pessimistic schools of Christian theology 

lrhich affirm the total corruption and immitigable darkness of mankind. 

This means not only Luther, Calvin and the Jansenists, the traditional 

exponents of s~ch a view, but also the earlier Tertullian and the renowned 

S.Peter Damian, ·whom Dante will acclaim in the glory of the Heaven of 

Saturn among the great contemplatives. 

IV 

In whatever terms Thomism may be described, it will be generally 

agreed that it is not mystical in tendency. Not even the great H!DJIIls 

to the Blessed Sacrament, the "Lauda, Sion", the "Pange, lingua" or "Verbum 

supernum, prodiens", eloquent as they are, can be regarded as sho1ring 

such an affinity. However, the speculative mystics of the fourteenth 

century may also be regarded as humanists, in so far as they recognize 

the nobility of man. Eckhart, contemporary of Dante, most daring of 

all mystics though apparently more of a Scholastic in his theological derivation 

than was once supposed, expresses admiration of the human soul as containing 
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within itself that uncreated principle which may be spoken of as the "divine 

spark". It is Eckhart again who glorifies the Platonic revelation. 36 

He exalts the power of reo.son with greater clarity and conviction than 

any writer since Erigena. "Rational knowledge is eternal life" he declares. 

"How can any external revelation help me unless it be verified by inner 

experience? The last appeal must always be to the deepest part of my 

own being, and that is my reason. 11 37 The great Dominican preacher, Tauler, 

gathers the lessons of the Neo-Platonists and follows their methods of 

contemplation. He speaks familiarly of "great masters like Proclus and 

Plato" as having a clear perception of that interior light of contemplation. 

In the mystics, therefore, it is true to say that we find an attitude which 

refuses to despise human nature or to belittle its powers. On the contrary, 

the mystical tradition of the Middle Ages exalts and celebrates with impassion 

ed zeal the capacities of the soul, not only its spirituality but also 

its understanding. 

The Abbe Br~mond relates the story of the devout Humanism of 

the sixteenth century. 38 In his charming and inimitable way, he demonstrates 

the debt which this movement owes to the optimism of the Renaissance, 

with its brilliance, its genius, its art, its philosophy, its poetry, 

as also to the tradition of the mystics. The former has been remarked 

upon frequently. The latter is a less familiar observation. By way 

of digression, however, we may point out the exalted manner in which S." 

Teresa describes the soul in a state of grace. "I began to think of 

the soul," says this great saint, "a.s if it were a castle made of a single 

diamond or of a very clear crystal, in which there are many rooms, just 

as in heaven there are many mansions. Now if we think carefully over 

this, sisters, the soul of the righteous man is nothing but a par~dise 

in which, as God tells us, He takes llis delight •••••••• I can find nothing 

with which to compare the great beauty of a soul and its grea·t capacity. 

In fact, however acute our intellects may be, they will no more be able 

to attain to a comprehension of this than to an understanding of God; 

for, as Ile Himself ~s, He has created us in His own image and likeness. 11 39 

Again, S~John of the Cross, poet among mystics, in his own beautiful 

Castilian describes the union of the soul with God.40 

The French spiritual writers of the first half of the seventeenth 

century were not slow in learning this lesson of the nobility and worth 

of human nature. Bremond finds no difficulty in accumulating quotations 

from members of the most austere and rigorous orders of the Church, those 

who were engaged in all the ardours of the contemplative life, in which 

they exalt in the loftiest terms the greatness of man. All this is 

completely alien to the dark and gloomy thoughts of Jansenism. The 

mystical and contemplative tradition is carried on. It is not only a 

thing of ~ervour and glory, but also of struggle and pain and discipline. 

Yet its real attitude on this question of humanism is well expressed 
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by the Spanish divine, Francisco de Osuna, the friend of S.Teresa, who 
'-.' 

declares: "Quo major est creatura, eo amplius eget Deo. 1141 It is this 

which expresses itself with such sweetness and clarity in S.Francis de 

Sales. In this saint, with his eloquent and lucid prose, the spirit 

of Christian Humanism may be said to find its most charming and accomplished 

protagonist. 11 0 mon ame tu es capable de Dieu:malheur A toi si tu contentes 

de moins que de Dieu. 1142 For Bremond this constitutes the greatness 

of Humanism and by this expression he must be taken as meaning that true 

humanism which unites the humanist ·culture with all its magnificent achieve

ments with the noblest and most austere Christian spirituality. 

Perhaps we may seem to have wondered a long way from the subject 

of Dante and the great themes expounded in the "Divina Cornmedia". We 

have not really done so, however, for in this discussion may be found 

some light for the interpretation of Humanism in the great Florentine 

poet. What Bremond has said about Christian Humanism in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries may not inaptly apply to Dante. fThe attitude 

which we may discover in the "Divina Conunedia", with its illustrations, 

images, reminiscences of classical antiquity and its moral fervour, surely 

reveals itself to be in the long tradition of Christian Humanism. It 

is really the work of a Christian spirituality, intense, zealous, cultivated, 

sensitive and free, which illumines and transforms the whole endeavour 

of Humanism, which endows it with a new beauty and brings it to fulfilment 

in all those lights and colours and music of glory in the Heaven of the 

poet's vision. 

The masters of the great Mediaeval Schools were always conscious 

of themselves as guardians of the ancient culture and ctvilization. 

Those who took a purely ascetic view were rare. There were, of course, 

a few men like S.Peter Damian, who considered that the Dible should be 

sufficient for all knowledge and who regarded everything that came from 

ancient Greece with peculiar horror, since pagan society seemed to them 

obviously the work of the devil. Indeed, S.Peter Damian went a good 

deal further than this. Not only did he reject the necessity of dialectic 

in the exposition of Christian Faith and philosophy. Not only did he 

repudiate ancient learning and poetry. He condemned every natural impulse 

as !'.itiated. Yet, in spite of this extreme attitude, it is instructive 

to see how Dante meets him in the Heaven of Saturn among the great c0.1'(.(n. -1'..,i 

contemplatives moving luminously in that place of joy, and how he effects 

the reconciliation of his attitude with that of S.Thomas Aquinas. 
11 In quel loco fu'io Pietro Damiano, 

e Pietro Peccator fu' nella casa 
di Nostra Donna in sul lito adriano." .................................... 
A questa voce vid'i io piu fiammelle 
di grado in grado scendere e girarsi, 
e ogni giro le facea piu belle.43 

Such extremes as this (and it may be said that S.Bernard in certain 

moods occasionally gives expression to it) are really outside the main 
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Christian tradition. Luther found his sole spiritual and intellectual 

nourishment in the Dible. The prophets, the Psalter, the law-books 

and the Pauline Epistles became his comfort and consolation. Calvin 

recalls to mind that S.Paul had issued the stern warning that if any man 

wanted 'to be a Christian he should make himself a fool in respect to 

the things of this world so that he might understand the Wisdom of God. 

~any English Puritans followed this austere counsel of moral perfection. 

John Milton is a notable exception, ho"'ever, and with all his curious 

theology, his name must be counted among those who practised a Christian 

Humanism, even if it is not that of Catholic tradition. Deeply versed 

in the literature of Greece and Rome, a scholar whose Latin verse remains 

to show us what music could be elicited by a stranger from that sonorous 

instrument, he was always a passionate lover of knowledge. His profound 

admiration for Dante and Petrarch, is well-known, as also his love of 

all the splendour and magnificence of the Italian Renaissance. 
11Not that faire field 

Of Erma where Proserpin gathring flours 
Herself a fairer Floure by gloomie Dis 
Was gatherd, which cost Ceres all that pain 
To seek her through the world: nor that sweet Grove 
Of Daphne by Orontes, and th'inspir'd 
Castalian Spring might 1¥"ith this Paradise 
Of Eden strive; nor that Nyseian Ile 
Girt with the River Triton, where old Cham, 
Whom Gentiles Ammon call and Lybian Jove, 
Hid Amalthea and her Florid Son 
Young Bacchus from his Stepdame Rhea's eye;" 44 

The authentic note of Humanism is here: the love of all Pagan allusion, 

the enthusiasm for the poetry of Greece and Rome, the delight in language, 

the ardour of expression. S.Thomas was a student of Aristotle and of 
of 4ristotle, 

Greek science. Dante himself was ·a studen1;~not. only/ of S .Thomas and 

of the scholastic theologians,but he was also familiar with the works 

of the mystics. It is again Christian Humanism which illumines the pages 

of the Fathers of the Church in their more Platonist moments and which 

inspires their noblest speculations and their sublimest visions. 

It 'ms Burckhardt who discovered in Dante all the characteristics 

which he recognized as denoting a man of the Renaissance. 46 Yet it 

is nevertheless true that in the "Divina Conunedia", the "Convivio" and 

the "De Monarchia" we possess what can claim to be a synthesis of Mediaeval 

thought. This is the problem. An investigation of the Humanism of Dante 

is really an enquiry into the whole problem of Mediaeval Humanism in all 

its relationships and complex meanings. It is indeed to see it in its 

significance for the beginnings of the Renaissance and to trace, as far 

as may be possible in the compass of this essay, the classical and pagan 

influences which find their place in works which represent the loftiest 

achievement, intellectual, spiritual, and artistic, of the Middle Ages. 
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CHAPTER TWO. 

THE "CONVIVIO" AS A PRELIMINARY OUTLINE OF 

HUMANISM. 

I. 

In the "Convivio" we discover a preliminary sketch of that 

Humanism, coloured by religious feeling, which is developed 

and elaborated in the"Divina Commedia". Here it is that Dante 

declares explicit)y, almost in the manner of the Florentine 

Platonists of the fifteenth century, the ~obility and excellence 

of all philosophical endeavour. It is noteworthy that, in 

this work, he assigns the first place to Ethics, not to Metaphysics. 

To the science of Ethics belongs the foundation of order and 

harmony both in the human soul as well as in the city. To 

it, alJ other sciences are subordinated. If man engages in 

the effort to understand himself and the world in which he 

lives, it is only that he may deduce from such knowledge the 

rule by which his conduct should be framed. Aristotle had 

maintained the primacy of Metaphysics. Spinoza, three centuries 

after Dante, founded his own ethical system on the metaphysic 

of substance. But Dante's anxious concern for the practical 

in moral and social life led him to stress the importance of 

ethics. It was becaulJe he was a man, ra'Xaged by bitter and 

violent passions, proud and deeply wounded by the events which 

had befallen him, that he felt compelled to seek those principles 

on which alone he could construct the edifice of· law and peace. 

Signor Nardi has maintained, however, that Dante does not really 

deny the primacy of Metaphysics, 1 for he states explicit'.):y that 

Metaphysics constitutes in a way the true end of Philosophy 

and is therefore called "first Philosophy".2 Nardi contends 

that the poet assigns to Moral Philosophy a position above all 

the other disciplines for the reason that it orders us in respect 

of the other sciences ••• "essa ordina noi a l'altre scienze." 

This may be regarded as the Aristotelian and Thomistic sense 

in which Moral Philosophy co-ordinates and illuminates all other 

sciences. 3 Speculation about the truth constitutes for Dante 

the highest operation of the human spirit and this is what is 

meant by Metaphysics. But the task of moving the intellect 

to the understanding of the speculative sciences belongs to 

the sphere of Ethics. Therefore, Ethics in general and Politics 

in particular enjoy the primacy over all the other sciences 

and arts, in so far as they direct such efforts to the true 

ends which they should pursue.4 Professor Nardi's view is 

plausible but it does not seem to have taken sufficiently into 

account the comparison which Dante makes between Moral Philosophy 
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and the Crystalline Heaven, the Primum M~bile. 5 
In this connection, 

it is worth noting that though the poet does not follow Aristotle 

in the classification of the sciences, he may be said to remain 

faithful to the spirit of Aristotelianism. After all, it is 

with the aid of Aristotle that he tries to construct an Ethic, 

both for himself and for all men, which (as in the Aristotelian 

system) will embrace a philosophical humanism. We may observe, 

however, that he does not ignore the inadequacy of an Ethic 

which is purely and entirely Aristotilian. From the point of 

view of the Christian intellect, however liberal and however 

humanistic, this inadequacY. be~omes immediately evident. 
r,,,5,·o~-

It is only necessary to ogntP.:SS't its polite and well-ordered 

conventions, its singular common-sense, its lack of all knowledge 

of the heights and depths of human experience to recognize this. 

Contrast the "Nicomachean Ethics" with the fiery denunciations 

and moral ardour of the prophets of the Old Testament, or with 

the passionate love of righteousness which is the very spirit 

of the Gospel, or the agonies and glories of the Pauline Epistles, 

and one realizes this at once. Dante knows with all the fervour 

of his great soul that a humanism which is purely anthropocentric 

can only produce a limited and transient order. Since his 

return to Beatrice ••• quella gloriosa Beatrice ••• whom he 

commemorates in the "Convivio" in tender thought serenely cold 

words, 6 he knows himself as a citizen of that eternal City which 

he will celebrate in the "Divina Commedia" in the figure of the 

unfolding of the petals of the white rose of sempitennal beauty. 

The emphasis on the city is natural and just. It is that perfect 

association of men in the purposes for which they were created. 

It is when man becomes a citizen of that Rome of Which Christ 

himself is Roman (cive\di quella Roma onde Cristo e Romano)7 that 

he knows the felicity for which his nature was divinely constituted. 

Dante knows, therefore, that the moral ideals which he 

propounds must be capable of definit g order and law in their 

proper relation to human life as it is lived in society. Christian 

Humanism, in whatever form it takes, is alway~ driven to affirm 

the divine image in the depths of the soul. W11atever propositions 

it affirms, whatever enterprise it undertakes, whatever action 

it initiates must conform to a pattern which it regards as 

supernatural. 8 Such a pattern it declares to be necessary 

to the perfection and plenitude of human nature. It is for 
this reason that Dante, in his capacity as a Christian humanist, 

though at this stage very imperfectly, - perceives that philosophical 

speculation is not enough, for it constitutes a purely human 
form of knowledge. There C'an be no eternal pattern, no model 
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or similitude of divine things in such a conception. The poet 

finds himself obliget, though perhaps even reluctantly, to go 

beyond the purely human and philosophical and to introduce theology 

in its character as transcendent and revealed knoirledge. 9 

It is for this reason, also, that the classification of the 

sciences which Dante employs must reach to the supernatural 

in the luminous hierarchy of the heavens. Higher than the 

planetary heavens, higher than the heaven of the fixed stars, 

higher even than the crystalline heaven, stands the Empyrean, 

the heaven of pure fire or rather of light, the love that is 

peace and perfect contemplation, the tranquillity of order and 

consummation of joy. 10 

Dante's incursions into the science of Astronomy are interesting 

and seem to have caused him some satisfaction. In the main 

he follows Ptolemy or perhaps it would be more exact to say 

his Arabic commentator, the celebrated Alfraganus, whose "Elementa 

astronomica" was well-known in the Latin world. It is noteworthy 

that here he rejects the views of Aristotl\e and chooses to 

follow the main tradition of Ptolemy. Mediaeval astronomers 

postulated the .existence of nine heavens, seven corresponding 

to each of the visible plan~ts, then the Firmament, belonging 

to the fixed stars, and finally the Crystalline Heaven, the Primum 

Mobile, which imparted motion to the whole process. S.Thomas 

and certain other theologians also spoke of another Heaven, 

which they called the "Empyrean", but astronomers repudiated 

such a concept iv-hich was purely a priori and could not obviously 

be deduced from observation or mathematical calculation. 

The Empyrean is therefore a theological idea. It was conceived 

as something created at the beginninCT in a state of glory. 

Its name is derived from the Greek word for "fire" but is more 

properly meant to describe the quality of light which it must 

be supposed to possess. It has no close relation with the 

other heavens. s.nasil defines it as "extra iriundum": it is 

indeed "quietis domicilium", a place of repose. While it is 

itself incapable of motion, S.Thomas thought that it must exercise 

the attraction of desire on other bodies. Dante follows this 

doctrine. He declares that above the Crystalline Heaven, 

there exists an Empyrean, a Heaven of fire or light, for it is 

the luminosity which is its characteristic as a manifestation 

of glory. It is repose, - almost one might say "unmoved movement", 

yet it is the cause of those immensely swift movements executed 

by the Primwn Mobile. Each part of the Crystalline Heaven 

immediately below the Empyrean exhibits such burhing desire 

for the luminous and transcendent glory of this divine heaven 
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that it revolves with a speed that almost surpasses the capacity 

of human intelligence.11 

In this way, therefore, Dante establishes symbolically 

the predominance of Theology. It corresponds to that Heaven 

of glory and repose, the Empyrean, which therefore conveys to 

us the significance of that perfect understanding and peace 

which is founded upon revelation, "per la eccellentissima certezza 

del suo subietto, lo quale ~ Dio. 11 12 

Thus to a Humanism lrhich may be described as purely Hellenic, 

Aristotelian and rationalist, Dante adds a Humanism which is 

clearly mystical in aspirati~n. Both aspects of Humanism 

remain in uneasy association in the earlier lvork. Indeed, 

such views as he propounds in the "Convivio" could only reach 

their necessary and logical conclusion in the "Divina Commedia". 

The author is a humanist by every instinct and affinity of genius. 

He is also a pupil of the Scholastic Theology, and conducts 

an exposition which remains essentially Aristotelian. Sublime 

as was the place which he attributed to the science of Theology, 

in common with the Mediaeval view, both Christian and Moslem, 

the poet had no wish that Philosophy should be compiletely subordinated 

to it. Ile employs that strange illustration from the "Song 

of Songs 11 ,13 typical of the subtlety of Mediaeval interpretation, 

when he deelares of this science that"Solomon has said of it: 

'There are threescore queens and fourscore concubines ,~-ad virgins 

without number. My dove, my undefiled is but one. 111 (Song of 

Songs, VI:B-9). 14 Obviously this passage was chosen by the 

poet because it could be conveniently employed to demonstrate 

that, although theology may be likened to the immaculate dove, 

yet the other s~iences are queens. In this,,as Gilson has clearly 

shown, Dante amends and corrects the Thomistic conception even 

to the extent of substituting another passage of Scripture in 

place of the quotation given in the article in the "Summa Theologica".15 

Here S.Thomas had cited Proverbs IX:3, ":P.Hsit ancillas suas 

~ voca.rent ad arcem", the inference be.ing, obviously, that 

Theology, the Divine Science, as a Queen sends forth handmaids, 

the other sciences, to do her bidding. 

The poet will admit only that a free collaboration exists 

between Philosophy and Theology. We might perhaps speak of 

this as a natural an<l pre-established harmony. In the spirit 

of Christian Humanism, he refuses to tolerate any opposition 

between reason and revelation, between the formal knowledge 

of the intellect and divine truths, between nature and the supernatural. 

For him, nature is penetrated by the supernatural, the human 

soul by the spiritual. Moreover, the existence of reason in 

the human intellect must be assigned to the supernatural order. 
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It follows, therefore, that reason no less than revelation must 

be regarded as a divine element present in all human knowledge. 

This position is reminiscent of the Augustinian doctrine of 

illumination, according to 1rhich all knowledge constitutes an 

active participation in the light of divine truth. One might 

perhaps expect to find in the 11 Convivio 11 the fervour and enthusiasm 

of Neo-Platonism, together with its lofty speculation and cleo.rly

developed system. Sometimes, it is true, we become conscious 

in this work of a certain magnificence of language, an amplitude 

and grandeur of phrase, but suddenly it becomes inconclusive ••• 

and the author reverts to his rationalism. He remains an Aristotelian 

at heart. His metaphysical ideas are expressed with the characteristic 

prudence and sobriety of Aristotle. He knows exattly the limits 

beyond which philosophical speculation cannot go. Yet, this 

is a position, narrow, defined, limited, with which he is never 

entirely satisfied. 

He asserts that the human reason is capable of demonstrating 

the immortality of the soul in a manner sufficiently evident 

to confute the arguments of the Epicurean philosophy. 16 S. 

Thomas has declared, earlier, that the human reason is able 

'to demonstrate not only the existence of God but also the existence 

of spiritual intelligences. 1~ Only the divine essence femains 

outside the scope of the rational intellect. In the "Convivio", 

it is noteworthy that the poet can speak of God in the language 

of honorific felicitation as First Cause, Supreme Intelligence, 

Source of all Justice, End of all human desires. 18 He associates 

Philosophy with the Divine Wisdom: compares God to the beneficent 

activity.ef the sun, in which of course he can plead good Platonic 

authority: and speaks of that intellectual light which God 

sheds forth upon the celestial and other intelligences. Dante 

preserves a certain reticence however, and in this he does not 

depart from the careful analysis and reservations of the Thomistic 

philosophy.
19 

Ile apparently accepts the Thomistic theory of 

knowledge in principle, and therefore assumes that human reason 

in constructing a theory about the Universe can only draw its 

conclusions from what is given in sense-perception. In this 

life, God has not willed to concede to man that clear and brilliant 

light which will disclose to him all truth and all knowledge. 

For S.Thomas (as presumably for Dante also) we can know nothing 

without the production of a mental image or species of what 

is known. An image is something 1fhich is defined and limited. 

By consequence, therefore, no such image or form of the Infinite 

can exist. If we make any image or form to represent the 

divine essence it must necessarily delude or falsify: it will 
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not reveal in any way that which it seeks to portray. Only 

the beatific vision in heaven by the light of glory can disclose 

to 1lls the knowledge of God, and this cannot be comprehensive, 

for the infinite and eternal must always remain beyoh~ the complete 

understanding of the finite. 20 It is admitted by S.Thomas 

that in this life we can possess an inadequate, indistinct and 

vague knowledge of created spirits, that is of the angels. 21 

This non-quidditative knowledge, however, does not suffice to 

enable us to distinguish one angel from another. Between man 

and the angels there is at least the common term of created 

substance. Between man and God, however, there exists no tertium 

quid by which we may institute comparisons and proceed to logical 

deductions. By definition God~ cannot belong to any class or 

category of finite existence. Nor can He be imagined or conceived 

by any operation of the human mind. 

It is as well to set down the main principles of the Thomist 

philosophy because while Dante has his own opinions and does 

not hesitate to correct S.Thomas when he disagrees with him, 

his theory of knowledge does not depart from these principles 

of Western tradition. There is a reticence, a reserve, a certain 

element of negation in what can be said about the Godhead. 

That divine science which the poet describes as not permitting 

"any controversy or sophistical arguments on account of the 

excellent certainty of its subject-matter, which is God" is 

of course an ideal which is relegated to the Empyrean of pure 

light.22 Such hesitation as Dante experiences may indeed serve 

to demonstrate his sympathy with Siger de Drabant, whom in the 

"Paradiso" through the mouth of S.Thomas himself he was to 

proclaim as one who declared importunate truths in his syllogisms: 

"la luce etterna di Sigieri 
che)leggendo nel vico de li strami, 
sillogizzo invidiosi veri. 11 23 

It may be that Dante never followed the Averroists as 

far as those matters in which their strict Aristotelianism 

came into contradiction with the Catholic Faith. In any case, 

he has not expressed anything else of their propositions, except 

in the theory of knowledge. He has nowhere been found to admit 

their doctrine of the eternity of the world. Nor does he maintain ... 
"' anywhere Averoes' characteristic teaching of the unity of the 
~ 

possible intellect as constituted for the whole human race. 24 

This doctrine was taught by the Arab philosopher in his commentary 

on the "De Anima11 of Aristotle and there is a discussion on 

the meaning 

of nu.nte. 25 
~ 

of Averoes 

" 

of the "possible intellect" in the '~ Monarchia" 

In this, however, Dante has transformed the argument 

which affirms the impersonality of reason and man's 

contingent parti~ipation in it during his earthly existence. 
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In the theory which is enunciated in the "De Monarchia 11 , the 

the possible intellect takes on a new significance. It denotes 

all the members of the human race living at a particular time 

on the earth and so constituting a collective entity in which 

each man has his part as realizing the ideal of knowl~dge possible 

at any given time. There is therefore a light and shade, a 

difference in interpretation which is obvious when we come to 

study Dante. While Averroes regards the possible intellect 

as a rational substance independent of the body, a kind of impersonal 

light in which man shares fitfully and partially by the exercise 

of the active intellect, Dante regards it as the universal community 

of intellects. There is a profound difference between these 

two conceptions. The poet speaks with respect of Averroes. 

One wonders whether it was partly due to the influence of Guido 

Cavalcanti, his great friend ("primo amico") that he learned 

to discover such manifold truths in the illustrious Arab thinker. 

Certainly, Scholastic theology was conscious of its debt to him. 

Dante himself during the period that he was 'v-ri ting the "Convivio" 

would seem to have assented to the main proposition of Averroes 

that philosophical truth consists entirely in the philosophy 

of Aristotle. 26 

However, like the Averroists, Dante imposes a measure 

upon what can be ascertained by mataphysical enquiry. He himself 

knows, and so does the humblest Christian, truths of which Aristotle 

was ignorant. Ile does not suppose that the restraint which 

must exist for the speculations of the human intellect in<-any 

way lessens its significance. This can no more be the case 

than can the transcendency and excellency of theology diminish 

the importance of philosophy in its proper sphere and operation. 

The recognition of such limits in the attainment of rational 

knowledge, as well as the predominance of Theology, merely demonstrate 

more clearly what ought to be the object of our investigation. 

What, we may ask, is that object? The answer is Man. Man, 

as we may study him in the reality of his moral and material 

life, individual and social: man as we find his actions manifested 

in the sciences ~f ethics and politics. And so the object 

of philosophy ••• as thus understood ••• appears to be the culture 

and progress of society: and this we may call "Humanism".27 

That is not all, however. Philosophical enquiry, "·hile 

it is humanist in its direction, nevertheless is a divine work, 

since its object is divine. Man,. by the mere fact of his 

rational nature, in spite of the obscurity of material circumstances 

and the da~ess of sin, still possesses the divine light in 

his soul. As S.Bernard expresses it, he may be called "celsa 

creatura in capacitate majestatis. 1128 In the "Divina Commedia" 
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S.Bernard, with his mystical ardour, has his part to play in 

the poet's ascent to that ineffable light, in which the Eternal 

God is contemplated in all His glory and beauty. 

II. 

It may therefore be said that the Christian Humanism of 

Dante recognizes not only the dignity of human nature but also 

the worth of such tasks and enterprises as are imposed upon 

man in his capacity as a citizen. The active life is accorded 

a high place though at the same time there is no denial of the 

primacy of contemplation, - a platitude of the Mediaeval Schools. 

Dante as a man of action was engaged in a fierce political conflict 

for the reform of the Florentine Republic and, indeed, for the 

Church itself. Ile finds himself compelled by the very circumstances 

of the struggle to attach the greatest importance to the virtues 

manifested by the citizen. And so, not content with invoking 

the authority of Aristotle in the tenth Book of the "Nicomachean 

Ethics" for the exposition of the political virtues, he finds 

it necessary to appeal to the words of Christ. As a Christian 

thinker, he must find a text on which to make his homily. 

He finds this, somewhat strangely it might seem, in the story 

of Martha antl 1'ary at Bethany. 

"Veramente e d.a sapere che noi potemo avere in questa 
vita due felicitadi, secondo due diversi cammini, buono 
e ottimo, che~cio ne menano: l'una e la vita attiva, 
e l'altra la contemplativa; la qua.le, avvegna che per 
l'attiva si pervegna, come detto e, a buona felicitade, 
ne mena ad ottima felicitade e beatitudine, secondo chc 
pruova lo Filosofo nel decimo de l'Etica. E Cristo l'afferma 
con la sua bocca, nel Vangelio di Luca, parlando a ·Marta, 
e rt\isp~ndendo a quella: 'Marta, Marta, sollicita se' e 
turbiti intorno a molte cose: certamente una cosa e necessaria.'', 
cioe 'quello che fai'. E soggiugne:'Maria ottima parte 
ha ele~ la qua.le non le sara tolta• ••••••••••••• volse lo 
nostro Segnore in cio mostrare che la contemplativa vita 
fosse ottima, tutto che buona fosse l'attiva: 11 29 

As a Christian thinker Dante cannot deny the primacy of 

the cpntemplative life;nor can he ignore the claims of the active 

life, the preoccupation with the concerns of Church and State, 

government, administration, justice and order. This primacy 

was as firmly maintained by classical Humanism as by the Christian 

tradition and, as is well known, is one of the cardinal principles 

of the Aristotelian rationalism. In Dook X of the "Nicomachean 

Ethics", (on which Dante seems to have meditated much}, Aristotle, 

now about to bring his great work to its conclusion, allows 

himself the e~pression of certain philosophical ideals. The 

greatest felicity, - sh~ll we say the greatest joy (since it 

is not a word which finds a place in Aristotle's vocabulary), 

to which man can attain is that 1Yhich he experiences in brief 

moments in the exercise of contemplation. Happiness, he bas 
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already told us, consists in that activity which conforms most 

to what is noblest in man, i.e. the intellect. 30 Such an 

activity manifests itself in contemplation. With the eloquence 

of the scholar and thinker, Aristotle defines this activity 

as intellectual enjoyment. "Not in virtue of his humanity 

will a man achieve it, but in virtue of something in him which 

is divine. 11 31 Here then we find clearly revealed the essential 

theme of ancient philosophical speculation, the deification 

of man by the light of the intellect. The history of the 

doctrine is varied and interesting. It will appear with a 

Christian colour and vesture, for the Church will not deny 

that man's greatest gift is reason. The very term "deification" 

will be employed, not indeed of the natural exercise of the 

intellect, but of that fullhess of light in grace by which man 

seeks to attain to the goal of all knowledge. 

!!La gloria di colui che tutto move 
per l'universo penetra e risplende 
in una parte piu e meno altrove. 11 32 

In the "Convivio" Dante owes much to this doctrine: the almost 

lyrical expression which Aristotle gives to it shows how much 

it had become one of his most treasured experiences. 33 "Nor 

ought we to obey those who enjoin that a ma:µ should have a man's 

thoughts and a mortal the thoughts of mortality'; Aristotle 

observes, "but we ought as far as possible to achieve immortality 

and do all that a man may do to live in accordance with the 

highest in him. 1134 

Dante never disputed or ealled in question the hierarchies 

of dignity established by Aristotle and confirmed by the philosophical 

enquiry of S.Thomas. Speculation is nobler than action and 

the practical arts. The moral order as that refers to the 

actions of men and the technical order of creation remains 

subordinate to the theoretical order of knowledge. Contemplation 

is the supreme goal assigned by God to the human race. 35 

This is shown in the whole conception of the "Divina Commedia" 

and in the consummation of the soul in the Beatific Vision. 

However, it must be emphasized that the poet insists on 

the importance of the life of practical endeavour, the moral 

task, the strife of political parties, the trumpet and the 

clarion, and such action as is directed towards the good of 

the State. These activities bring a man such happiness as 

he is capable of enjo)ring in the natural order. In this 

conclusion, the "Nicomachean Ethics" affirms the same interpretation 

as Dante gives to the passage about Martha and Mary in the 

Gospel. Part of his design in writing the "Convivio" seems 

to have been to show the need for an intellectual and moral 
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reform in the society of his own day. To write this book 

constituted in itself a work of practical efficacy. It was 

to achieve, to do, to bring something into effect. It was 

not to contemplate as an end in itself. Doubtless contemplation 

goes before action and the poet must obviously have contemplated 

and imagined before he began to compose his poems with their 

commentaries. Dante was not content merely to contemplate. 

He felt the moral impulse to undertake a certain work for the 

sake of the community and of his fellow-men. 

Of course, contemplation still takes the first place in 

the scheme of things - the work of the speculative intellect 

for Dante is still too much under the influence of .Aristotle 

and of Mediaeval thought generally to have wished to deny such 

pre-eminence. It is. worth remarking, however, that, in the 

Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio", he reserves contemplation 

for the last years of a life that has already been spent in 

the exercise of the more active virtues. In this he did not 

have the opportunity of following his own exhortation and counsel. 

For since the day that he wrote the first stanza of the "Divina 

Commedia" he founded the 1vholc doctrine of his ~reat poem, 

its passion, its tragedy, its h~ights, its aspirations, its 

desolation and magnificence upon that eternal law of justice 

which he himself contemplated in the world by the light of 

reason and of grace. 

In concluding this preliminary survey, it may be said 

that the "Convivio" discloses only in part that earlier humanism 

which we have observed. In time, the poet turned away from 

his original idea of an en~yclopaedia of things and of philosophical 

eltposition which he had begun with such enthusiasm. Perhaps, 

he experienced a certain aversion to the work ·which he had 

undertaken. The idea of a series of treatises which should 

be commentaries upon the poems he had intended to write must 

have seemed too formal to engage his attention for long. 

Moreover, the 11ork, though interesting and giving evidence of 

his genius, is not only unsatisfactory from the point of view 

of its artistic pattern. It is even wore unsatisfactory from 

the point of view of its intellectual coherence. It does 

not, indeed, it cannot, achieve a real synthesis. What we 

find is that the Christian religion and the rational, enlightened 

humanism of Aristotle arc always in uneasy proximity. They 

arc sometimes conflated, like the Jahwist and Elohist sections 

of the Pentateuch. However, they never achieve any real unity 

of thought or expression. It is in the "Divina Commedia" 

that we find the perfect realization of this synthesis. 

The date of the composition of the "Convivio" may be assigned 
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to somewhere between the years 1306 and 1308. March 1306 

is suggested as the terminus a quo since in IV:XIV:l2 the 

poet refers 

terminus ad 

to ~herardo da Camino recently dead, 'rhile the 

he mentions 

quern iu;indicated by May 1st. 1308, for in IV: III :6 

Albert~rl'apsburg, as last in succession to the 

imperial dignity. He does not allude to Henry of Luxemburg, elected 

King of the Romans on November 27th 1308, and therefore we 

must conclude that the composition of this work preceded the 

events of that reign.37 Bearing in mind the date when it 

must have been written, it looks as if Dante was extremely 

dissatisfied with the thought of the "Convivio". The 'rork 

as it stands is rational, calm, unmoved, like the moon on 

a still night, untroubled by any cloud of obscurity. In such 

an endeavour of rational humanism, the poet seems to have found 

it impossible to express his meanhg. He wanted something 

else. He wanted the depths and heights, the passion, the 

thunder, the indignation, the glory, the justice and terror 

of that real world of the spirit which he knew so profoundly 

and so intimately. In the "Inferno", he describes the vividness 

and horror of sin: in the "Purgatorio", its s.atisfaction and r. ~ 
penance. In this impassioned drama of the ~ett'4, all this is 

necessary so that the true end and purpose of the rational 

soul in the Beatific Vision may be realized. What is the 

significance of all this? Surely, this. Man's destiny is 

indeed contemplation. For that he was created by the Supreme 

Good. But it is a contemplation in which every pulse, every 

agony, every thought of beauty and goodness, every circumstance 

of wonder are suffused in that heaven which is light and glory. 

"luce inte lletual,piena d' amore; 
amor di vero ben,.pien di letizia, 

38 letizia che trascende ogni dolzore. 11 

Here then we discover the perfect fusion of those elements 

which had been so uncertainly and hesitatingly brought together 

in the "Convivio". This constitutes a hwnanism, which is no 

longer mere intellectual speculation but the Christian humanism 

which is perfect and entire in the range of its philosophy 

and in the magnificence and certainty of its expression. 
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Chapter Three. 

THE IDEAL OF RATIONAL HUMANISM IN THE "CO:NVIVIO". 

I. 

The four treatises of the "€onvivio" which we possess 

enable us to conjecture what would have been the character 

of the whole work had it been completed. They may be described, 

not inaptly, as the work of a philosopher, at once Aristotelian 

and Christian. Perhaps, one ought to add in parenthesis 

that the term "philosopher" is employed in what is a vague 

and general way. It is evident that the author ascribes the 

highest value to the human intellect and that the purpose 

of the book is to provide for its education by means of philosophy, 

as that attains to its true end in revelation. As we have 

already observed, Dante assigns an equally high value to the 

active life, as that is expressed in the life of the citizen 

and administrator. Yet, equally, he maintains the mediaeval 

tradition of the primacy of contemplation, which, as we have 

seen, is clearly and characteristically stated by Aristotle 

himself. For the poet, however, Ethics constitutes the principal 

science for the illumination of the mind, and this view is 

derived from his practical concern with justice in the commonwealth 

and in the Church. If we ask further: What is the reason 

for this insistence? The answer can only be that Dante has 

a problem which he recognizes and :t. which he feels himself 

compelled to face. What is true nobility in men? How can 

it be secured and established? 

The book gives evidence of careful pianning and of ordered 

development. The first treatise begins with a discussion 

of the purpose which the lrriter has ih .midd. The second 

and third treatises are devoted to a definition of philosophy 

and to various questions arising from this subject. Hence 

we find a digression on the capacity of reason, its limitations, 

and the demarcation between philosophy and theology, reason 

and revelation. It is in this section of the work that we 

find a vivid account of cosmology: the poet is obviously fascinated 

by the speculations of astrology and allows himself an expansive 

mood of description of such ideas. The fourth treatise finds 

him undertaking an exposition of the humanist ethic, the ideal 

of the moral life as he sees it in all its nobility and truth, 

its graciousness and courtesy. 

There are many influences to be found in this work, but 

beyond doubt the dominant pattern is that of the "Nicomachean 

Ethics" of Aristotle. From the text of the "Convivio" and 

from Dante's interpretation, it is clear that he read this 
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in the Latin version with the commentary of S.Thomas Aquinas. 

This is a fact which must receive due attention, for S.Thomas 

frequently modifies, adjusts, and Skilfully adapts the text 

of the "Ethics". In other words, S.Thomas read the book in 

the light of the Christian revelation and philosophy. However, 

as Gilson points out, it is the "Nicoma.chean Ethics" which 

gives order and unity to the "Convivio'l •1 The poet does 

not enter into any details about the moral virtues, but is 

content with a large and luminous exposition.2 There are 

not wanting signs that he got bored and dissatisfied with the 

work on which he was engaged. It is not that the doctrinal 

character of the "Convivio" occasioned such feelings, for the 

short expository work "De Monarchia" was brought to completion 

though the "De Vulgari Eloquentia" was not. Sometimes, one 

detects an almost poetical quality about the "Convivio". 

Dante writes a prose which is charming, fluent, tremulous 

with music and light. Although composed in the vernacular 

{a fact which he is at great pains to explain and justify}, 

the "Convivio" affords some evidence on the subject of the 

poet's Latin studies at the University of Bologna. Indeed, 

it clearly confinns what may be discovered in the little treatise, 

"De Vulgari Eloquentio." - that in the matter of style the poet 

was more indebted to the practice of Mediaeval than of Classical 

Latin. In shaping an Italian prose that should be both harmonious 

and learned, he sought to reproduce the rhythm and cursus 

of contemporary Latin rather than the elaboaate constructions 

and cadences of the Classical language.a No doubt, he was 

interested in the question of Italian prose: be has told us 

as much.4 No doubt, too, the doctrinal character of the work 

must at any rate have proved attractive. After all, the "Divina 

Commedia" may be called doctrinal or did&ctb:iina&fm. The 

whole of that great work is architectonic, articulated and 

constructed on a definite theological and philosophical plan. 

What may be said, however, is that Dante found himself more 

and more fascinated by the spirit of poetry as manifested in 

the great epic of Virgil. Here particular doctrines and a 

particular philosophy are expressed in symbol and the image 

itself glows in a world of light and shadow, of life and movement, 

of action, and drama, of courage and achievement. It is a 

world of living ~entthat Virgil presents to the imagination. 

Dante turns to this in sympathy and affection in contrast to 

the Aristotelian exposition of clear and distinct ideas. 

Henceforth, many complex and fruitful influences arouse the 

poet's mind •••• the scholasticism of S.Thomas {though never 

exclusively}, the burning mysticism of S.Bernard, the fervour 

and joy of S.Francis, the contemplative vision of S.Bonaventura. 
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All these suggest the ideal of a Christian Humanism which can 

only attain to full and glorious flower in the "Divina Commedia". 

At the moment, however, the humanism which we find expressed 

in the 11 Convivio" is deliberate, esoteric and aristocratic. 

Dante feels strongly that this lofty and exquisite culture 

of the spirit which he propounds is an exclusive possession 

~nd can, therefore, only belong to the few. 

"The greater part of mankind," he observes, "live in 

conformity with sense, not with reason, after the manner of 

children: and such of these have no knowledge of things except 

merely of their outside, and the goodness of them which is 

adapted for its proper end, they do not perceive, because 

they keep shut the eye of reasoh, which penetrates to the 

discernment of such an end. 11 5 

This is an idea familiar to the ancient world and revived 

with force and ardour by Petrarch and his followers.6 It 

attains to emphatic expression and, indeed, becomes a platitude 

during the Renaissance. Hence, we get the idea of a civilization 

which is aristocratic, self-sufficient, and self-conscious 

in its profession of the virtues and which requires an education 

of a particular type in order to perpetuate its principles. 

Such an idea is strange to the Christian conscience though 

it has appeared from time to time in attempts at Gnosis, an 

illumination which is possible only for the learned and the 

spiritually advanced. This was the tradition of the great 

Alexandrian school of Christian theology with its two brilliant 

teachers, S.Clement and Origen. Thi• too was an ideal revived 

by the Russian Christian philosopher, Nicholas Berdyaev, in 

many books of profound interest and existentialist tenden~y. 7 

Dante comes to recognize this notion later as a departure from 

Christian morals. In the first terrace. of the "Purgatorio", 

he shows us those who suffer the punishment awarded to the 

proud and those who have exhibited an excessive desire for 

human excellence. One may recall the moving little portrait 

of Oderisi d'Agobbio, who excelled in the delicate art of 

illumination and who now recognizes the superior ability of 

his pupil, Franco of Bologna. 

"Frate," diss'elli "pitt ridon le carte 
· che pennelleggia Franco bolognese: 
l'onore ~ tutto or suo, e mio in parte. 

Ben non sare' io stato sl cortese 
mentre ch'io vissi, per lo gran disio 
dell'eccellenza ove mio core intese. 11 8 

In this workf in the first flush and glow of an ardent 

Humanism, Dante takes up the attitude of the Greco-Roman world, 

that of an aristocratic and assured self-sufficiency. Perhaps, 

this is another reason why the poet wrote his treatises in 
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Italian rather than in Latin. By so doing, he was deliberately 

addressing not the learned who would have found little interest 

in such a theme as presented in Latin, but a wider and more 

sophisticated audience. He was inviting the attention of the 

noble and the aristocratic who seldom or never frequented 

the philosophical schools of the time. He was in other words 

appealing to that class of society which spoke the vernacular 

and occupied the leading positions amo~g men. He sets out 

to instruct the princes, the barons, the knights and ladies 

of culture and breeding. He wants to inculcate that true 

nobility of spirit 1rhich can only be found among those who 

have leisure and opportunity for the highest intellectual pursuits, 

a.rt, poetry, reflectien. His task is therefore to instruct 

and lead this eclectic class of people,holding always before 

them the ideal of the greatness of human achievement and the 

dignity of human nature. Knowledge itself he defines as "the 

greatest perfection of the human soul in which is found our 

ultimate happiness. 119 Many are, however, deprived of this 

noblest perfection through various reasons. 10 It will be the 

poet's duty to set that right as far as he can. An aristocratic 

view of society must obviously lead to an aristocratic plan 

for education. It will be remembered how Petrarch sees the 

problem in much the same lighvand what assumptions he made. 11 

With Petrarch, of course, the appeal to the nobility is not 

expressed in the crabbed terms of the Latin of the Schools 

but in that exquisite and elegant Latin prose of the glory 

of Empire. Dante's solution is different. Never perhaps 

a master of the most lucid Latin, he seeks rather to employ 

the sweet Italian~of the poets, the language of the market-place, 

of the street, of the brilliant many-coloured life of the towns, 

the courts, and the palaces. On this subject, Signor Michele 

Barbi haa some pertinent remarks to make in his admirable introduction 

to the standard edition of the "Convivio" under the editorship 

of G.Busnelli and G.Vandelli. He points out the vigour and 

clarity of treatment of the doctrinal exposition as also the 

vividness, the warmth and colour of many pages in which Dante 

makes use of a prose always varied and full of hannony. 12 

II. 

If in this work Dante is anxious to teach a Humanism 

which is both arist9cratic and exclusive, as we have maintained, 

where shall we discover his ideal? Surely in the person of 

Aristotle, the supreme philosopher (as it seemed to men of 

that age), the master of human thought and reasoning, whose 

doctrine was invested with a. universal authority. Consider 

some of the terms which the poet applies to him, affectionately, 

reverently, soberly. 
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"Aristotle," he affirms, "is the master and leader of human 

reason." ("Aristotile ~maestro e duca della ragione umana."). 13 

"The master of our life, Aristotle." (("lo maestro della. 

nostra vita, Aristotile~) l4 

"Therefore when I demonstrated that Aristotle is most worthy 

of faith and obedience, it is evident that his words possess the 

greatest and highest authority." (Onde quand'io provi che Aristotile 

~ dignissimo di fede e d'obedienza, manifesto ~ che le sue parole 

sono somma e altissima autorita.de. 11
)
15 

"My master Aristotle." (il mio maestro Aristotile. 11
)
16 

One has only to look at the index of the Busnelli-Vandelli 

edition of the "Convivio11 to see how many references to Aristotle 

are to be discovered in that work, eulogistic, expository, allusive. 

They are reminiscent of the attitude of the pupil in the artist's 

workshop learning from his master the art of mixing colours and 

of depicting an angel, a flower, or a tree on the canvas ·on which 

the great painter is working. 

Or again, one may recall the well-known passage in the Fourth 

Canto of the Inferno: 

vidi'l maestro di color che sa.nno 
seder tra filosofica famiglia. 

Tutti lo mir-an, tutti onor li fanno: 17 

M.Gilson has pointed out that the position which Aristotle 

holds in moral science may be compared to that which is assigned 

to the Emperor himself in the rule and government of the nations.IS 

Not only is it a position of eminence, of distinction, of illustrious 

renonw. It is a position of sovereign authority in matters 

of ~he intellect. In order to come to a decision on any question, 

it is sufficient to appeal to the opinion of Ari$totle. Dante 

of course introduces other authorities who can claim reputation 

and fame for their learning and eloquencel He quotes Cicero, 

who writes with serenity and eloquence on ethical principles. 

He quotes the great name of Boethius, a Christian, who, in the 

last months of his life in prison 'rith the certainty of an agonizing 

and painful death before him, sought consolation from philosophy, 

illumined by the light of revelation. Aristotle, however, is 

more than all others. He is the example of what apphilosopher 

should be, for Aristotle is acquainted with all those branches 

of human knowledge that reason has been able to differentiate 

and investigate. According to Dante, the work of philosophy, 

instigated and pursued by the exercise of reason, is at the same 

time divine. The poet has no doubt that while reason constitutes 

an element in human nature, it is at the same time an endowment 

which surpasses mere human capacity. As we have already seen, 
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it is by reason that man participates in the light of the Divine 

Intellect, even though during the course of his earthly life, 

he is unable to comprehend supernatural realities. What he can 

understand, however, is that system of physical laws by which 

the universe is governed. 

Signor Michele Barbi maintains that the glowing words and 

eloquent expressions applied to philosophy in this work are not 

meant to refer to mere human wisdom. He cites the famous words 

which Dante takes from the Book of Wisdom - the "brightness of 

eternal light and spotless mlirriuJ of the majesty of God. 11 19 

Such words, he says, must be meant to denote wisdom in its widest 

sense, embracing the human and the divine, philosophy and theology 

also. 20 Signor Pietrobono refutes this thesis, however. He 

does not deny the respect which is given to Albertus Magnus and 

S.Thomas, reminiscences of whose works are sufficiently apparent 

in the "Convivio". He affirms that Sg. Barbi's contention comes 

into difficulties when we consider the admiration and glorification 

which the poet accords to Aristotle. In almost every chapter 

of his book, he declares that Aristotle is the master of human 

reason and his own master. Aristotle is above all, the philosopher. 

If this is so, it would be difficult to apply the words about Wisdom 

as "the brightness of eternal light" to the divine Wisdom, which 

is by definition revelation and the science of theology. 21 

It is true to say that Dante sets before bis readers the 

ideals of philosophy as those of a rational and enlightened knowledge. 

That he recognizes the limitations of such a knowledge, and such 

a method, we have already seen. Like the Latih Averroists, 

like Siger of Brabant, like Aristotle himself, he is conscious 

of what is possible to the human intellect and what conclusions 

it may legitimately draw. He proceeds with a prudence and moderation, 

a manifestation of that dry light of reason truly Aristotelian. 

There is, ho'\v-ever, an occasional flame which contradicts such 

presuppositions. The principle of the transcendence of theology 

is carefully maintained. This means that the poet does not 

exclude theology as a mode of knowledge by which men are enlightened 

with love and ardour for the mysteries of the supernatural 'order. 

However, only the philosophers may be said to belong to the highest 

type of human genius, only those who combine scientific investigation 

with dialectic in a luminous mysticism of the spirit. 
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III 

The third treatise begins with the poem:"Amor che ne la mente 

mi ragiona," and the commentary which expounds this contains an 

interesting discussion on the nature of the intellect. According 

to Dante, the intellect constitutes the noblest part of the soul. 22 

He follows Aristotle in the analysis which he offers, but he is 

apparently not satisfied with the exaltation of human excellence 

and human capacity which he finds in his great philosophical master. 

Here, once more, his ideas attain to a mystical glow, for he 

maintains that reason itself in its proper operation is divine. 23 

In this, Dante seems to be nearer to the view of pagan scholars 

of antiquity than to Christian mysticism generally, nearer to 

Plato and Cicero with their serene and lucid convictions about 

the supreme value of the soul, regarded as an intellectual substance. 24 

Christian mystics speak rather differently, for they describe 

the process of infused contemplation following upon prayer and 

ascetic practices by which the soul eomes to realize the Divine 

presence. $.Francis de Sales, for example, refers to the "fine 

point" of the soul, in which, he maintains, there is an intuition 

of God, a light, a presence, a radiance, which the soul knows 

confusedly and in f~entary fashion. On the.other hand, Dante 

in this earlier work considers reason itself as divine. 

What we discover therefore is an illumined rationalism, 

graceful, charming, accomplished. The poet employs the customary 

term "grace" for those sudden intuitions, lights, or glimpses 

of truth which were familiar to classical antiquity. 25 Such 

experiences he describes from the point of view of rationalism, 

informed, clear, humanistic. He writes as a student of Aristotle 

for the most part, sometimes as an admirer of the elegant philosophical 

prose of Cicero. Signor Nardi refuses to allow this interpretation 

of the point of view expressed in the "Convivio". He asserts 

that Dante's presuppositions about human knowledge are directly 

opposed to the rationalist conception. Dante's assumptions are, 

he says, mystical in tendency. A merely human philosophy cannot 

satisfy the natural desire for knowledge. Only revelation in 

this life and the Beatific Vision in the life to come are sufficient 

to lead the human spirit to that perfection to whicg it aspires. 26 

It may be admitted that there are glimpses and foreshadowings 

of this idea in the earlier work, but they are most fitful. 

For the most part, the reader is conscious of the philosophical 

ideals which are expressed, of the light of reason as in itself 

a sufficient guide to the ends which man ought to pursue. In 

fact, it may be said that Dante maintains the thesis that man 
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is able to attain moral virtue by his own efforts. For Dante 

at this period in his life, reason is manifest as a. principle, 

as a light to the will enabling man to realize that degree of 

perfection for which his Creator intended him. He speaks with 

all the ardour of youthful enthusiasm about the work of Philosophy. 

He employs the conventional image of the admired lady, the Donna 

Gentile, as representing all the charm, the winsomeness and beauty 

of this Wisdom which he n01r follows so passionately. 

"I say and affirm," he tells us, "that the lady with whom 

I fell in love after my first love was the most beautiful and 

virtuous daughter of the Emperor of the Universe, to whom Pythagoras 

gave the name Philosophy •11 27 

Thus Philosophy takes on the lineaments and colours of a 

courtly conception, the lady of elegance, in her scarlet and 

vair, her gold and jewels, to whom the poet offers praise and 

adulation. The book sounds the note of exaltation in many ways 

and in many phrases, like the tunes of an accomplished player 

on the lute in which there is always a certain sameness in the 

modulations of the strings. Philosophy it is which reveals to 

the poet the secrets of the spheres, the fascinating and beautiful 

speculations of the Ptolemaic system. Philosophy, like ~rue 

friendship, is an eternal possession. Philosophy brings a man 

to that happiness which is consequent upon the contemplation of 

truth. Philosophy is indeed the pure love of Wisdom, by means 

of right appetite· and right reason. 28 The praises of Philosophy 

receive many different explanations and distinctions in this work. 

Generally speaking, Philosophy may be taken to mean rational and 

scientific enquiry. Yet, from time to time, we become a.ware 

of certain theological implications. There is an obvious connection 

with that Divine Wisdom which is ~pokentabout in such glowing 

terms in Holy Scripture. 29 But the identification of Philosophy 

and Theology is never made. In science, Aristotle is his master 

and author in much the same way as later Virgil became in the 

art of poetry and in the magnificence of disquisition. What 

philosophy, one may ask, could Aristotle have taught him, if not 

to make that distinction which we still preserve today, and which 

was made in Dante's own day, between revelation and dogma and 

the scope of rational enquiry? While the poet tells us of his 

love and delight in the Donna Gentile to which he w~s led by the 

writings of Cicero and Boethius, we must add the elucidation 

that philosophy as understood by both these writers consists 

in knowledge pure and simple, in which no theological presuppositions 

may be found. 30 In many passages, Dante shows so little desire 

to regard Philosophy and Theology as the same that on the contrary 

Wisdom is part of Philosophy.31 Again, in Chapter XXI of the 
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Fourth Treatise, after a digression on human goodness which he 

conducts according to the method and procedure of Philosophy, 

he goes on to consider it in the light of the science of Theology 

"per via teologica si pub dire. 11 32 It seems obvious, therefore, 

that the poet recognizes two different modes of thought which 

must be distinguished carefully from each other, the philosophical 

and the theological. Previous to this conclusion, he had availed 

himself entirely of the philosophical method of investigation. 

••• 

Only in a particular argument did he allow himself to have recourse 

to the principles enunciated by theology.33 

It is interesting to compare what is said in the "Convivio" 

with the rich and sonorous phrases of the "Paradiso". Here 

we find the eloquent and sublime expression of the Beatific 

Vision granted to the poet at the request of S.Bernard. The 

light and glory of contemplation as here present to the poet's 

mind follow the pattern of that work of mystical and ascetical 

theology, so well known during the Middle Ages, the "Itinerarium 

mentis ad Deum" of S.Bonaventura. 

0 luce etterna che sola in te sidi, 
sola t'intendi, e date intelletta 
e intendente te a.mi e arridi~34 

Here there is a complete change of outlook from the self

sufficient serenity of the earlier work. When Dante wrote 

the "Convivio", he seems to have had little knowledge of either 

mystical or dogmatic theology. His one desire was to be a 

philosopher. He speaks as a youpg man, carried away by an ardent 

and naive enthusiasm. Yet there is more in it than that. 

No doubt, he has found real encouragement and consolation from 

the austere discipline of metaphysics and ethics. There is 

in this work a kind of Platonic mysticism, strongly felt and 

clearly expressed. Signor Bruno Nardi has pointed out that 

the Platonic and mystical influences which we discover in the 

poet may be dated from the death of Heatrice. 35 In particular, 

one may instance the fact that the ascent of the soul towards 

that luminous world of truth conforms to the dialectic of the 

"Symposium11 of Plato in which the soul advances from the various 

modes of earthly beauty to that "absolute beauty in its clearness, 

its pureness, its unmixed essence.n36 

Again, in the "Convivio" the theme of love receives many 

embellishments and adornments. This conception is the same 

as that which we find in Plato; 37 it is lofty, clear, serene, 

suffused with the pale colours of imagination. In this sense, 

love seems to have no relevance to the passion of the flesh 

with its desires and agonies. It is all ethereal spirit, moved 

by the swift and transient sight of beauty. 
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The Second Treatise of this work concerns this same subject. 

It is intended as an exposition of the poem: 11 Voi che'ntendendo 

il terzo ciel movete." 

In this Dante addresses those spiritual intelligences which 

guide the heaven of Venus and from whence are showered do"lfll upon 

men the sweet influences of delight and desire. It is a poem 

which reveals the same exquisite and delicate fantasy that we 

associate with the "Vita Nuova", that tenuous and tremulous' 

beauty as of the pale green and gold of a day in early Spring, 

with the towers and castles and flowered meadows of a mediaeval 

city in the background. It is a poem of Romantic love moving 

through all the phrases of courteous and elegant expression. 

"Tu non se' morta., ma se' ismarrita, 
anima nostra., che sl ti lamenti," 
dice uno spiritel d'amor gentile; 
"ch~ quella bella donna che tu senti, 
ha transmute.ta in tanto la sua vita, 
che n'ha.i paura, sl se' fatta vile! 
Mira quant'ell'~ pietosa e unile, 
saggia e cortese ne la sua grandezza, 
e pensa di chiamarla donna, omai. 11 38 

The poet himself reminds us of the earlier work of his 

youth with its reminiscences of the art of painting. Indeed, 

the "Vita Nuova.11 might almost serve to recall the exquisite 

altar panel with its gold and blue and lilies in which Simone 

Martini and Lippo Memmi depict the Annunciation, a picture now 

in the Uffisi Palace at Florence. Dante connects the "Convivio" 

with the earlier work of his youth when he alludes to "that 

blessed Beatrice who lives in heaven with the angels and on earth 

with my soul. 1139 

The theme of love is taken up again in the Third Treatise 

which comments upon the poem: ''Amor che ne la menta mi fgiona," 

and in the poem: "Le dolci rime d 1 amor ch'io solia", 1rhich it 

is the task of the Fourth Treatise to explain and elaborate.40 

We must postpone any discussion of the subject of love in its 

wider aspect in the work of Dante until later. It is a subject 

which comes to embrace the whole of his philosophy and which 

acquires a richness and plenitude of expression characteristic 

of the height of his genius. What we say now must be merely 

in the nature of a preliminary outline which cannot indeed be 

avoided in any examination of the various themes suggested by 

the "Convivio". 

It is to be noted that the poems on which he offers his 

commentaries and expositions represent love under the aspect 

of philosophical beauty and grace. It is not the living woman 

of flesh and blood whom Dante celebrates, but a pale abstraction, 

a symbol moving among the dark shadows -0f some far-off world 
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of cloudy, golden trees in which all moods are drained of precision 

or excess. Surely, here one may call to mind the Platonic 

wisdom as expressed in Spenser's "Four Hymns of Heavenly Beauty." 

Of course, all this amorous language, this fantasy of love's 

delight, of faint and elusive disire, is part of the poet's plan 

to represent philosophy under the image of the Donna Gentile. 

The adored or charming lady, (however we care to translate), 

appears always as a creature of heavenly grace, of luminous 

courtesy, of elegant negations. She is typical of that "sweet 

new style" lfhich had won such renovm at the time. Whether she 

is to be regarded as an abstract symbol, constructed by formal 

intellection, or whether the poet has taken the face and figure 

of some genuine experience of love and later made her the image 

of philosophy, it is difficult to say.41 It is however quite 

incredible •••• if anybody has ever believed such a proposition •••• 

that all the poems written after the death.of Beatrice, including 

those addressed to the so-called Donna Pietrosa, were inspired 

only by the love of wisdom or by certain allegorical or moral 

designs. Some were obviously inspired by sensual 'passion. 

Some perhaps were evoked by the delight of beauty.42 It is 

in any case a true observation on the part of Signor Nardi which 

sees in some of the prose passages of the "Convivio" an enthusiasm 

for reasoning and a sudden fervour more than in all the poems 

on which the author commentates. The figure of love in this 

early phase belongs to those abstract but delightful symbols, 

like the legendary figures seen as it were behind clouded glass 

in the "Vita Nuova.11
• It is only in the "Divina Commedia" that 

the author will come to that full knowledge of the glory and 

power of love which comprehends all things and gathers them into 

its embrace. 

"N~ creator n~ creo.tura mai," 
comincib el, "!;igliuol, fu sa.nza a.more, 
o naturale o d'animo: e'tu'l sa.i.43 

However, the theme of love in the 11 Convivio 11 is not confined 

to Beatrice and the Donna Gentile. Al~eady the poet's conception 

shows signs of a wider range and a more impassioned and universal 

scope. He speaks of the City: for him, that Florence •o which 

he was devoted by upbringing and circumstance, and by all the 

claims of its beauty among the Tuscan hills. "La bellissima 

e famosissima figlia. di Roma, Fiorenze ••••••••• nel qua.le nato 

e nutrito fui in fino al colmo de la vita mia, e nel qua.le, 

con buona pace di quell(t.t desidero con tutto lo cuore di riposare 
' . 

l'animo stance.to e terminare lo tempo che m'~ dato.u44 

The passage goes on to speak of the sufferings and humiliations 

of exile, begging his bread and against his will "displaying 
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the wound of fortune." "Truly," he adds in some bitterness, 
11 I have been like a ship without sails and without a rudder 

carried to different harbours and places and shores by the dry 

wind which blows from my misera.ble.poverty. 11 45 It is again 

with similar words that the poet confesses to a wider and deeper 

loyalty, the lofty conception which gave rise to the political 

ideas of the "~ Monarchia" and to the love of Italy itself 

as a nation and country, successor to the imperial glory of old 

Rome. "We to whom the world is our native country, just as 

the sea is to the fish, though we drink of the Arno before our 

teeth appeared and though we love Florence so dearly that for 

the love we bore her we are wrongfully suffering exile •••• 

we rest the shoulders of our judgement on reason rather than 

on feeling. 1146 It is not idle to remember in this connection 

the "Cittb. dolorosa" of the Inferno, with its blazing mosques 

and buildings, and company of the damned, the frustrated, treasonable, 

broken city of disparate aims: and the Heavenly City, the New 

Jerusalem of the poet's sublime vision, in which the peace and 

ardour of fulfilment are realized in the contemplation of the 

Eternal Wisdom. 

As we shall have occasion to observe later, we may discern 

in this exaltation of love ~nreal dialectic of the spirit which 

leads the soul to illumination by the light of the divine glory. 

Yet, strangely enough, this enlightenment may be described as 

the reward of that beauty and virtue possessed by the soul. 

This is a notion which excites in the poet's mind an enthusiasm 

at once humanist and rational. No doubt, this view does not 

cease to be Christian on account of this particular perspective. 

After all, Dante was allrays a Christian. His whole mind moves 

to the mystery and drama of the Catholic Liturgy: the lamentation 

of Pa.ssiontide, the joy of Easter, the glory of Corpus Christi, 

the winsomeness and compassion of the Christmas story. However, 

this idea of a virtue which is attained by man and'which receives 

the gift of divine illumination is surely more akin to Platonism 

than to Christianity. Dante has much in common with the Florentine 

scholars and dreamers at the time of Lorenzo the Magnificent 

whose learned discourses at the Platonic Academy are admirably 
__ i.'IY.1.-1-~tJC" 

rppresented by the ~ of L(b:ldino. Certainly the spirit 

of Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola ~ in no way alien 

to the tradition and teaching of the "Convivio". 
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IV. 

This impassioned desire for a form of knowledge which surpasses 

the scope of reason does not find its consummation in the ''Convi vio11
• 

The Fourth Treatise of this work is devoted to a discussion of 

problems of ethics. For whatever Dante may desire, whatever he 

may conjecture, the inspiration which carries him beyond Aristotle, 

remains at the same time subject to the sober critique of knoiY1edge 

to be discovered in that philosopher's works. And it is a fact 

that to enable the author of the 11eonvivio" to rise from the purely 

rational to the ideal of a mystical knowledge, he is obliged to 

appear more of a Thomist than he actually is. Thomism may, indeed, 

be used to establish a kind of mysticism, implicit rather than 

explicit. It maintains, as t~uths of philospphy, certain affirmations 

of the Christian Religion, as, for example, the existence of an 

infinite number of spiritual intelligences interposed in a hierarchj 

between the Creator and mankind. Dante determines clearly and 

rigidly what is the sphere of metaphysical demonstration. It 

may be that, like Siger of Brabant, he would reckon among the truths 

of faith various metaphysical statements which S.Thomas assigns 

to the category of truths of the rational intellect, that is, 

of philosophy. It is evident that from time to time the "Convivio" 

takes on a strange, mystical colouring. However, the method of 

Aristotelian rationalism which he pursues confuses him, even making 

him uncertain of his own particular genius and vocation. 

We have already observed in what glowing terms he spea.ks 

of Philosophy. He exalts the celestial Athens where the various 

metaphysical schools find reconciliation in the light of eternal 

truth.47 Yet, at the same time, the poet is aware of an intellectual 

conflict. It might almost be said that at times this seems to 

occasion him almost anguish of mind. The problem is this. 

The highest form of knowledge ought to bring men the fruition of 

happiness, rich, certain, glorious, indisputable. But if such 

knowledge never attains to the fullness of truth, if man's primary 

desire for knowledge· never gets satisfied, what is the use of human 

happiness? Why should we discuss it? Why should we entertain 

such a conception? This is a question of which Aristotle was 

cognisant. S.Thomas himself affords some testimony on the question 

of the possibility of its realization. It is the question which 

is raised by the confusion and even conflict and pain experienced 

by some of the profoundest intellects of the ancient world when 

they saw shut before them the gates of that horizon which human 

reason by itself was incapable of opening. Aristotelian intellectualism 

discovers here certain elements of consolation. In the "Convivio", 

however, Dante's view is that Nature, (which may be regarded in 
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this instance as exhibiting the will of God) demands that man's 

desire should be regulated according to the measure of that light 

which he has received. If he tries to go beyond that, he transgresses 

such limits as have been imposed by Divine Law. In the following 

passage, the author is conscious of the determination of the human 

mind. He knows what it can and cannot ascertain. He is fully 

aware of its capacity and of the limits of its finitude. 

"Our intellect," he declares, "for lack of that virtue by 

which it draws to itself what it perveives (I mean an organic virtue, 

namely imagination) cannot rise to certain things because the 

-- imagin&.,tion cannot help it, as it has not wherewithal. Such, 

for example, are substances separate from matter, which although 

we may to some extent speculate about them we cannot understand 

or apprehend perfectly. And for this a man is not to be blamed, 

for he was not the author of this defect; rather it was universal 

nature that so ordained, that is God, Who willed to deprive us 

of this light during the present life: and why He so ordained, 

it would be presumptuous to discuss •••••••••••••••• Furthermore, 

a limit is set to our ability in all its operations not by ourwelves 

but by universal nature, and therefore, we must know· that the bounds 

of our capacity give wider range for thought than for speech, 

and wider range for speech than for the language of signs.n48 

This puts the position beyond doubt. The poet goes on to 

say that God has assigned to spiritual intelligences a certain 

share in the knowledge of His glory. He has indeed given to the 

blessed their O"lm particular participation in the Beatific Vision. 

Both angels and saints rejoice in their own portion.49 It is 

impossible for human beings to understand by metaphysical argument 

or rational enquiry "lrhat God is in Himself or, indeed, how the 

spiritual intelligences are constituted. But what philosophy 

and human reason cannot do, revelation has don~. For revelation, 

which is nothing less than the First Truth revealing Himself to 

men, not by a series of logical propositions, but in the flesh, 

bas instructed the humblest Christian in that knowledge which 

is spirit and life. 

However, it looks as if the argument which S.Thomas constructs 

in continuation of the Platonic-Aristotelian philosophy was not 

entirely satisfactory to the poet. He declares that the end 

of ppilosophy, its aim and purpose consistently pursued, is that 

peace which comes to the soul when the will is reconciled.50 

The intellectual conflict wtill remains. It discloses itself 

more frequently in certain passages of the "Divina Connnedia.11
• 

We are conscious of it in the person of the Latin Averroist, Siger 

of Brabant, - in the anguish and torment of soul which he experiences, 
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the intolerable and fiery desire to know with certainty the truth 

which is above all things. In the first circle of the Sun he 

appears among those glowing and luminous lights of contemplation 

who are the glory of the Church Catholic. For he too has his 

place among the just, among the ardent and faithful souls who have 

kept· their watch on earth and have now entered into an eternal 

reward. 

"Questi onde a me ritorna il tuo riguardo, 
e'l lume d'uno spirito che'n pensieri 
gravi a morir Ii parve venir tardo. 11 51 

The mystical aspiration never remains for long unexpressed 

in Dante •••• its colour~ its tone, its harmony, its aspiration, 

its longing for God. It is implicit in the "Convivio11 , where 

in spite of the ideal of a rational method, an intellectual light 

by which truth becomes clear and apparent, he shows his awareness 

of the limitations of such aims. As a result of his own harsh 

experiences, the misery of exile, the ignominy of his condemnation 

as well as his own intellectual labours, the love of the eternal 

verities is the only thing that does not mislead the human soul 

wi~ illusion and vainglory. Of course, the ideal of the book 

is still that of a ~tional humanism. It is coloured by a certain 

Romantic lyricism, for Dante is primarily a poet and seldom rests -

content with the exposition of logical and metaphysical concepts 

by the Scholastic procedure. This feeling, this element of the 

imagination, 'rhich sometimes partakes in the mystical ,moves near 

the heaven of theology. It aspires to that Empyrean of luminous 

and transcendent truth which can never be expressed adequately 

in words. Indeed, there are passages which recall Dante's experbl,nce 

in the "Paradiso" where he finds himself suddenly transported 

to the sphere of the moon, coloured as the lustrous pearl ••••• 

"lucida, spessa, solida e pulita".52 To the poet's rapt vision, 

Beatrice and himself discover themselves among such translucencies 

"as when water receives a ray of light and yet remains unbroken." 

"Per entro se l'etterna margarita 
ne ri!ftvette, com'acqua recepe 
raggio di luce permanendo unita11 .53 

This no doubt is that sense which the author describes as 

"anagogi c". He explains the four me~nings which are to be attributed 

to the record of history: the literal, the allegorical, the moral 

and the anagogic. The classical passage for this exposition is 

to be found in the Letter to Can Grande, 54 which may be regarded 

as the preface to the "Divina Commedia". There is a similar 

explanation in the "Convivio", however. Of the more advanced 

and recondite sense he affirms: "The fourth sense is called a.nagogic, 

that is, above sense; and this is whan a writing is expounded 

spiritually which, even in its literal sense, by the matters signified 
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sets forth the high things of glory everlasting; as may be seen 

in that Song of the Prophet which says that in the coming out of 

the people of Israel from Egypt, Judah was made holy and free. 

Which although it is plainly true according to the letter, is not 

less true as understood spiritually: that is, the Soul in coming 

out from sin, is made holy and free. 11 55 

Thus here we find a certain impatience with the purely rational 

categories of knowledge. Reason, as we have already observed, 

is always thought of as a divine endowment, an illumination and 

power of the soul. Dante therefore can admit no real opposition 

between the two orders of reason and revelation. Since both are 

the "\YOrk of God they cannot ultimately come into conflict. There 

is, however, a dissatisfaction, a refusal to accept the purely 

rational and purely intellectual as sufficient to provide that 

knowledge 1rhich the aspiring soul of man must ever seek. In 

other words, in the 11 Convivio" we find the ideal of rational humanism 

presented to us. It is to some extent transcended, for the ideas 

and concepts expressed in this book come to no certain conclusion. 

Such a completion and consunnnation as the poet desires can, indeed, 

only'be attained by the rich and varied themes, the manifold experiences, 

the utterance, sometimes impassioned, sometimes prophetic or didactic, 

of the "Divina Commedia". 
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umano a quella perfezione cui aspira. Cosl appunto fa 
san Tommaso, d' a.ccordo in questo con la tradizione 
agostiniana. 

27. Convivio: II:XV:l2 • 

•••• dico e affermo che la donna di cu'io innamorai 
appresso lo primo amore fu la bellisima e onestissima 
~iglia de lo Imperadore de lo universo, a la quale 
Pittagora pose nome Filosofia. 

28. ibid: III :XI: 14. ,, 
ossia tende alla vera felicitA che per contemplazione 
della veritA s'acquista: 

29. ibid: III :IV:5, IV:VI:l8. 

One'~ scritto nel libro di Sapienza: "Amate lo lume 
di sapienza, voi che siete dinanzi a 1i populin: e lume 
di sapienza ~ essa veritade. ibid: IV:XVI:l. 

30. ibili: II:XII:5. 

giudicava bene che la filosofia, che era donna di questi 
autori, di queste scienze e di questi libri, fosse somma 
cosa. 

31. ibid: III :XII: 12. 

filosofia ~ uno amoroso uso di sapienza lo quale massimamente 
~ in Dio, perb che in lui ~ sonuno amore e sommo atto ••• sqq. 

32. ibid; IV:XXI: 11. 

33. cf. Luigi Pietrobono. Nuovi Saggi Danteschi: Filosofia 
e Teologia nel 'Convivio:1, e nella 'Commedia'. 

34'. Paradiso: XXXIII 124-6. 

0 Light Eternal, that alone abidest in Thyself, alone 
kno1rest Thyself, and known to Thyself and knowing, lovest 
and smilest on Thyself. 

35. Signor Nardi's statement is relevant here: "Dalla morte 
di Beatrice nasceranno il Platonismoe il misticismo di 
Dante." 

"Dante e la cultura medievale." P• 47 sqq. 
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36. Plato: Symposium. 211 E. 

c.(~rr~ ~ 1<cJ. ~~v "'tf;(Z( (t}-t, ~fc.f/c 
1 

K ii. Oo<f6Y. ~fH ~1il{, "ot.~ 
Pi d..vitr'Mwf ootf~~f "1{ d._vtJf~ ·r.t-'vi.Uv Kit- -.,.. fwf't-rwv-

31. cf. Friedlander: "Plato •11 (vol. I of English translation). 
Chapter on the doctrine of Eros in Plato. 

38. Convivio. II. 

Canzone Prima: vv. 40-48. 

39. Convivio: II:II:l. 

quella Beatrice beata che vive in cielo con li angeli e in 
terra con la mia anima. 

40. Convivio: IV 

Canzone Terza. 

41. Cf. Bruno Nardi. "Dante e la cultura mediaevale. 11 p.65 sqq. 

"Ora la donna gentile delle canzoni allegoriche ~ un puro 
simbolo astratto, cerebrale, costruito colla ragione 
sillogizzante, non colla fantasia fremente di passione. 
Sebbene essa rida, il suo riso, lungi dall'essere quella 
'corruscazione della dilettazione delltanima' che Dante 
vorr~bbe, ~ freddo e non vale ii divino sorriso degli occhi 
di Beatrice. In fondo in fondo, c'~ pi~ poes1a in certi 
mirabili squarci della prosa del 'Convivio', ove tu avverti 
un ragionare concitato e ii prorompere della passione, che 
non nelle conzoni tolte a conunentare." 

42. For another point of view see: Luigi Pietrobono: "Il Poema 
Sacro." 2 vols. (Bologna: 1915) Vol.I, ch.2. La Donna 
Gentile. pp.87-154. 

(j.'I\\ 
43. Purga.torio'.·~1-3. 

"Neither Creator nor creature, my son, was ever without love, 
either natural or of the mind," he began, "and this thous 
knowest. 11 

44. Convivio: I:III:4. 

45. Convivio: I:III:5. 

Vera mente io sononstato legno sanza vela e sanza governo, 
portato a diversi porti e foci e liti dal vento secco che 
vapora la dolorosa povertade; 
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46. De Vulgari Eloquentia: I:VI. 

Nos autem cui mundus est patria, velut piscibus aequor, 
quamquam Sarnum biberimus ante dentes, et Florentiam adeo 
diligamus ut, quia dileximus, exilium patiamur iniuste, 
rationiimagis quam sensui spatulas nostri iudicii podiamus. 

Is there possibly here a reminiscence of the words of 
Brunetto Latini in "Li Livres dou 1fresor 11 ( ed: Chabouille} 
p.395? 

"Toutes terres sont pais fl.U preudome, aussi comme la mer 
as po~ssons. 11 

cf. Paul Renucci: "Dante, disciple et juge du monde 
Greco-Latin." p.32. 

47. Convivio: III:XIV:l5. 

Quelle Atene celestiali dove Ii S~oici e Peripatetici e 
Epicuri, per la luce della verita~e etterna, in uno volere 
concordevolemente concorrong. 

cf. An interesting interpretation is given in the 
following work: Andre Pezard: "I.Je Convivio de Dante, sa 
lettre, son esprit. 11 (Annales de l'Universite de Lyon). 
(Paris: 1940). 

48. Convivio: III:IV:9. 

quoted in the Oxford translation pp. 137-8. 

Dante's view should be compared with that of S.Thomas, as for 
example, the following passage from his "Commentary on the 
'Metaphysics' of Aristotle." I:2 lect: In. 282:. 

"Sunt maxime cognoscibilia secundum naturam suam quae sunt 
maxime in actu, scilicet entia immaterialia et immobilia, 
quae ta.men sunt maxime nobis ignota. Unde manifestum est 
quod difficultas accidit iri cognitione veritatis maxime 
propter defectus intellectus nostri. 11 

cf. also: Michele Ba.rid: "Vita Nuova". (edizione nazionale) 
p. 160. 

49. cf. The speech of Piccarda Donati in the sphere of the moon: 

Paradiso: III: 66-90. 

especially lines 78-80. 

Anzi ~ formale ad esto beato esse 
tenersi dentro alla divina voglia 
per ch'una fangi nostre voglie stesse: 

(Nay, it is the very quality of the blessed state that we keep 
ourselves within the divine will, so that our wills are 
themselves made one.} 

See also: Busnelli-Vandelli edition of the "Convivio11 : for an 
illuminating essay: Appendix IX: vol.2. I limiti della 
scienza di quaggi~. pp. 472-6. 

50. Convivio: III :XV: 3-9; IV :XX:ij: 6. 
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51. Paradiso: X: 133-135. 

This one from whom thy look returns to me is the light of a 
spirit to whom, in his grave thoughts, death seemed slow in 
coming. 

cf. Die G5ttliche Komodie: Italienisbh und deutsch. 
ed. by August Vezin. (Freiburgand Rome: 1956). 

"Im irdischen Leben war der Aquinate Sigers Gegner 
gewesen, in dem allen irdischen Widerstreit ausgleichendei 
himmlischen Gottesfrieden findet er sich zu ihm in

1

der 
engsten Gemeinschaft eines seligen Reigens." P• 865. 

52. Paradiso: 11:32. 

53. ibid: !!:34-36. 

54. Letter to Can Grande. Epistola X. 7. and 8. 
(Oxford Dante: pp. 415-6). 

55. Convivio: 11:1:6. (Oxford translation). 
cf. J.A.Stewart. "The Myths of Plato. 11 (edited and newly 
introduced by G.R.Levy). (London: 1960). pp.42-4. 
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CHAPTER FOUR. 

THE NOBLE LIFE IN THE °CONVIVI0 11
• 

I. 

For Dante, the philosopher represents what may be called 

a superior type of humanity. He corresponds to an ideal 

exalted, illustrious, aloof in the cultivation of his own 

soul, and of all his own intellectual capacities. As the 

author was not able to finish the vast work which, in a mood 

of enthusiasm, he had planned, we do not know ho"· he would 

have classified the other forms of human activity. We know 

in what relation and aspect he had imagined theology and 

philosophy, but we do not know in what relationship he conceived 

the practitioners of these two arts, the theologian and philiopher. 
I\ 

In the 11 Convivio 11
, he throws no light upon the character of the 

legislator, who was for Machiavelli the principal figure in the 

Renaissance State. 1 Nor does he analyze nor discuss those 

virtues of the soldier and citizen which for Machiavelli, with 

his jaded Republican idealism, are so important in the affairs 

of the community. Had he done so, we might have seen a 

pendant to the Renaissance portrait of Cesare Borgia. We 

might have expected the image and similitude of the just, wise, 

austere, and merciful prince, the servant of God, in contrast 

to the cynical, ruthless violence of the sixteenth century 

despot. Indeed, such ideas as Dante entertained on the 

subject of the Empire have little connection with historical 

institutions. The Emperor, Henry VII, on 'rhom he placed 

such confidence, is not a real person of flesh and blood but 

an apocalyptic figure of lightnings and thunders. He is, 

indeed, the enigmatic DVX of the concluding cantos of the 

"Purgatorio 11 •
2 But the prince who was to come in no way 

corresponded to this dream of the exalted imagination. He 

was, indeed, the prince described by Machiavelli, a lineal 

descendant of the great men in whom Dante had reposed so much 

trust, "the most magnificent and victorious lord, Can 

Grande de la Scala", and the Ghibelline leader, Castruccio. 

It is possible that in the treatises which he had planned 

on the subject of liberality and magnificence, he would have 

found it necessary to paint the portrait of the ideal prince 

in all the glowing colours of imagination. Cert~inly, we may 
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feel, the treatise which he meant to devote to Justice would 

have included a description of the Magistracy, with its background 

of the Republican commune of the fourteenth century. It is true 

that in the beginning of the Fourth Treatise, he briefly defines 

the office of the Emperor who,· among the Christian states, 

exercises the duty of maintaining and preserving the Eternal 

Law. The first mention of the notion of the Universal Empire 

in Dante occurs here, written as it. was at a time 'rhen the 

Imperial throne 'v-as vacant, (if, with Professor d'Entr~ves, we 

accept 1307 as the date of this book). 3 The question of the 

authority of the Emperor is strictly subservient to the definition 

of the_ meaning of nobility. Dante attributes to Frederick II the 

statement that nobiiltity is merely "ancient riches and fine manners". 

Later, in the "De Monarchia", he corrects his mistake and derives 

these words from Aristotle.4 The assumption seems justified that 

at the time of writing the "Convivio", Dante had not read the 

"Politics" of Aristotle and that the problems of authority and 

government forced this work upon his attention at a somewhe.t 

later date. The identification of the imperial authority with 

law is important. In explaining his conception, he gives us 

one of his vivid and dramatic images, that of the rider and the 

horse, lo .. cavalcatore de la umana volontade. 5 He presents us 

with a moving description of the desolation and misery of a 

country deprived of the imperial authority. It is indeed a 

picture of that. warring, violent, picturesque, quarrelsome 

Italy of the fourteenth century,"which has been left to govern 

itself without any intermediary11 .6 In this, the idea of the 

Prince is borrowed from the juridical concept of Justinian's 

recension, in which the Emperor is constituted as the ultimate 

source of law in the State. It is perhaps significant that 

Dante does not employ the Aristotelian argument of man's social 

nature as the explanation of the principle of imperial authority. 

As Professor d'Entr~ves has shown, he seems to be influenced at 

this point by the Augustinian notion that the power exercised by 

the State is required on account of the disputatiousness of . 
human nature, the Ii bi do dominand4' which finds such dark and 

sinister expression in the pages of the "De Civitate Dei." 

To the question: How can we secure justice and ordain peace?, 

the poet gives the ans,rer: Only by a single, universal Monarchy.7 

To this intent, the Emperor connnand~,and in virtue of his office, 

which is ordained by Divine Providence, men ought to obey his 

admonitions and instructions.a 
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However, the author has not forgotten the Aristotelian 

rationalism. The Emperor has a duty to preserve and establish 

the principles of Law. As Dante interprets it, this means 

governing according to reason, and particularly in a manner 

congruous with those rational principles enunciated by Aristotle. 

Thus, the idea of the imperial authority is not itself derived 

from the Aristotelian view of man and of society. Dante, of 

course, states the principle 

character and temperament. 9 

to be understodd as emerging 

that man is naturally social by 

The universal monarchy is not 

from this desire. But the signi-

ficance of law which is vested in the person of the sovereign 

ruler must be construed according to that concept of reason which 

we find in "the Philosopher". There is here, the mediaeval 

notion of hierarchy ordered to certain definite ends. The 

sirord-maker, the bridle-maker, the armourer exercise their 

various trades according to the needs and under the direction 

of the knight. This leads to a consideration of that philosophical 

goal of human life which the author wishes to establish. 

"••••••• And because all human activities require a single end, 

namely, the end of human life for which man is ordained so far 

as he is man, the master and artificer who shows us this end 

and devotes himself to it ought to be most of all obeyed and 

trusted, and this master is Aristotle. 11 10 Thus the question 

of authority comes round full circle. The Emperor has the right 

to obedience in such matters as concern the imperial and 

sovereign direction of the Christian State and in the formulation 

of Law. Law must be interpreted according to reason. If we 

wish to know what is meant by reason we must turn to the writings 

of Aristotle. What authority does he possess? The authority 

of "the Philosopher11
, the "master and art~ficer" who in matters 

of the intellect exercises that sovereign rule which may be 

compared to the dominion of the Emperor over the temporal 

affairs of his subjects.II 

It may be said that here we encounter what is the chief 

interest of Humanism - the discovery of Man. It is strangely 

interwoven with the renown accorded to Aristotle, as the philosopher 

who concerned himself most with the object and purpose of human 

life. The "Nicomachean Ethics" and the "Politics" constitute, 

according to their author's purpose, one work, in which the 

practical attainments and object of human life are surveyed. 

M. Gilson has spoken admirably and pertinently about the appeal 

which the "Ethics" must have made to the Florentine poet.12 
L' 
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For it is a book penetrated with the conviction that justice is the 

"political virtue", which prescribes the moral activities of man 

and the end of the State. To one who had suffered so much from 

the implacable hatred and passions of men, it must have brought 

consolation to discover the "Nicomachean Ethics", written by one 

who had himself experienced all the turmoil of dissension and 

who had been driven into exile at Chalcis. 

As Dante expounds his point of view, he breaks away for a 

time from the Scholastic method, with its abstract categories, 

its denotations and concepts. We get a glimpse of pageantry of 

the Middle Ages, the heraldic blazon of arms: argent and or, azure, 

gules, and sable. The philosophical doctrine of the purpose of 

man quickly merges into the illustration of the knight, and the 

arts and crafts which are subject to his needs. We almost see 

the br~:ght sword, with its blade of Damascus steel, the polished 

leather and silver of the harness, the horse-trappers o.f red 

velvet with the gold embroidery. Dante's art is essentially 

dramatic. It is true that he can rise to such heights of 

lyrical poetry as have seldom been surpassed. Re can even 

produce a philosophical argument of distinction, if not of 

brilliance. He can sometimes attain to real dialectical skill. 

In the main, however, his genius is essentially dramatic. An 

obvious example of this springs to mind in the representation 

of the "Noble Castle" of the great pagans in the Limbo of Canto 

IV of the "Inferno." What we may remark here is how certain 

propositions, theological or met~physical, assume a clear form, 

a definite shape, an outline and colour. The argument as it is 

advanced in this Canto is not substantially different from that 

of the Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio". What is under 

investigation in both cases is the nature of Nobility. The 

castle surrounded by the seven 1ralls and with its seven gates 

(representing the seven virtues and the seven sciences of the 

trivium and the quadrivium) has obvious analogies with the 

"Convi vio" •13 For in this latter 'rnrk we discover the sky of 

fixed stars which encompasses the seven heavens of the planets.14 

There are many points of similarity. Again, we get a good 

example of Dante's method of introducing an illustration, vivid, 

allusive and brilliant in order to eltplain his meaning. He 

breaks loose from the rigid Scholastic procedure in order to . 
heighten and enhance what he wants to say. Dante's images are 

always worth careful consideration. Not only in the "Divina 

Commedia" are they important, but also in the "Convivio", and 

particularly in the astronomical theories 'rhich, as we have 
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already seen, he explains with the elaboration and delight of 

the artist. Theories, perhaps we must call them, though in 

the description which he gives they are analogies, images, and 

symbols of wandering and eternal brightness.15 In the 

meadow before the Noble Castle we find the ideal of the noble 

life, of philosophical Hwnanism suggested in the description of 

the great pagans: 

Genti v'eran con occhi tardi e gravi, 
di grande autorita ne' lor sem~~anti: 
parlavan rado, con voci soayi. 

II. 

It is in the "~ Monarchia" that the poet's political 

philosophy comes to fruition. The Papacy is noticeably absent 

from his thought and deliberation. It is not until we come to 

the "Divina Commedia" that the question of the primatial see of 

Christendom occupies his attention. In the great poem, evil 

pastors are treated with contempt and invective, yet as we see 

from the words spoken of the outraje done to the person of the 

sovereign Pontiff at Anagni the institution of the Papacy is 

held in esteem. 

Veggiolo un'altra volta esser deriso; 
veggio rinovellar l'aceto e'l fele, 
e tra vivi ladroni esser anciso.17 

The blazing anger of the poetry is all the more remarkable when 

we consider that Boniface VIII was Dante's most dangerous and 

bitter enemy. What we may discover in this work implies a 

certain doctrine and prophecy inspired by Franciscan ideals. 

It is indeed the conception of the "Angelic Papacy", the burden 

of many a wandering voice of prediction and enthusiasm at that 

time. The 11 Convivio" discloses no such influences, however. 

On this point, it seems that no problem of ecclesiastical 

~uthority confronted the poet. While he is intent on maintaining 

the divine mission of Rome itself and its sacred and providential 

foundation, he has no word to say about the Papacy. 

The work is left incomplete. It was soon to be laid aside, 

with what emotions we do not know, but presumably with some 

feelings of disinclination to continue a book which was not in 

harmony with the dramatic and lyrical genius of its author. 
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The four treatises which were finished, do not enable us to 

conjecture what Dante would have said about human !'alues in 

their true order and perspective. In this book, he has devoted 

himself only to the character of the philosopher. The greater 

part of the Fourth Treatise resolves itself into a discussion 

and illustration of the significance of true Nobility. Hence, 

it may be said to concern itself with the fundamental problem 

of Humanism. 

In the XVth and XVIth Cantos of the "Paradiso", Dante will 

disclose in the narrative of his ancestor Cacciaguida the pride 

which Im felt in being able to claim gentle birth. It is a 

pride whicp he modestly confesses, an interest which is gently, 

courteously,though smilingly rebuked by Beatrice, yet a very 

natural veneration for his father's house: 

Io comminciai:'Voi siete il padre mio; 
voi mi date a parlar tutta baldezza; 
voi mi levate si, ch'i' son piu ch'io • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ~ ....... . 
Ditemi dunque, cara mia primt\,zia, 
quai fuor li vostri antichi, e quai fuor Ii anni 
che si segnaro in vostra puerizia;' 
ditemi dell'ovil di San Giovanni 
quanto era allora, e chi eran le genti 
tra esso degne di piu alti scanni. 11 11' 

If he speaks in the manner of the Roman "voi",indicating 

the respect due to one's elders, that is merely part of the 

high courtesy of heaven. 19 Yet, he rejects any idea that 

nobility can be founded merely on the pretensions of family, 

or on riches. What he has in mind is an ideal. It is that 

Nobility which consists in intellectual achievement and in the 

practice of the moral virtues. This agrees with the tradition 

of Aristotle and of the Stoics. The writer demonstrates that 

certain persons show themselves more apt than others in realising 

this ideal. They do so because they have received a divine 

endowment. They have the natural temperament and instinct for 

Nobility. Here, in order to describe and illustrate the 

meaning of such a gift, Dante finds himself obliged to employ 

a theological term. It is the word "grace", perhaps used in 

its original meaning of "gratia" in the Latin, and as far as 

possible imptied of theological connotation. What he understands 

by "grace" is more or less derived from classical sources. It is 

the notion of divine favour or bounty which is manifested towards 

certain individuals. It is a tradition that we may discover in 

Greek poetry; 20 in Homer, and in the tragic dramatists, in 

Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. Dante regards it as the 
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task of this aristocracy of the spirit to cultivate the intellectual 

and moral virtues propounded by Aristotle. In this way, they will 

attain to that ideal which may fittingly be called divine 

illumination. 21 

Of course, this conception is not that of the strict 

orthodoxy of the Schools. What the author says is that the 

Holy Spirit rewards with His gifts and endowments the soul which, 

by its own efforts, has reached the heights of human excellence. 
11 By the way of theological explanation, it may be said that 

after Supreme Deity, that is, God, beholds his creature ready to 

receive,of his kindness,he bestows it on her with a bounty 

proportionate 

gifts proceed 

from the Holy 

Spirit. 11 22 

to her readiness to receive it. And since these 

from ineffable Love and Divine Charity is inseparable 

Spirit, they are called the gifts of the Holy 

Here, when the poet is proceeding by the method of 'fheology, 

grace is given something of its Christian connotation: how else 

indeed could it be regarded? Grace, in Catholic teaching, is 

that supernatural gift which makes a man acceptable to God: it 

remains inexplicable, mysterious, elusive, prevenient. It is 

hidden within the Divine Counsel and can, therefore, never be a 

matter for purely rational explanation. Dante, however, in his 

mood of ra.tional enquiry and illumined mysticism of the intellect, 

looks upon grace as the due reward of merit. It crowns the 

excellence of human endeavour ••••• it does not produce nor does 

it apparently assist in that endeavour. In spite of the 

eloquence of his quotations from the Scriptures, the passages 

from the Wisdom books of the Old Testament with their moral 

reflections, and from S.Paul, Dante remains in this work the 

follower of Aristotle rather than of the Patristic traditioh. 

Thus it is that he illustrates what ought to be the 

education of an elect minority, who are meant to achieve the 

true nobility of soul. In the conduct of the argument, he 

introduces the notion which we have already encountered that, 

whi~e the contemplative life is more excellent, the active life 

exercises the effectual leadership in society. The latter 

receives the prize, since dominion belongs to it. As long as 

the soul is darkened by the shadow of mortality, it can never 

attain to U.at perfect contemplation which is light and joy 

ineffable. The voluptuousness of the body, the colours and 

appearances of existence, the illusions of perception, hinder 

its true aim. It is bound by the temporal and the finite.~~ 
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In this life, we cannot kno1v- the vision of God, Who is Supreme 

Intelligence, Pure Act. When the three holy women went to the 

tomb, the angel told them to go to Galilee where Jesus had gone 

before them. Thus, God always precedes those who seek Him in 

contemplation, a remark which is reminiscent of one of S.Bernard's 

sermons on the Canticles. 24 "Do you 1rake? 11 said S .Bernard to his 

monks. 11Well, He too is awake. If you arise in the night time, 

if you anticipate to the utmost your earliest awaking, you will 

find Him waking •••• you will never anticipate His own awakeness. 

In such an intercourse you will always be rash if you attribute 

any priority, any predominant share to yourself; for He loves 

both more than you love, and before you love at all. 11 25 

Stage by stage of its development, the poet shows the 

gradual progress of a soul towards the attainment of that moral 

and intellectual pre-eminence which constitutes "nobility". To 

each age of human life some particular virtue corresponds, and 

in support of this opinion he adduces the authority of Aristotle, 

Cicero and Seneca. Adolescence is a period which extends as far 

as a man's twenty fifth year. It is the time of wandering and 

peril in the dark forest of human errors. Hence, submissiveness, 

that ready acceptance of example and moral authority, is a 

necessary disposition of mind. To this we may add the virtue of 

affection which Aristotle defined as the basis of all true friend

ship.26 It is that love which is tractable, teachable, gentle 

and courteous in manner. It. implies a sensitiveness of mind 

which is responsive to all those influences of life 'rhich may 

be termed good and beautiful. Dante would also have the young 

disciple in this school of courtesy possessed of that shamefaced

ness which shuns what is sordid and evil and which perceives, as 

a light burning in a dark place, what is honourable and of good 

report. It is this modesty which conducts itwelf always with 

generous enthusiasm, which is eager and alert to every semblance 

and significance of good.27 This we may believe to be an ideal 

suggested by the frescoes of Cimabue and Giotto, with their fresh, 

glowing colours and tenderness of feeling. One becomes aware in 

such painting of all the innocence of green grass and flowers, 

1vhite and yellow, growing by the 1rnter's edge, and of the human 

figure in all its· grace and comeliness. In this delightful 

account, there is suggested something of the beauty of the body, 

the colour of the flesh, the nobility and poise, the gentleness 

and cou:t:tesy which we associate with Giotto's compositions. 
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It is sufficient to remember the figure of S.Francis, stooping 

and beckoning towards the birds as he preaches to them,or of the 

tender and ex<uisite loveliness of the Blessed Virgin Mary as 

depieted at Padua against the infinite blue depth of space. 

This is the world of the 11 Convivio"; this is its association 

and memory, the bent tree, the angels, the towers of a distant 

castle and the figures against the translucency of blue of 

Giotto's "Flight into Egypt". It is a world of broken lights 

of jewels when the sunlight glitters; Dolce color d 1 oriental 

za.ffiro. 28 

It might be said that Dante shows himself moved by the 

comeliness and grace of youth, so that adolescence means for 

him the strength and passion, the ardour and agility of the 

body. 

The second age discussed by the poet is 11Youth11 , and this 

is made to extend to the forty fifth year of a man's life. It 

is at this period that one attains to the fullness of his powers, 

yet temperance, and self-control, must be added to that physical 

strength ,.,hich is the characteristic of maturity. This is the 

age when a man comes to the deepest experience of love, both 

human and divine. 29 It is the time of that full flowering of 

the human spirit, disclosing itself ih society in courtesy and 

loyalty. One seems to see here the pattern of the knightly 

virtues and once more the background of war when the trumpets 

sound and the armour flashes. But there is more in it than 

that. In the great poem of Virgil, the poet discovers the 

perfect example of manliness in the resolute Aeneas, fugitive 

from Troy and founder of imperial Rome. For Aeneas is the 

brave and fearless warrior, generous, strong, disciplined, the 

model of kingship and ruling: 

·In giovinezza, temperata e forte, 
piena d'amore e di cortese lode, 
e solo in lealtA far si diletta.30 

To the twenty years constituting Age (Senetta) other 

virtues are assigned which Dante describes with many illustrations 

and allusions from Cicero. These are the altruistic virtues. 

During the two earlier periods of life the soul is regarded as 

having achieved its own perfection. Now another aspect and 

form of virtue is required. The.duty is enjoined upon it of 

giving counsel and direction to others, of dra\v-ing upon that 

wisdom ·which it has acquired during the various and manifold 
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experiences of life. 

"It is," declares the poet, "also meet at this age to be 

just, so that a'man's judgments and his authority should be a 

light and a law to others. 1131 

This is the age when a man is expected to exhibit all those 

virtues which illuminate and adorn the deliberations of society. 

Dante writes a poet's prose when he comes to describe this 

period. He delights in comparing the public manifestation 

of the nobility of a man's nature to the unfolding of a rose 

whose petals cannot remain shut within the tight green bud but 

must open and scatter all their perfume. 32 Perhaps in this 

he was thinking of the charming simile in "Ecclesiasticus", 

quasi flos rosarum in diebus vernis,33 though it is evident 

that the image of the rose slowly unfolding its petals in the 

sunlight is a commonplace of;,poetry throughout the ages. 

At the age of 65 begins the last period of life, Old Age, 

(Senio), when the soul makes ready to return to God, as to the 

harbour from irhich the ship set out on its hazardous voyage. 

In contemplating the end which God proposes for it, the peace 

and serenity, the light, the fulfilment of eternal joy, the soul 

finds cause for blessing and satisfaction: 

contempiando la fine che l'aspetta, 
e benedice li tempi passati34 

This, of course, is certainly a Christian idea and moreover 

it is stated with all that emotional warmth derived from 

Catholic theology. But it is at the same time an idea which 

finds expression in many Latin writers of pagan times. What 

is significant is that Dante prefers to quote from the "De 

Senectute" of Cicero in support of his opinion rather than 

from any Christian author. · There are, of course, various 

Christian examples which are advanced. The illustrious names 

of S.Benedict, S.Augustine, S.Francis and S.Dominic occur. 

However, the passage as a whole discloses a pre-occupation 

and a delight in purely Humanistic studies. This account 

taken as a 'rhole brings to mind the student of the University 

of Bologna, with the well-worn examples of the sooty lamp and 

the dragging pen, Cato and Marcia. The poet sets forth the 

idea of the soul returning to God under the image of a ship 

coming into harbour with sails furled: Ed ~ cosl; (ch~), 

1 b · · · o? 1 t 1 come o uono mar1na10, come esso ap~nqua a por o, ca a 
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le sue vele, e soavemente, con debile conducimento, entra in 

quello: cosl noi dovemo calar~e vele de le nostre mondane 

operazioni e tornare a Dio con tutto nostro intendimento e 

cuore, sl che a quello porto si vegna con tutta soavitade e 

con tutta pace. 11 35 

This is a metaphor which he employs again in the "Inferno" 

concerning Guido da Montefeltro,who,is extolled in the pages of 
' 

the earlier work as "nobilissimo nostro latino11 36 Dante seems 

to have changed his mind however, for in the "Inferno" he 

appears among the false counsellors for having yielded to the 

persuasions of Boniface VIII, ( 11 10 principe de' novi Farisei"), 

in compassing the downfall of the Colonna family. Guido da 

M9ntefeltro, great nobleman, great soldier, and crafty statesman, 

tells of his intentions in taking the Franciscan habit and in 

doing so makes use of the same expression about taking down the 

sails: 

"Quando mi vidi giunto in quella parte 
di mia etade ove ciascun dovrebbe 
calar le vele e raccoglier le sarte, 

ci~ che pria mi piacea, allor m'increbbe, 
e pentuto e confesso mi rendei, 
ahi miser lasso! e giovato sarebbe. 11 37 

We must take down the sails of our worldly pre-occupations 

and return to God as to a harbour which we approach with all 

gentleness, the poet tells us, and peace of mind; What must 

be observed is how sharply Dante's attitude differs from this 

in the pages of the "Divina Commedia". Here, in the "Convivio", 

death is represented as a serene and tranquil experience. It is 

the return of the soul to God; Who is its origin and source, or 

to use the poet's own illustration, to the harbour from which it 

set out over the stormy seas. The idea is presented in the 

sober colours of Classical Humanism, the waning light and shadow, 

the silver~grey trees, and gathering darkness of the evening. 

The poet evokes nothing of the fires and anguish of the damned 

in the "Inferno" nor of those punishments willingly and gladly 

accepted by those who are being redeemed in ·1'1'Purgatory.tr. In 

this earlier period of his life, when he was so much under the 

influence of Classical Antiquity, he has no mind for any 

doctrine of purification. And though indeed there is much in 

Plato about remedial suffering and about the pains of Tartarus, 

as for example in the great myth of Er in the Xth book of the 

"Republic", Dante, in common with his contemporaries, would know 

nothing of such teaching. 38 Yet he must have known the great 



66 

sixth book of the 11 Aeneid" with its solemn and grave music, where 

Virgil describes the descent into the underworld: 

Ibant obscuri sola sub nocte per umbram 
perque domos Ditis vacuas et inania regna.39 

Here is the flaming river of Phlegethon and here the chastisement 

of Rhadamanthus. Here are the sufferings of the damned and here 

the scourge of the demoniacal Tisiphone; here the monstrous and 

terrible Hydra, and the sinister gloom of Tartarus.40 At the 

time that he planned the "Convivio" it would seem that he had 

not sufficiently meditated the great epic of Rome; its image 

and instruction had not yet influenced his mind with the glory 

of great poetry. 

What we discover in the "Convivio11 is an idealized version 

of that Hwnanism which is so gracious, so channing, so suffused 

with melancholy in the writings of Cicero and Seneca. For the 

soul that has devoted itself to the practice of the moral and 

intellectual virtues, death comes as the end of a long and happy 

day. The poet neither affirms nor in any way suggests any idea 

of the judgment seat of God. There is no conception of irrevocable 

sentence and of eternal doom. What Dante shows us is rather the 

peace and serenity of the "Phaedo11 , where Socrates argues so 

eloquently and with such ardour and faith for the immortality 

of the soul. There is of course in that work the sorrow of 

the death of Socrates, the brooding melancholy of that last 

day on earth of Plato's master. All through the arguments, 

the disquisitions, the digressions about the soul there is 

the sense of anguish. There is, of course, nothing of that 

in this description in the "Convivio". 

Further, if ·we find an absence of the traditional language 

of Judgment, the flame of punishment, the pain of loss and the 

pain of the senses iri Hell, we find no mention of the ~lories 

of Heaven either. One day, S.Bernard will reveal to the poet 

the mysteries of the Beatific Vision in all the burning accents 

of knowledge and experience. At this stage, the poet has some 

vague notion of the Elysian fields, the shadowy meadows of Virgil 

or of Cicero in the "Somnium Scipionis", the faint colours as of 

some swaying, wavering plant undersea, the tremulous brightness 

of that land of perpetual peace. He imagines the traveller 

arriving at his destination after a long journey and receiving 

a welcome from the inhabitants of the eternal city.41 Such a 

soul is indeed prepared for a greeting from the grave and noble 

spirits of philosophical learning. It has put asid~ all the 
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cares and concerns of this mortal state and awaits the serenity 

of an immortal and unfading existence. Not even the notes of 

the pious and learned G.Busnelli and G.Vandelli in their eci.ition 

of the "Convivio" can reconcile this view with that of Catholic 

orthodoxy. Their quotations from the "Apocalypse" and from the 

Commendation of the Dying in the Roman Ritual only serve to make 

clearer what is essentiallyLthe view of Classical Humanism. 

It is truej of course, that Dante's conception assumes a 

Christian colour. The poet discusses those who towards the 

end of their days have put on the religious habit in order to 

practice a suitable austerity and devotion in preparation for 

death. As ife have already seen, he cites the example of Guido 

da Montefeltro, who in 1296 at tihe end of a life of fierce and 

irarlike enterprise became a Franciscan. 

Yet, even in the 11 Convivio" there is a note of detachment 

and something of the idealism of the reformer. But not yet 

do we become conscious of the burning passion for sanctity and 

for political integrity which the great poem expresses. 

In the XIth and XIIth cantos of the "Paradiso", the poet 

voices the praise of the two great founders of religious orders, 

S .Francis and S .Dominic. At the same time, he does not 

hesitate to condemn, and to expose to execration and contempt, 

the vices of the Simoniacal Popes. 42 In the present work, the 

poet declares that it is not necessary to have assumed the 

religious habit in order to practise the precepts of the Gospel. 

He quotes S.Paul in support of the proposition that true religion 

consists not in exterior observances, but in the devotion of the 

heart and mind. 43 In this connection, we may discover similarities 

in the attitude of Dante in the Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio" 

with that of Erasmus at the beginning of the sixteenth century. 

The poet declares, as Erasmus was to do later, that the Religious 

Life is not necessary for Christian perfection. 

To sum up the whole position, it is true to say that in this 

work, the poet sketches the ideal of the noble life. It is an 

ideal of classical Humanism touched with the soft colours of an 

enthusiasm which is ardent and lyrical and subdued to the Christian 

~ffirmation. For, in spite of his devotion to the Latin classics, 

to the poetry of Virgil a~d the prose of Cicero, to the exquisite 

cadences and glory of that brilliant world of the past, despite 

his exaltation of the philosophy of Aristotle, from time to time 

there breaks forth the strong and vigorous language of Christian 

mysticism. Sg. Apollonio, in his massive and erudite work, 
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asserts that, if the "Convivio" on a cursory reading, appears 

to conform to the intellectualism of Petrarch rather than to 

the dramatic realism of the "Divina Commedia11
, it is a useful 

exercise to go 'through it historically, noting carefully the 

various connections which link it with the "Vita Nuova" on the 

one hand and with the great poem on the other.44 For the 

11 Convivio" marks the transition from the earthly Beatrice of 

pale and elegant beauty, the child clad in the subdued and 

modest crimson, from the girl ·who, clad in wliite among her 

companions, greeted the poet with charming and tender 

courtesy, to that heavenly Beatrice, transformed and 

beautiful in the white rose of celestial unfolding. 45 

However, the "Convi vio 11 re.veals all that delight and 

love of learning which we associate ·with the Renaissance, its 

fervour, its sensuousness~ its passion for magnificence, for 

the immensity of horizons, its desire to know. It is worth 

noticing how often the author, in the course of his argument, 

suggests a picture to the imagination rather than the ordered 

lucidity of logical demonstration. An example of this is to 

be found in the episode of the Resurrection where there is an 

almost liturgical representation of the sacred drama of 

redemption. The account of the.three Marys at the tomb may 

serve to remind us of Duccio's brilliant picture at Siena 

in which we see the lightning breaking over rocks and the three 

Marys iin sudden and shuddering reluctance before the glory of 

the white-robed angel. "On earth it is Easter Day," writes 

Bernard Berenson in his "Italian Painters of the Renaissance~46 

"and as the light is breaking over the jagged rocks the three Marys 

approach the tomb and stand back as they behold.its lid swing 

open and upon it a white-stoled angel, radiant and glorious. 

To the drama of expression a.ndc;gesture, Duccio adds the drama 

of light with its transfiguring magic." This is a description 

which might almost be said to apply to the picture which Dante 

'gives us; the Angel, which represents that nobility with which 

God endows the human soul, the three women, representing three 

philosophical schools, the Epicureans, the Stoics, the Peripatetics, 

the arightning and the raiment, white as sno"11.47 To permit 

oneself a digression, this passage allows us to see what methods 

Dante followed in etymology. It is no disparagement of his 

scholarship to say that he shares in the curious ideas of his 

own time. Following the "Magnae Derivationes11 of Uguicciorny 

of Ptsa,:8 he charmingly derives Galilee from the Greek, '(c:A.\tk 
/~ / 
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for it means t·he same as whiteness, "and whiteness is a colour 

more charged with material light than any other". The moral 

is therefore obvious: "contemplation is more charged ifi th 

spiritual light than anything here below." 

The presence of the Epicureans at the tomb of Christ in 

this symbolic and dramatic picture may seem strange. In the 

tenth Canto of the "Inferno", Epicurus and his followers are 

among the heretics as having denied the immortality of the soul: 

Suo cimitero da questa parte hanno 
con Epicuro tutt'i seguaci, 
che l'anima col corpo~ morta fanno.49 

At this phase of the poet's thought, however, with his rationalism 

he retains ~espect for the ~fcurean philosophy. No doubt, it 

was his ,ut .. ~ for truth and}. youthful enthusiasm which led to 

this opinion. What is equally strange is the Christian colouring 

that he imparts: the image of the three philosophical schools at 

the tomb of Christ already has certain elements iv'hich come later 

to be identified with the "Divina Commedia". It may be, as Signor 

Apollonio has suggested, that Dante is anxious to abolish the 

distinction between poetry and philosophy.
5° Certainly, in 

this work, there is a lyrical charm, and a delicacy which 

suggest~ the liturgical turns of phrase of the prose narrative 

of the "Vita Nuo¥a11 • 
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Notes to Chapter Four: The Noble Life in the 11 Convivio". 

1. Cf. Augustin Renaudet: "Machiavel: ~tude d 1 histoire des 

doctrines politiques. 11 (Paris: 1942). 

Federico Chabod: "Machiavelli and the Renaissance". 

(London: 1958). 

2. Purgatorio: XXXIII: 37-9. 

Non sar~ tutto tempo sanza reda 
1'6t1'i.la che lasci~ le penne al carro, 
per che divenne monstro e poscia preda; 

(not for all time shall the eagle be without heir that left 
its feathers on the car so that it became monster and then 
prey). 

ibid. 43. 

nel quale un cinquecento diec.e e cinque 
(DVX) 

3. A. P. d'Entr~ves: "Dante as a Political Thinker." 

(Oxford: 1952). p.34 sqq. 

4. Convivio: IV:III:6. 

dov 1 ~ da sapere che Federigo di Soave, ultimo imperadore de 
li Romani 7.;- ultimo dico per rispetto al tempo presente, 
non ostante che Ridolfo e Andolfo e Alberto poi eletti 
siano, appresso la sua morte e de li suoi discendenti ---, 
domandato che fosse gentilizza, djpuose ch 1 era antica 
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See Note p.26 vol: 2. Busnelli-Vandelli ed: 

Cf.~ Monarchia: II:III. 

"Est enim nobilitas virtus et divitie:· antique" iuxta 
Phylosophum in Politicis. 

5. Convivio: IV:IX:lO. 

6. ibid: IV:IX:IO. 

Lo quale cavallo come vada sanza lo cavalcatore per lo 
campo assai ~ manifesto, e spezialmente ne lasmisera Italia, 
che sanza mezzo alcuno a la sua governazione ~ rimasa~ 

7. ibid: IV:IV:4. 

Il perch~, a queste guerre e le loro cagioni torre via, 
conviene di necessitade tutta la terra, e quanto a l'umana 
generazione a possedere ~ dato, essere Monarchia, cio~ uno 
solo principato, e uno prencipe aver4 •••• 

Cf. A,S'olmi: "I 1 pensiero politico di Dante", (Florence: 1922) 
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8. ibid: IV:IV:l. 

Cf. Giovanni Soranzo: "La 'Monarchia' e i problemi 

politici di Dante." p.38 sqq: Studi su Dante VII. 

Dunque l'impero ha una missione temporale, assicurare la 
pace ai popoli, che e scala alla celeste. Questo ultimo 
fine e enunciato, come possibile consequenza, ma non e posto 
come oggetto diretto, o come oggetto, a cui detta missione 
sia subordinata. In se e per s~ Dante non considera che 
il compito temporale dell'Impero, sia pure altissimo, la 
pace tra i popoli ••••••• L'imperatore, secondo la formula 
sancita dalla tradizione cattolica, era in primo luogo 
l'adiutor e il defensor della Chiesa. 

9. ibid: IV:IV:l. 

E per?> dice lo Filosofo che l'uomo naturalmente e 
compagnevole animale. 

10. ibid: IV:VI:8 

11. For an admirably clear exposition of the authority of "the 

Philosopher" see: E. Gilson: "Dante, the Philosopher". pp. 

142-151. 

12. Cf. E. Gilson: op: cit. pp. 109-110. 

13. Inferno IV: 106-110. 

Venimmo al pie d'un nobile castello, 
sette volte cerchiato d'alte mura, 
difeso intorno d'un bel fiumicello. 

Questo passamo come terra dura; 
per sette porte intrai con questi savi: 
giugnemmo in prato di fresca verdura. 

We came to the foot of a noble castle, encircled seven 
times with high walls and defended round about by a fair 

stream; this we passed over as on solid ground and through 
seven gate,rays I entered withe these sages. 

Whether the walls represent the seven virtues or ~he seven 

arts does not greatly matter. The critical edition of the 

Societ~ Dantesca Italiana interprets the seven walls as the 

symbol of the seven virtues and of the seven parts of 

philosophy. The seven gates are here taken to represent 

the seven liberal arts. Cf. p.33 Note on Il Castello del 

Limbo. This interpretation is generally though not 

universally accepted. 

14. Convivio: II:III. 

15. Cf. Mario Apollonio: "Dante, Storia della Commedia. 11 2 vols: 

(Milan: 1951) vol.I. p. 508 sqq. 

16. Inferno: IV: 112-114. 

There were people with grave, slow eyes with looks of great 
authority: they spoke seldom, with gentle voices. 
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17. Purgatorio:XX:86-90. 
I see the fleur-de-lis enter Anagni and in His Vicar Christ 
made captive; I see renewed the vinegar and gall and Him 
slain between living thieves; •••• 

18. Paradiso: XVI: 22-27. 
Tell me then, dear stock from which I spring, what were your 
ancestors and what years were chronicled in your boyhood: 
tell me of the sheepfold of S.John, how large it 1ms then 
and what families in it were worthy of its chief seats. 

19. On Dante's feeling for his family and its honour, cf. the 
following words by Carducci: 

Il poeta ~ un grande .. attiere ............................ 
Nella fucina ardente •••••••• 

Gli elementi 
Dell'amore e del pensiero 
Egli gitta e le memorie 

E le glorie 
Dei suoi padri e di sua gente, 
Il passato e l'avvenire. 

"Poesie di G. Co.rducci": (Bologna: XIV edizione). 

(Rime Nuove: Conged9) pp.774-775. 

20. It is sufficient to note the various usages of the word 

'X.;.p 15t in the Greek. poets as enumerated in the article under 
that title in Liddell and Scott's &reek-English Lexicon. 
(New edition revised by Sir Henry Stuart Jonea-). (Oxford: 
1948). Vol:2 pp~l978-9. 

21. Convivtio: IV:X:X.:4 •. 

ef. Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics: VII: i. 

e, c:;ol'!. 
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\CvovToet G£o~ de.' ~ftT:;~ tf11tff30.A-tj'v, .... 

22. Convivio: IV:XXI:ll. 
See the long note in the B~snelli-Vandelli edition of the 

"Convivio", pp.260-3, for a learned and resolute attempt to 

reconcile Dante's view 1rith that of S.Thomas. 

23. ibid: III:X:l-4. 

24 • ibid: IV: XXII : 14-1 7 • 



73 

25. S.Bernard. In Cant: Senn: LXIX:8. 

Cf. Convivio:IV:XXII:l7. 

E dice: 'Elli precedera'; e non dice: 'Elli sara con voi': 
a dare a intendere che ne la nostra contemplazione Dio 
sempre preced'9 ne mai lui giugnere potemo qui, lo quale e 
nostra beatitudine somma. E dice: 'Qui-g.i lo vedrete, si 
come disse': cioe quivi avrete de la sua dolcezza, cioe 
de la felicitade, sl come a voi e promesso qui; cioe, sl 
come stabilito e che voi a.vere possiate. E cosl appare 
che nostra beatitudine (questa felicitade di cui si parla) 
prima trovare potemo quasi imperfetta ne la vita attiva, 
cioe ne le operazioni de le morali virtudi, e poi perfetta 
quasi ne le operazioni de le intellettuali. Le quali due 
operazioni sono vie espedite e dirittissime a menare a la 
somma beatitudine, la quale qui non si puote avere, come 
appare pur per quello che detto e. 

26. Convivio: IV:XXV:l and 2. 

Non solamente questa anima e natura buona in adolescenza e 
obediente, ma eziandio soave: la quale cosa e l'altra ch'e 
necessaria in questa etade a bene intrare ne la porta de la 
gioventute. Necessaria e, poi che noi non potemo perfetta 
vita ~avere sanza amici, sl come ne l'ottavo de l'Etica 
vuole Aristotile; e la maggiore parte de l'amistadi si 
paiono seminare in questa etade prima, perb che in essa 
comincia l'uomo ad essere grazioso, o vero lo contrario: 
la quale grazia s'acquista per soavi reggimenti, che sono 
dolce e cortesemente parlare, dolce e cortesemente servire 
e operare. 

Cf. Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics: VIII:ii:4 and VIII:iv:5. 

27. Convivio: IV::XXV:3. 

Anche e necessaria a questa etade la passione de la vergogna; 
e perb la buona e nobile natura in questa etade la mostra, sl 

come lo testo dice. E per~ che la vergogna e apertissimo segno 
in adolescenza di nobilitade, perche quivi e m;i'assimamente 
necessaria al buono fondamento de la nostra vita, a lo quale 
la nobile natura intende sqq: 

28. Purgatorio: 1:13. 

29. Convivio: IV:XXVI:2. 

30. ibid: IV: Canzone Terza, 129-131, 

and Commentary on this: IV:XXVI. 

31. ibid: IV:XXVII:lO. 

32. ibid: IV:XXVII:4. 

~ conviensi apr.ire l'uomo quasi com'una rosa. che piu chiusa 
stare non puot~, e l'odore che dentro generato ~ spandere; 

33. Ecclesiasticus 50:8. 

34. Convivio: IV: Canzone Terza. 138-9. 

Cf. Commentary IV:XXVIII.-

35. ibid: IV:XXVIII:3-4. 

36. ibid: XXVIII:8. 
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Plato: Republic. Book X 614-621 D. 

Virgil: Aeneid. Dook VI: 11. 268-9. 

ibid: 548-625. 

Convivio: IV:XXVIII :5. 

E sl come a colui che viene di lungo cammino, anzi ch'entri 
ne la porta de la sua cittade, li si fanno incontro li 
cittadini di quella, cosl a la nobile anima si fanno 
incontro, e deono fare, quelli cittadini de la etterna vita; 
e cosl fanno per le sue buone operazioni e contemplazioni; ••• 

42. Paradiso: XXVII: 40-42, 52-57. 

c1Non fu la sposa di Cristo allevata 
del sangue mio, di lin, di quel di Cleto, 
per essere ad acquisto d.'oro usata; ................................... 
ne ch'io fossi figura di sigillo 
a privilegi venduti e mendaci, 
ond' io sovente arrosso e disfavillo. 
In vesta di pastor lupi rapaci 
si veggion di qua su per tutti i paschi: 
o difesa di Dio, perche pur giaci?'' 

1'The Bride of Christ was not nurtured with my blood and that 
of Linus and of Cletus to be used for gain of gold: •••••••• 
••••• nor that I should be a figure on a seal for gold and 
lying favours, for which I often redden and flash with fire. 
Ravening wolves in shepherd's clothing are seen from here 
above through all the pastures. 0 God of our defence, why 
sleepest Thou still? 1 

43. Convivio: IV:XXVIII:lO. 

44. Cf.Mario Apollonio: Op: cit: vol.I. p.516. 

45. Paradiso: XXXI: 70-3. 

Sanza r&sponder, li occhi su levai, 
e vidi lei che si facea corona 
reflettendo da se li etterni rai. 

Without answering, I lifted up my eyes and saw her where she 
made for herself a crown, reflecting from her the eternal 
beams. 

Cf. Uario Apollonio: Op: cit: vol.I. p.524. 

46. Dernard Berenson: 11 The Italian Painters of the Renaissance • 11 

p. 111. (Fontana ed: London: 1960) 

Cf. J.A.Stewart: "The Myths of Plato". p.237, where he speaks 

of Dante's beautiful allegorization of the story of the three 

Marys at the sepulchre. 

47. Convivio: IV::XXII:l4-15. 



75. 

48. Ugu;.ccione. Magnae Derivationes: 

Gala,graece, latine dicitur lac ••••••• item a gala, hec 
Galilea.~ ••••• id::::=est regio Palestine sic dicta quia gignat 
candi<liores homines quam alia regio Palestine •••• 

In this he follows Isidore of Seville: {Etymologiae: I: 14: c. 

3 n. 23), quote&. in the Busnelli-Vandelli edition of the 
11 Convivio 11

• Vol.2, p.286. 

Cf. Paget Toynbee: "Dante Studies and Researches". p.285. 

(London: 1902). 

49. Inferno: X:l3-15. 

In this part Epicurus and all his followers, who make the 

soul die with the body, have their burial place. 

50. M.Apollonio. op: cit: vol.I p.525. 
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Chapter Five. 

THE TRANSITION TO THE "DIVINA COMMEDIA". 

I. 

Nothing is more certain than the fact that the "Convivio" 

expresses Dante's views during the bitter years of struggle, of 

vain expectation and hope deferred, of patient study and 

intellectual labour. His earlier poetry is the crown of the 

courtly tradition in its most accomplished and exquisite form. 

Even in the 11Divina Commedia", we are still reminded of the 

lyrical grace and ecstasy of the poets of Provence and Italy 

who shaped their measure to the ritual of courts, Arnaut Daniel 

and Guido Guinizelli. As Dante's genius develops, so he le!rns 

to surpass that tradition, its elegancies, its charm, its lucid 

colours, as of a woven tapestry from the looms of Arras, its 

languor as of some far-off music. With the deepening of thought, 

and the intensification of passion, his poetry attains to a 

Christian eloquence, strong and vigorous. It might almost seem 

that the mysterious 11Donna Gentile" of the "Convivio", and the 

Beatrice of the "Vita Nuova", are figures wandering in that 

strange, shadowy land of intellectualist abstractions, in which 

various metaphysical principles assume the colour and guise of 

the characters of Proven~al love-poetry. The 11 Convivio 11 is full 

of these half-luminous, half-concealed fantasies. When Dante 

returns from this world of categories, it is with an eye which is 

ready to notice the play of character, the movement of living 

things, the life of cities. He presents his observations in clear, 

bold images, and striking allusions, like the miniatures in some 

illuminated Missal in blue and gold, green and red, the colours in 

which nature is prolific. In a way he returns to the world of his 

youth, to the Beatrice whom he had loved, but it is a deeper, 

stranger, more troubled world. The Beatrice of the ''Divina 

Commedia" is the same Beatrice as we find in the pages of the 
11 Vita Nuova", but beautiful, glorious, enigmatic with the mystery 

of Heaven, and, above all, feminine. This plainly shows a change 

of intention. Th~ poet has abandoned the Romantic world of pale, 

bright faces of love and joy, that exotic world half-Moslem, half

Christian, where the strains of the lute drown the voice of the 

"lauzenger11 or "lusingatore 11 , the traditional slanderer of Arabic 

love-poetry.I What he now expresses is the great tradition of 

Christian Humanism. The old, formal, courtly love of the 
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troubadours becomes the ardent philosophy of love that we find in 

S.Augustine. The "Divina Commedia" holds within itself all those 

elements of Mediaeval culture which are most vivid and brilliant, 

the science and philosophy of the great Arabic scholars, the 

Scholastic theology, the classical ihfluence and mysterious 

affinity with Virgil, the mysticism of S.Bernard, the Franciscan' 

spirituality, the astronomical speculations of Ptolemy, the flame 

of Italian nationalism, the dream of Christian universalism ••• all 

meet in the drama of man's salvation. All are represented in the 

shifting colours and scenes of the poet's journey. Our task is, 

as far as possible, to show how these various influences make up 

that Christian Humanism which is the spirit and impulse of 

Dante's masterpiece. 

In the "Divina Connnedian he comes to represent Beatrice 

under the form and significance of Theology. But it would be 

a great mistake to suppose that such a description exhausts the 

meaning of the image which he uses. Beatrice always remains 

the Beatrice. whom he had loved on earth and whose pale beauty 

haunted him ever since her death. She is herself: yet she 

represents a: .par~i~ular aspect of reality. If '\re say that she 

represents Theology, that does not mean that she is a mere 

symbol. In this poem, symbol and image turn incontrovertibly 

into living persons,and living persons represent the virtues and 

vices with which they were identified on earth,and are yet themselves. 

S.Bernard must be taken to be Contemplation. It is appropriate 

that the author of the "De Consideratione" and the "De Diligendo 

Deo" should be marked as the pattern of the Contemplative life. 2 

But what we hear in the "Paradiso" is the authentic voice of 

Bernard, his burning love of God, his deep devotion to Mary, 

the sweetness of his words. There is no simple identification 

therefore. Beatrice is not merely Theology, neither is Virgil 

merely natural Reason. Both are themselves, with all the 

characteristics, the temperament, the disposition, the living 

mind that made them what they were on earth. 

It is almost inevitable that one should quote M.Gilson's 

remarks on the Symbolism of the "Divina Commedia". "The 'Divine 

Comedy'," he says, "contains as great a wealth of figurative 

meanings as the 'Roman de la Rose', .i but it expresses them 
. 

differently. Instead of employing a system of frigid allegories 

and presenting us with personified abstractions,as Greed, Justice, 

Faith, Tlieology and Philospppy would have been, Dante employs a 

system of symbols, i.e. representative characters: Beatrice, 

Thomas Aquinas; Siger of Brabant, Bernard of Clairvaux. 
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It was a prodigious artistic invention, a sheer stroke of genius, 

to people the poem in this way with a crowd of living beings, each 

having a spiritual signification as concrete and alive as the 

character that personifies it. 11 3 

The meaning of the symbolism becomes profound, opening up 

depths and heights of understanding. The character of Beatrice 

might almost be compared with a landscape in which the eye 

discovers light and shadow, detail and significance in even the 

smallest stroke of the artist's brush. It was not difficult 

for :r.:r. Charles Williams to discover a new and impassioned 

mysticism in the person of Beatrice.4 

In the "Convivio", Dante declares that Theology is the 

perfect science, "because it makes us perfectly to behold the 

truth wherein our soul has rest. 11 5 It is therefore to be 

compared with that luminous and perfect glory which is the 

Empyrean. The poet has no intention of disputing trat primacy 

which Mediaeval thought attached to the Divine Science. Yet, 

at this period of his life, it is obvious that he had no 

acquaintance'with it as a system of knowledge. His inclination 

and ardour were all for Philosophy. Even S.Thomas, "the worthy 

brother Thomas of Aquino", as he calls him,6 is for him primarily 

a philosopher, exercising an easy mastery over the various 

subsidiary sciences of psychology, logic and metaphysics. 7 

"And just as virtue is the efficient cause of true friendship, 

so truth is the efficient cause of philosophy,'' he affirms. 

Truth takes on the clarity of the morning light on a Summer's 

day. What the poet required of the Angelic Doctor at this 

stage of his intellectual development was an understanding of 

the works of Aristotle. In him is to be found the true meaning 

of Philosophy, its definition and purpose which is "that most 

excellent delight which does not suffer from any interruption 

or defect, that is to say, true happiness which is attained by 

the contemplation of truth. 11 9 Aristotle is the supreme master. 

llis works are mentioned in the same breath as the books of the 

Scriptures. Thus Dante can pass without contradiction from 

a consideration of a text in "Proverbs" to a quotation from the 

"Nicomachean Ethics". It was, ho-wever, in $.Thomas that he found 

what he was looking for. This was an exposition, at once Christian 

and Humanist, of the Latin translation of the "Nicomachean Ethics". 

It is obvious from the most casual reading of the 11 Convivio 11 what 

a profound influence this had on the shaping and expression of 

his ideas. Aristotle is everywhere. His thought, his ideals,· 

his view of the moral and intellectual virtues, heightened and 
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illuminated by the Christian philosophy of S.Thomas, his view of 

happiness as the light and fruition of intellectual contemplation. 

At the same time, the Aristotelian metaphysic attracts him, yet 

leaves him dissatisfied. Dante does not actually employ the 

principles of a strict Aristotelianism. It is a rationalism 

coloured always b~ Neo-Platonic and Platonic influences. Such 

an influence was, as we know, continued and carried on by the 

Fra.nciscan theologians, with their tradition of S.Augustine. 

We may discover it in the works of S.Bonaventura and of the 

Victorines. 10 

II. 

While there exists in Dante this aspect of Platonism, the 

poet seems to have known little of Plato's philosophy at first 

hand. Apparently, he regarded him as an example of human 

perfection. In this respect, he goes so far as to institute 

a comparison of Christ with him. There is that curious passage 

in the "Convivio" in which he declares that, if Christ had reached 

the fullness of age in this earthly life, he would have lived to 

be 80. The reason given for this proposition is that Plato 

attained this perfection of age, and with it the wisdom of 

maturity. It therefore serves as a model of what Christ would 

have been, has He desired to live so long in this present world.11 

However, there is no trace of that allegiance, that ardent 

enthusiasm and obedience which he gave so willingly to Aristotle. 

In spite of Ozanam's contention, Dante never hesitates to 

contradict boldly and on occasion with forthrightness certain of 

the theories of Plato. 12 How many cultivated minds, from 

Marsilio Ficino to Ozanam himself> 13 have been persuaded that 

the author of the "Convivio" was an exponent and disciple of 

the Platonic philosophy. Such a view could find few supporters 

today. This is not to deny the influence of ideas, allusions 

and images of the Platonic mysticism. After all, the Christian 

religion for at least eleven hundred years had absorbed much of 

Plato!.s teaching. Nor was the revived Aristotelianism of the 

Scholastic theology without the influence of the Academy and of 

Plotinus. We must, however, allow for the transmission of 

ideas in a vague and general way. It is not necessary to 

suppose with Ozanam, that Dante derived his views about the 
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movement of the heavens not only from "Timaeus" but also from 

the Tenth Book of the "Republic", from a passage in the "Parmenidestt 

and an allusion in the "Phaedo 11 •
14 Such references are more likely 

to mislead than enlighten the poet's readers. It might, of course, 

be expected or inferred that Dante lY-as familiar with the Latin 

translation of the "Timaeus" made by Chalcidius. Such a view 1ras 

maintained by :J;:dward Moore, with some plausibility.15 Hore 

recently, however, it has been difficult to maintain this opinion 

owing to the penetrating critical investigation of Signor 

Capelli, 16 who denied Dante's familiarity with the text. It is 

always fascinating to speculate about the various influences 

which may be discovered in the work of a great poet. With none 

is this more tempting than with Dante, and with none is such 

conjecture apt to prove more misleading. We must disabuse our 

minds of the suggestion that the title of this work owes anything 

to the t•Symposium" of Plato. Whether it was derived from 

Biblical or Classical sources, its origin is certainly elsewhere.17 

The esteem which the poet entertained for Plato was 

apparently of the same kind as that which he had for Homer. It 

·was founded upon his confidence in the opinion of others whose 

knowledge was entitled to respect. What he sees in Plato is the 

moral excellence of the man, rather than the genius of the 

philosopher. It is the ardour in the pursuit of truth which he 

perceives rather than the attainment of it, even though Plato 

had himself developed the doctrine of the Mean which is so 

significant in the "Nicomachean Ethics11 .l8 :E'or him, Plato was 

deceived by many circumstances, subject to those illusions and 

ambiguities subsequently exposed by the dialectic of Aristotle. 

Aristotle remains the master of all philosophical truths, the 

demonstrator ?f logic, the propounder of metaphysical speculation, 

the observer and collector of scientific facts ------ the 

universal genius. There could be no rival to him. To entertain 

doubts as to his pre-eminence was to question the very notion of 

authority itself. As we have already seen, whatever authority 

may be attributed to the Emperor in the sphere of government; 

belongs also to Aristotle in the sphere of the human reason. 

Plato, therefore, cannot be praised for his insight into truth, 

nor for his philosophical brilliance, nor for the dramatic power 

and vivid characterization which he displays in the dialogues. 

The only eulogy that can be spoken of him is that he possessed 

outstanding moral virtue. It is, therefore, idle to talk of 

the "Symposium", the "Republic", the "Parmenides" or the "Phaedrus", 
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which the imaginative Platonists of later times have discerned 

as influences on the work of the great Florentine poet. It,is, 

indeed, doubtful whether these books were there to enable him to. 

correct his prejudices, and enlighten his mind. Whatever opinions 

he had about the earlier philosophers of Greece, he got out of 

Aristotle. And what is true of Socrates and the Pre-Socratics, 

is true also of Plato himself. Of course, there was a wide 

diffusion of th~t vague and general form of the Platonic philosophy, 

which owed more to Plotinus than to the Academy.19 This was 

undoubtedly familiar to Dante and receives clear and re-iterated 

expression in his works. Indeed, it had long been the dominant 

if not the only philosophical tradition of Christianity. In 

its Augustinian form it was an illumination and an interpretation 

of the Faith. But Aristotelianism came with the impact of the 

new thought. It was something brilliant and distinctive wheri 

it burst into the European sky of the thirteenth century in a 

blaze of light. To the poet as to his contempora,ries, Aristotle 

was the master who ordered the various sciences in a logical and 

intelligible unity. 

The tradition of Socrates-Plato-Aristotle postulates a 

dynamic principle by which the whole universe can be understood. 

Under this impulse the various aspects of human experience are 

defined and made clear. Philosophy broadens out like a full

flowing river when it leaves the mountain-slopes into metaphysics, 

l~gic, psychology, the descriptive sciences of physics, biology, 

medicine, and the humanities, history, ethics and politics. All 

these were under the domination of metaphysics. 'l'hey followed 

its interpretation: they were explained by its categories. 

"The apotheosis of philosophy as the all-embracing doctrine of 

human knowledge was the system of Aristotle," declares Dr. 

William S.Haas in his interesting study of the intellectual 

t.raditions of East and West. 20 It was this sense of the archi

tectonic, it was this application of a principle which should 

explain all aspects of human knowledge and experience,which 

fascinated the Mediaeval mind. For while it is something which 

is to be discovered in the philosophy of Plato, it is in Aristotle 

that it attains to full development and expression. It is this 

which Dante discerns in the Aristotelian system, with i~ts clarity, 

its order, its teleological convi(ltion. That is why Aristotle 

can be called the "master of philosophers". In him everything 

is lucid, balanced, distinct under o~e sovereign principle of 

interpretation. With the me1wry of S. Thomas in his mind Dante 
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asserts: "This school at the present day holds the sceptre of the 

world in teaching everywhere, and their doctrine may almost be 

called fcatholic opinion'. Thus it may be seen that Aristotle 

was the guide and conductor of the world to this goal." The 

synthesis of S.Thomas had by this time achieved a brilliant 

success. Aristotle is understood by Dante in the sense proposed 

by the Angelic Doctor, that is, with the illumination and 

modifications of the whole Platonic tradition as it had been 

received by Christian theology. 

III. 

Little by little in the "Convivio", undertaken as it was 

with a genuine passion and enthusiasm for philosophy, emerges 

the figure of Dante, the Humanist. It is Dante, nourished on 

the thought of the Classical writers, on Greek rationalism, on 

Latin poetry, and on the Aristotelian ethic. Accepting as he 

does the dogmas of the Catholic Religion, he evades the necessity 

of expressing his own most intimate and profound beliefs. He 

is content to leave matters like that. He will not discuss 

them, still less dispute or argue. His religion finds room 

for an Aristotelian rationaJism which it completes in the notion 

of the fullness of the Christian Revelation. 

As represented in this work, the religion of Dante takes 

narticular cognizance of the creation of the Universe and of 

its system of relationships. The Person of Christ is considered 

under the espect of the .\~'(os, the active agent in Creation. 

"Omnia per ipsum facta sunt, et sine ipso factum est nihil quod 

factum est. 11 22 This is the Johannine and Pauline conception of 

Christ as the Word and Wisdom of God. There is nothing here 

of the tender and compassionate Jesus of S.Bernard, the insistence 

on the joys and sorrows of Our Lord's earthly life. What Dante 

chooses is the Platonic and mystical expression of the Word made 

flesh: the theology of the glory veiled in the humanity which 

we find in S.Athanasius and the Alexandrian school. There is 

here a luminous intellectualism which debates First and Final 

causes, and is concerned rather with the vast sweep of cosmological 

speculation. Dante approaches the doctrihe of the Incarnation from 

the standpoint of the p,hilosopher. There is no mention of Christ 

as Redeemer. The whole of that impassioned devotion to the 

Humanity of Jesus, so characteristic of Cistercian and Franciscan 
-

spirituality, is ignored. There is nothing to tell us of the 
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sorrowful mysteries of the Passion, and of the incidents of the 

Crucifixion and Death of the Saviour. It would perhaps be 

truer to say that these events do not come 1ri thin the ~ompass 

of the poet's exalted contemplation. The only mention which 

we discover of the mystery of the Passion occurs in a passing 

remark in the Fourth Treatise irhere he speaks of the Son of God 

descending upon earth to bring about a reconciliation for man's 

transgression. 23 The statement is, of course, purely theological, 

and we can draw no conclusion from it. It may be that Dante was 

one of those rare souls who find their way to the contemplation 

of the divine glory rather than to the meditation on the earthly 

life of Jesus of Nazareth, in its poverty and ob~curity. Such 

a religion has something of an affinity with that of the Fourth 

Gospel, 1rith its great themes of light, life and love and its 

presentation of the glory of the Godhead shining through the 

manhood of Christ. It is a religion which finds its 01m 

sweetness and delectation in the high mystery of the Trinity. 

From that sublime imagination, it passes to the events in time 

and history • 

• " .!! 
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Chapter Six. 

THE THEME OF THE "DIVINA COMMEDIA". 

I. 

We cannot but feel the contrast between the clear serenity 

of the "Convivio" and the sad and sombre music of the First Canto 
' of the "Inferno". There is a great distance between the tranquil 

and golden Humanism of the former, with its almost Pelagian 

atmosphere,and the note of doom which is struck at the beginning 

of the latter. Even in the first lines we become aware o~ the 

great themes of sin and punishment, death and judgment, as later 

we shall discover the drama unfolding in purgation, and finally, 

in its consummation of love and joy. Not only do we perceive 

a new and deeper view, but also a style which is at once 

different, more profound and varied in its music, and capable 

of evoking every suggestion, every allusion, every movement of 

light and darkness, of gloom and fantasy, of shadow and mood, as 

it pursues its vast theme. It would seem that the poet had 

grown weary of the attempt to compose a merely philosophical 

work. 'l'he great topics of evil and redemption ·which engaged 

his mind - no doubt influenced by his own sufferings - demanded 

another method. It is sufficient to remember the gulf which 

exists between the "Convivio" and the "Divina Commedia" to refute 

the argument, sometimes advanced, 1 which would place the beginning 

of the "Inferno" before the exile, that is, at some period 

previous to 1302, and consequently before the composition of 

the "Convivio". The First Canto of the "Inferno", with its 

solemn and mournful tones, introduces most of the complex and 

manifold themes of the "Divina Comrnedia". It is obvious that 

such poetryr,:- suc!J a dramatic intensity of expression;- such a 

view of the universe
1
could not belong to the same period as 

that in 11hich the author was engaged in the philosophical 

disquisition of the "Convivio". 

to the fact thn.t the poet assigns 

other world to Holy Week, 1300. 

We can attach little importance 

the date of his journey to the 

This is a date which is plainly 

symbolical, being the year of the Jubilee instituted by Boniface 

VIII. Even in Dante's reckoning, it is the date of his great 

experience of the eternal verities, not of the date when he 

recorded them. Moreover, the "Convivio", with its purely 
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classical Humanism, its tran¢quillity and easy optimism about 

human nature, does not exist in the same category of thought as 

the "Divina Commedia", with its moral fervour and profound 

vision of Hell, Purgatory and Heaven as dimensions of the soul. 

The one is conceived in the self-sufficiency of the Aristotelian 

ethic, suffused indeed by the warmer colour of Christian 

idealism, but predominatnly Classical in point of view. The 

other reveals those richer, fuller perspectives of a Humanism, 

'which while it does not disavow the ancient glories of Greece 

and Rome, interpenetrates them with the significance of a 

spehfically Christian feeling. 

In the latter work, the Catholic religion in its sublime 

vision of the hereafter, its convictions about the soul of man, 

its theology and ethic, is acc~pted as the starting point of 

the poem. There are, of course, many connections, many associations, 

many similitudes which recallcthe earlier work. The poet can 

obviously acknowledge it: but his whole experience, both 

intellectual and moral, has changed. It no longer represents 

his meaning. The sombre and tragic loneliness of exile, the 

poverty, the bitterness and sense of dependency on others, the 

shame of extrusion from his own city under circumstances of 

such dishonour, had shaped his mind to those deeper values 

of the spirit. If, in his earlier mood, he was hopeful of 

a change in his fortunes and in the fortunes of Italy which 

should enable him to return in triumph to Florence, now he 

entertains little real confidence in such an outcome. 

"To lascerai ogni cosa diletta 
piu caramente: e questo e quello strale 
che l'arco dello essilio pria saetta. 

To proverai s1 come sa di sale 
lo pane al trui, e come e duro ca.Ile 
lo scendere e'l salir per l'altrui scale. 

E quel che piu ti gravera le spalle, 
sara la compagnia malvagia e ecempia 
con la qual tu cadrai in questa valle; 

che tutta ingrata, tutta matta ed ernpia 
si fara contra te; ma, poco appresso4 ella, non tu, n'avrll. rossa la tempia~ 

Indeed, the "Convivio" must have seemed immature and 

tentative to the impassioned soul of the great poet, who had 

looked into the affairs of the world and found malice, vindictive-

ness, greed, lust and folly. Its newly-acquired learning, its 

erudite discussions of astronomy, metaphysics, and ethics, its 

ingenuous meditation on Nobility, must have seemed to him a 
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wholly inadequate and much too facile presentation of philosophy. 

Ile found it necessary, not only to turn aside from this banquet 

of Wisdom, which he had prepared with such evident delight, but 

(to continue his own metaphor) to scatter the meat and wine, and 

the barley bread which he had got ready for the guests. Now he 

has a different purpose in ·writing. The theme is darker, more 

sombre, more tragic, though it is a "Comedy" that he writes, and 

though there are sudden lights, illuminations, and flashes of 

glory, and ineffable visions. "Scio hominem in Christo," Dante 

read in his Vulgate, 11 
•••••• (sive extra corpus, nescio, Deus scit) 

raptum hujusmodi usque ad tertium caelum. Et scio hujusmodi 

hominem (sive in corpore, sive extra corpus, nescio) quoniam 

raptus est in Paradisum, et audivit arcana verba, quae non 

licet homini loqui."5 This, in its concluding phase, was a 

similar experience, ineffable, perhaps, but the poet will try to 

describe it. He will do so, in the full assurance and knowledge, 

not only of his genius, but of the gift of prophecy which, as ,.,e 

shall see later, he did not hesitate to claim. 

Now ire become aware in the solemn tones of the first lines 

of the "Inferno" of the whole drama of human evih' the long and 

bloody record of human history, the pains and punishments, the 

sufferings, the martyrdoms, the anguish of men, their execration 

and their doom. Yet there is another aspect to all this. 

Dante, by means of theology, is able to complete and bring to 

consummation the Aristotelian metaphysic and the Aristotelian 

view of the world. With the aid of the Christian Faith he 

corrects, modifies and deepens the ethic of Aristotle and Cicero. 

In the "Convivio", Beatrice makes her brief appearance. She is 

little else than a memory and a name of glory, almost half-forgotten, 

and yielding place to the "Donna Gentile", the symbol of Philosophy. 

But in the 11Divina Commedia", it is Beatrice, not only the Person 

of Theology, but the woman herself, beloved and dear, sometimes 

charming, sometimes provocative, sometimes didactic, sometimes 

smiling with the joy of that perfec~ delight which is Heaven, 

but always. hmnan, who dominates the poem from beginninr; to end. 6 

Dante can only tell us the full meaning of this revelation of 

beauty in the e;lory of the Empyrean, the river of light, 

glittering and deep among the flowers of the celestial Spring. 

"La be llezza ch' io vi di si trasmoda 
non pur di la da noi, ma certo io credo 
che solo il suo fattor tutta la goda. 

Dal primo giorno ch 1 i 1vidi il suo viso 
in questa vita, infino a questa vista, 
non m'~ il seguire al mio cantar preciso; 
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ma or convien che mio seguir desista 
piu dietro a sua bellezza, poetando, 
coma all 1 ultimo suo ciascuno artista. 11 7 

II 

In considering the theme of the "Divina Commedia", we must 

remind ourselves of the beginning of the Prologue. 

"Nel mezzo del ca.mmin di nostra vita 
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura 
che' la diri tta via era smarri ta. 11 8 

The contrast to the "Convivio" is immediately apparent. For 

here the poet who had formerly found cause to marvel at the 

spectacle of human excellence, suddenly becomes conscious of 

the fact of sin. It is not merely the condition of man or 

of other men. It is his own particular condition also. 

He discovers himself lost in the dark wood, without light 

and without any indication of a road. He cannot describe 

how long he has been in that plight or what vicissitudes 

have causeJhim to wander so far from the ordered path, now 

irretrievably forsaken. 

"Io non so ben ridir com 1 io v'entrai, 
tant'era pieno di sonno a quel punto 
che la verace via abbandonai. 11 9 

The Prologue is full of echoes of the lane;uage. of the 

Old Testament prophets, evocations, allusions, similarities. 

Not only are there reminiscences of Isaiah, but also of Ezekiel, 

Jeremiah, and occasionally of the great New 'J'.estament prophecy, 

the Apocalypse. The first words of the Prologue bring back 

to mind the complaint of Hezekiah in the 38th Chapter of Isaiah: 

"E~o dixi: In dimidio dierum meorum 
vadam ad portas inferi. 
Quaesivi residuum annorum meormn. 
Dixi: Non videbo Dominum Deum 
in terra viventium; 
non aspiciam hominem ultra, 
et habitatorem quietis. 11 10 

The image of the ivood occurs often enough in English 

literature. It is romantic, strange, mysterious, elmJive. 

We may think of the enchanted 'rood of Shakespeare 1 s imagination 

or of the lyrical and seductive paths that run through Milton's 

wood in the Masque of "Comus 11
• There are wanderings, fantasies, 
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lovers, poets, a duke and his friends, the singing of birds, sudden 

gusts of music, and exquisite inventions: there a~e, indeed, 

rumours and tales of 
11 ••••• beauty like the fair Hesperian tree 
Laden with blooming gold. 11 11 

'l'his is another wood, however, shadowy and ·awe-inspiring like those 

dark places mentioned in the 11 Convivio 11
; 

11 valleys facing towards 

the North, or underground caves, into which the light of the sun 

never descends."12 

Indeed, just as the Mountain affords an image of Purgatory, 

and the Sun that of the White Rose unfolding its beauty in 

Paradise, so the wood in all its horror of darkness and despair 

may be regarded as the similitude of Hell.13 All the circwnstances 

are there - the overwhelming sleep, the beguilement of reason under 

the influence of those (,Oft and amorphous dreams of illusion, and 

error. Beyond the forest and the melancholy valley, 'rith its 

thickets, its shadows and chasms, suddenly looms up the hill. 

Its green slopes are lit by the sunlight. 

Ma poi ch'i'fui al pi~ d'un colle giunto, 
la dove terminava quella valle 
che m'avea di paura il cor compunto, 

guardai in alto, e vidi le'sue spalle 
vestite gia de' raggi del pianeta 
che mena dritti altrui per ogni calle.14 

The time is the dawn of a Spring morning 'ri th all the scents 

and blossom of that season. At last, after the long sojourn ih 

the wood, the poet tries to make the steep ascent toward the light, 

toward salvation. This is the experience described by S.Augustine 

in his "Confessions" when in anguished and tremulous words he 

exclaimed"···• inveni longe me esse ate in regione dissimilitudinis. 11 15 

Already we find plainly declared, in language sufficiently clear 

for its symbolic purpose, the great theme of the "Divina Commedia". 

What the poet proposes to describe through all the images and 

characters, through all scenes of this drama, is the sudden 

realization of shame and sin, the awakening of the soul and its 

endeavour to gain the light which is God Himself, the slow and 

painful ascent towards the Supreme Good. This is denoted by 

the three divisions of the poem. Hell corresponds to the 

Valley of the shadow of death, the sadness and futility of 

the lost: Purgatory to the hill with the sunlight glinting 

on it and revealing green grass and flowers and trees, its 

rocks and paths, its steep ledges and springs of clear water: 

while Heaven, with all its joy and triumph, is represented by 

the sun which gives warmth and comfort and light to all creatures. 
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Signor Apollonio16 has pointed out with what consummate art 

Dante contrh:es the various themes with 'rhich he is dealing. 

What matters most in the beginning, is the point of arrival, 

tbe man, the wayfarer, the traveller, predestined to follow 

a certain path and thereby to attain to salvation. 

may note, in passing, the even flow of the narrative, the almost 

inevitable pace and resolution of the verse, the various incidents, 

allegorically conceived but yet as fresh and clear as events of 

the historical order. 

beset with dangers. 

However, the path of the traveller is 

Defore him rises up the symbol of his own 

particular sin, and all the evil for which sin is responsible in 

human society. Suddenly, the poet finds himself confronted by 

a leopard, an attractive, fierce, swift creature with spotted 

skin: 
( 

LEd ecco, quasi al cominciar dell'erta, 
una lonza leggiera e presta molto, 
che di pel maculato era coverta;l7 

The poet is making an allegory and his account follows the 

rules of all symbolic narrative. '1'he sense is suggested, evoked 1 

rather than defined 1 by the imagery of the poem. We shall see tliis 

if 're examine the text more carefully. The poet comes out of a 

forest - he must in some sense take his departure from this world, 

yet he is a living man and must therefore according to the 

allegory touch or impinge upon that other world which lies 

removed from the ordinary perception. Hence, the choice of 

this vague, lonely and indeterminate place, full of strange shapes 

and shadows, ·of little noises and half-heard sounds. The very 

configunation suggests the approach to Hell. With a dramatic 

uower which is completely suited to its purpose, the poet sets 
........ 

there a traveller who has lost his way, three wild beasts who 

harass him, a shadow, thin and tremulous in that place of leaves 

and subdued and sinister whisperings. The wood allows him to 

evoke all the circumstances of fear and horror, of momentary 

expectation and hope, of anguish and terror •••• indeed, the 

state of his own soui. 18 

The leopard refuses to let him pass and so hinders him 

that he thinks of going back. The symbolism of the three 

beasts has been variously exrlained. There would seem to be 

genera.I agreement, however, that ire have here an imae;e of 

incontinence, which ex!'lresses itself in various forms: sensuality, 

lust, greed, avarice, extravagance, wantonness and anger. 

It constitutes the most attractive of the temptations of youth 

in the eac;erness of sensuality: the passion of extravagant 

delight, the desire of the flesh. It is what S.J·ohn describes as 
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"concupiscentia carnis, et concupiscentia oculorum et super bi a 

vita.e, quae non est ex Patre, sed ex mundo est.1119 

Dante encounters his O"IV'Il sin which from time to time 

seems to gather enough strength to drive him back to the 

dark wood of evil. Again, 1re may discover here an interpretation 

in socio-political terms. For the good in human society meets 

not only the impediment of its own particular and individual 

fault. It meets also the hatred of those social and political 

forces in which may oftPn be found the visible expression of 

evil and malice. Such was Florence at the time of Dante. 

Its restlessness, its confusion, its cupidity and its forget

fulness of Justice made it like the swift, fierce leopard. 

For Florence was attractive. It had its charm, like the 

gay appearance of the leopard. It was full of enterprise. 

It ;ras a city in which beauty was manifest in rich, new 

buildings and churches, in works of art, in rrold and beaten 

silver, and which also 

produce e spande il maladetto fiore 
c'ha disviate le pecore e li agni. 20 

It would not be enough for Dante to overcome his own 

sensuality. He must assail and fight against this vice 

as it disclosed itself in his mm people and in his own city. 

The prospects of success seemed bright, for the sun 

rising in a clear sky reminded the poet that God had created 

the world at the beginning of the year. Suddenly however,. 

the lion made his appearance, a creature from the mediaeval 

bestiaries and illuminated Missals: 

con la test<> alta e con rabbiosa fame, 
sl che parea che. l'aere ne temes&e:21 

Again in front of the poet arises the fierceness and terror 

of his mm sint ••••••• pride, which is more difficult to eradicate 

than lust.22 The lion seems to be a figure suggested by the 

prophecy of Jeremiah, 23 though indeed, it is "IV'Orth noting that 

the three fierce beasts are described in the prophet's vision. 

In his rage and hunger, the lion confronts him. 

Dante conveys the suggestion of certain social 

forces which were at bitter enmity "IY'i th. him. 

In this, 

and political 

We may observe 

how the .shudder of fear is communicated to the air itself. 

Again, it is curious to discover ho1v the play of alliteration 

••••• lonza, leone, lupa •••••• suggests something of the element 

of demoniacal fascination. The lion represents the French 

monarchy with its policies of aggrandisment, the House of 

Capet at Paris and at Naples where it had become established 

under Charles of Anjou and his successors. The poet entertained 
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a special antipathy to Philip the Fair and his brother, Charles 

of Valois. For him, the French monarchy constituted an alien 

and lawless sovereignty founded on force, which usurped the 

legitimate authority of the Holy Roman Emperor over all Christians. 

llugh Capet, who is encountered in the fifth circle of 11Purgatory" 

among the avaricious, is made to declare the transgressions 

committed by his House: 

Io fui radice della mala pianta · 
che la terra cristiana tutta adu9'J1-a. 24 

·Again, in the allusive sixth Canto of the "Paradiso", we 

may observe Dante's lament over the ruin of the imperial cause. 

The Pope, Clement V., had betrayed that authority which is both 

Christian and Roman, by putting himself under the protection of 

Philip instead of the ~mperor. It is, the poet affirms, a 

time of faction and disorder, when Justice is despised and 

iniquity is triumphant. 

L'uno al pubblico segno i gigli gialli 
oppone, e l'altro appropria quello a parte, 
sl ch'~ forte a veder chi piu si falli.

25 

It is not enough for Dante to humble his own pride: any 

Christian is obliged to do that. He must of necessity engage 

in the struggle and conflict in the world of men. He must 

oppose the irresponsible use of power and the violence which 

conspires to destroy the right. 

More persistent, however, more astut.t. and therefore more 

dangerous is the assault of the she-wolf, lean, insatiable, 

ravening. In this creature, the last to appear, ,.,e may discern 

the symbolism of the last and most terrible region of Hell, 

the Judecca of the traitors. In the she-wolf seem to be 

gathered t,ogether the fascination exercised by the leopard, 

and the fierceness of the lion. The creature advances against 

him, little by little, and drives him back, until, overcome by 

fear and despair, he retreats to"IV'~rtis the wood "where the sun 

is silent." 

tal mi fece la bestia sanza pace, 
che, venendomi incontro, a poco a poco 
mi r~pigneva l' dove'l sol tace.26 

It is easiest to understand the symbolism of the she-wolf 

as attachment to worldly goods, an attachment which is blind 

and grasping in its compulsion and which constitutes the torment 

and misery of men. In this Dante depicted what must have been 

one of his own greatest temptations. It was the tempte.tionri 

which must often have presented itself to him wandering round 

the courts of Italy, an exile from his own city and a stranger 
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to his ovm family, the temptation to take the easy, comfortable 

way and to make peace with his enemies even at the cost of his 

own honour and renown. 

The noble and dignified reply to a friend who.had communicated 

to him the conditions under which he might be reconciled to the 

authorities of his native city shows the force of this temptation 

and the poet's sense of honour: 

"I have had your letter - you wi 11 know with ;rhat reverence 

and affection I have received it - and I am indeed grateful to 

see, from very careful reading, how much my repatriation means 

to you. You put me under the deepest obligation; it rarely 

happens that exiles are able to find friends. I proceed to 

answer it: and if the answer is not what certain cowards 

might wish, I beg of you, in all affection, to consider it 

carefully before you come to an o:rinion of it. 
11 1 understand from the letters of your nephew and mine 

and of a nwuber of friends, that a decree recently passed 

in Florence on this matter of the pardoning of the exiles 

declares that if I choose to pay a certain amount of money, 

and go through the ceremonies of submission, I may be reconciled 

and return immediately. These two things, Father, are as 

ludicrous as they are ill-considered, I mean, ill-considered 

on the part of those who wrote to me about them, for your 

own letter, which was much more cautiously and thoughtful.J.y 

phrased, said nothing about them. 

"This, then, is the gracious recall by which Dante Alighieri 

may be brought back to his DP.,tive land, after enduring almost 

fifteen years of exile! This is what an innocence of which 

everyone knows has deserved! This is what the sweat and 

labour of unceasing study has deserved! Is a man somewhat 

fa.mi Har with philosophy likely to abandon himself to such 

humiliation? as any Cioli or other infamous creature might 

do, allowing himself to be bou~d and presented as an offering. 

Shall a preacher of justice, a victim of injustice, pay money 

to those who have injured him, exactly as if they had been his 
' •. • .. '• 

benefactors? 
11 That, Father, is not the way to return to my country. 

But if any other way can be found, by you or (after you) 

by anyone, which will not be derogatory to Dante's reputation 

and honour, I shall not be slow to accept it. If I cannot 

enter Florence by such a path, I will not enter Florence. 

What then? Cannot I look everywhere on the mirror of the 

sun and the stars? Can I not everywhere under heaven mirror 

the sweetest truths, without first returning to my city, making 

myself inglorious and ignominious in the sight of the people 

of F'lorence? I shall not want for bread.1127 
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This is one interpretation. Since the images that he 

employs are manifold, however, and their meanings shade into 

various allusions and references, it is possible to understand 

this in another way. We may see here an imac;e of the Roman 

court, in its pomp and glory and worldly magnificence. This 

is what it had become since the foolish and illicit donation 

of Constantine.28 It had substituted worldly domination for 

the spiritual rule and authority which rightly appertained to 

it. For the counsels of the Gospel it had preferred a policy 

of power and wealth. Rome had supported the French monarchy 

to the grave disadvantage of the Empire. In so doing, it 

had destroyed the Christian order which was meant to prevail 

among men. Soon the exile of the Holy See at Avignon would 

demonstrate clearly to the Christian nations its subservience 

to the House of Capet. 'l'his presumably is why the lion and 

the she-wolf make their appeara:_nce at the same time in the 

Prologue. 

From personal experience, the poet knew the result of 

such a conspiracy and of such a policy. For, at Florence, 

the victory of that political faction irhich received the 

support of the Pope and of the Capetian princes deprived 

him of his native country, of his wife and children, of his 

possessions, of his career, and, indeed, of all that he loved 

most among earthly things. It was evident to Dante that the 

Christian must strive not only against the un:just pretensions 

of the Capetian monarchy but even more against the Papacy 

which had lost its earlier spiritual zeal, and had now become 

a cause of moral degener~tion among Christians. 

In concluding our brief survey of the Prologue, it is 

epough to draw attention to the way in which every theme, 

every image, every motive is clear and definite and yet 

changing in the vast horizon of the "Divina Commedia11 • 

The she-wolf seems ·to remain as a persistent and terrible 

memory, now perha:ris less distinct in the canine gestures 

of the demoniacal creatures of the "Inferno", now in metaphorical 

terms, as in the iTi Id and furious hunt in Count Ugo lino's 

dream: 

Con cagne magre, studiose e conte 
Gualandi con Sismondi e con Lanfranchi 
s'avea messi dinanzi dalla fronte. 

In picciol corso mi parleno stanchi 
lo padre e'figli, e con l'agute scane 
mi parea lor veder fender Ii fianchi.29 
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Like dogs the guardian demons of the barrators rush out 

against VirgiI, 30 like a dog barks Bocca degli Abati in ~he 
frozen circle of the traitors, 31 like the sharp, pinched 

faces of dogs shiver the features of the traitors in their 

frozen pools: 

Poscia vid 1 io mille v1s1 cagnazzi 
fatti per freddo; onde mi vien riprezzo, 
e verr~ sempre, de'gelati guazzi.32 

In these and many other passages there are reminiscences 

of the vindictiveness, the "blazing fury, the snarling hate, 

and low cunning, of the she-1rnlf: 

ed una lupa, che di tutte brame 
sembiava carea nella sua magrezza.33 
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Notes to Chti.pter Six. The Theme of the "Divina Commedia. 11 

I. Cf. G .Ferretti: "I due tempi della redazione dell a 'Divina 

Commedia':;\~ (Bologna:l932), in which the view criticized 

in the text is advocated. 

2. Cf. L.Pietrobono. "Il Poema Sacro." vol.I.p.149 sqq. 

3. Umberto Cosmo: "Guida a Dante". (Turin:l947) pp. 145-50. 

N. Zingarelli. op. cit. vol.2. pp. 769-808. 

4. Paradiso:XVII: 55-66. 

Thou shalt leave everything loved most dearly, and this is 
the shaft wl).ich the bow of exile shoots first. Thou shalt 
prove how salt is the taste of another man's bread and how 
hard is the way up and down another man's stairs. And 
that which shall weigh heaviest on thy shoulders is the 
wicked and senseless company with which thou shalt fall 
ihto that valley, which shall become wholly ungrateful, 
quite mad and furious against thee; but before long they, 
not thou, shall have the brows red for this. 11 

5. SlPaul. Ila Epistola ad Corinthios. XII 2-4. 

6. Cf. L. Pietrobono: "Il Poema Sacro." vol.I, ch.I, pp.31-83. 

Beatrice Beata. 

A. d'Ancona: "Beatrice". (Pisa: 1889). 

7. Paradiso: XXX: 16-21. 

If all that is said of her 'rere gathered in one meed of 
praise, it would be little to serve this turn; the beauty 
I saw not only surpasses our measures, but I surely believe 
that only its Maker has all the joy of it. 

ibid. 28-33. 

From the first day I saw her face in this life until ~his 
sight the pursuit in my song has not been cut off; but 
now must my pursuit cease from following longer after her 
beauty in my verse, as with every artist at his limit. 

8. Inferno: I:l-3. 

In the middle of the journey of our life I came to myself 
within a dark wood where the straight way was lost. 

Cf. Ilorace: Sat: II (iii). 11.48-50 

velut silvis, ubi passim 
palantis error certo de tramite pellit, 
ille sinistrorsum, hie dextrorsum abit, ••• 

9. Inferno I: 10-12. 

I cannot rightly tell how I entered there, I was so full 
of sleep ,.,hen I left the right way. 

10. Isaiah: XXXVIII. vv: 10 and 11. 

11. John Milton: A Mask. 11. 393-4. 
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12. Convivio: IV:XX:8. 

valli volte ad aquilone, o vero spelunche sotterranee, 
dove la luce del sole mai non discende, ••• 

13. Cf. L. Pietrobono: 11 Il Poema Sacro. 11 vol:I, p. 158 sqq. 

14. Inferno: I:l3-18. 

but when I had reached the foot of a hill at the end of 
that valley which had pierced my heart 1ri th fear I looked 
up and saw its shoulders already clothed iri th the beams 
of a planet that leads men straight on every road. 

15. S.Augustine: Confessions: VII:X. 

16. M. Apollonio. op.cit. vol.I, p. 58 sqq. 

17. Inferno: I: 31-33. 

And lo, almost at the beginning of the steep, a leopard 
light and very swift covered with a spotted hide; ••• 

18. Cf. Yvonne Batard: 11Dante, Minerve et Apollon. Les 

Images de la 1Divine Com,die!." (Paris:l952) p. 154 sqq. 

19. 1st. Epistle of S.Jopn. II:l6. 

On this, Doccaccio's comment is worth quoting: 
11 in questo nostro poeta tro~ amplissimo luogo la lussuria." 

Trattello in laude d~ Dante. 

20. Paradiso: IX:l30-l. 

Brings forth and scatters the accursed flower that has 
led astray the sheep and the lambs. 

21. Inferno: 1:47-8. 

holding its head high and furious with hunger so that the 
air seemed in dread of it. 

22. On the symbolism of the three beasts, see the following 

excellent piece of exegesis: 

G. Busnelli: 11 Il simbolo delle tre fiere dantesche. 11 

(Rome:l909). 

23. Jeremiah IV:7. 

Ascendit leo de cubili suo et praedo gentium se levavit. 

ibid: V:6. 

Idcirco percussit eos leo de silva, lupus ad vesperam 
vastavit eos: pardus vigilans super civitates eorum. 

ibid: XXV:38. 

Dereliquit quasi leo umbraculum suum. 

ibid: XLIX:l9 and L:44. 

Ecce quasi leo ascendet de superbia Jordanis ad putchritudinem 
robustam. 
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24. Purgatorio: XX: 43-44. 

I -vras the root of the tree which overshadows all Christendom 
so that good fruit is rarely gathered there. 

25. Paradiso: VI: 100-102.· 

The one opposes to the public standard the yellow lilies, 
and the other claims it for a party,so that it is hard to 
see which offends the more. 

26. Inferno: I: 58-60. 

coming against me and driving me back step by step to 
where the sun is silent. 

27. Epistola IX. 

The last part of the original text (4) deserves to be 
quoted as an example of Dante's Latin style at its most 
vigorous and eloquent: 

Non est haec via redeundi ad patriam, Pater mi; sed si 
alia per vos antecedenter, deinde per alios invenietur, 
quae famaeDantisque honori non deroget, illam non lentis 
passibus acceptabo. Quod si per nullam talem Florentia 
introi tur, nunquam Florentiam introibo. Quidni? ...... .. 
Nonne dulcissimas veritates potero speculari ubique sub 
coelo, ni prius ingloriu~, innno ignominiosum, populo 
Florentino, civitati me reddam? Quippe nee panis 
deficiet. 

28. Cf. Bruno Nardi: 11 Nel mondo di Dante". (Rome:l944). 

Essay: La 'donatio Constantini~ et Dante. PP• 107-159. 

29. Inferno: XXXIII: 31-36. 

With hounds lean, trained and eager he had sent the 
Gualantli, the Sismondi and the Lanfranchi to the front 
before him, and after a short run the father and the 
sons seemed to be spent and with the sharp fangs I seemed 
to see their flanks torn open. 

Cf. The well-known exposition of the incident of Count 

Ugolino: 

Fr~ncesco de Sanctis. vol.V. of Opere: "Lezioni e Saggi 

suDante." p.688 sqq. {Turin: 1955). 

30. Inferno: X.XI: 67-70. 

With the fury and uproar of dogs that rush out on a 
mendicant 'rho suddenly begs 1rhere he stops, these rushed 
out from under the bridge. 

31. Inferno: XXXII: 105. 

latrando lui con Ii occhi in gi~ raccolti. 

he barking and with eyes held down. 

32. Inferno: XXXII: 70-72. 

After that I saw a thousand faces made dog-like with the 
cold, so that shuddering comes over me, and always vlill, 
at frozen pools. 
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33. Inferno: I: 49-50. 

and a she-wolf which appeared in its leanness to be charged 
with all cravings. 

Cf. M. Apollonio. op.cit. vol.I, P• 559 sqq. 
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CHAPTER .SEVEN. 

THE PLACE OF VIRGIL IN THE "DIVINA COMMEDIA." 

I. 

As we have seen, the Prologue presents the great 

theme of the "Divina Comrnedia" in solemn and dramatic 

far:>m. That theme is the struggle against evil, whether 

in the individual or in the society of the time. Such 

a conflict assumes various and divergent forms, vague 

yet recognizable. In its simplest terms, it involves 

the common experiences of sensuality, pride and avarice 

as these come to be known in the temptations which are 

addressed to a particular man. In its social aspect, 

it takes the form of the effort to establish and maintain 

justice in the government of Florence. This leads to 

many results. It means hostility to the Capetian 

monarchy in all its ambitions, and to the Holy See 

itself in so far as it is allied to the French king. 

It leads also to those wider implications which emerge 

in the great poem. Nothing less than the political 

reform of the Christian world is demanded and this 

must include not only the restoration of the Empire, 

but also the return of the Papacy to the precepts of 

the Gospel. It appears, therefore, that the salvation 

of that particular man whom we ns.rne Dante Alighieri is 

inevitably bound up with certain responsibilities, certain 

duties, Qlld certain tasks which he must regard as imposed 

upon him. All these are manifestations of the one theme, 

and logical conclusions which derive from the concept of 
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justice. Justice for the poet must mean the complete 

reform, intellectual, moral and political,of the Christian 

civilization of the West. This feeling, which is ardent 

throughout the whole of the "Divina Commedia", makes the 

"Convlvio" seem almost dilettante, a delicate pastel in 

rose and grey beside Michelangelo's fresco of the "Last 

Judgaent" in the Sistine Chapel. The tragic and terrible 

themes suggested by the First Cante of the "Inferno" seem 

to bear little relationship to the Aristotelian ideal of 

the noble soul, with its perfect poise, its harmony and 

culture. Nor does the Heavenly City, with its light, its 

joy and colour gathered into the petals of the White Rose, 

seem to have any connection with the earthly city of the 

earlier work. There, it will be remembered, the Emperor, 

by the exercise of reason, imposes upon his subjects the 

principles so luminously delineated in the "Nicomachean 

Ethics." At first sight, it looks as if Dante has wandered 

. far away from the wisdom of the ancients and bhe clear 

light of Classical Humanism. The Prologue suggests this, 

with its allegorical figures, its gloom and shadow, its 

atmosphere of fear and horror, as of incalculable evil. 

Soon, however, we discover that we are mistaken in this 

belief. We perceive that the Classical Humanism of the 

earlier period has returned in triumph. It is classical, 
1~t 

indeed, with allAfervour that mediaeval tradition attached 

to the ancient thought and literature. It is also concerned 
1./ 

with the poet's theological preoccupation. 

Dante would have been able to overcome sensuality 

in himself, if he had not at the same time been obliged 

to fight against pride. He would have been able to van-

quish the malevolence of Florence, if he had not encountered 

the collusion between the Holy See and the French monarchy, 

i.e. of pride and avarice. He draws back: he hesitates: 
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he is reluctant to make any effort against such formidable 

adversaries. His courage and resolution fail so that 

for very fear: 

" ••• io perdei la speranza dell 1altezza. 
(2) 

He allows himself to be driven far into the shadows 

of that forest which is so dark, so wild, so ominous •••• 

la dove il sol tace. Here in the solitude of the wood, 

he encounters Virgil ••• perhaps we had better say the 

shadow of Virgil ••• for whatever may happen later, it is 

in this way that the Roman poet rises from the obscurity 

of dark leaves and the gloom of those threatening, f'antastic 

shapes of trees. It is doubtful whether in the whole of 

Literature there can be found another example of an appear

ance so impressive, so strange, so mysterious. Not even 

the appearance of the ghost in "Hamlet" strikes a note so 

weird and so arresting. The Romantic movement produced 

many instances of the sombre and spectral, but such invent

ions are usually the result of the study of Dante. 

It is sufficient at this point to say that the poet 

of the "Aeneid" has been sent by Beatrice, who has herself 

been charged with a mission to help by S.Lucy, the symbol 

of illuminating grace. This compassionate zeal has been 

actuated by the Holy Virgin herself'. Here, the poetry 

takes on the accents, the lyrical grace, the charm of that 

"sweet, new style" of which Dante was so accomplished a 

master. The story of the heavenly solicitude is told 

almost in the tone of a Romantic poem of love and 

aspiration: 

Donna e gentil nel ciel che si compiange 

di giuesto impedimento ov 11o ti mando, 

sl. che duro giudicio la su frange. 
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Ques;ta chiese Lucia in suo dimando 

e disse: 'Or ha bisogno 11 tuo fedele 

di ta, ed io ate lo raccomando.• 

Lucia, nimica di ciascun crudele, 

si mosse, e venne al loco dov•i~ era, 

che mi sedea con 1 1antica Rachele. 

Disse: 1 B~atrice, leda di Dio vera., 

ch~: non soccorri quei che t 1 s.m~ tanto, 

ch 1usci per te della volgare schiera? 

Non odi tu la pieta del suo pianto? 

non vedi tu la morte che 11 combatte 
;./ 

su la fiumana ove 11 mar non ha vanto? 

That is the beginning of the famous ambassage and the way 

of salvation for Dante himself. Virgil is to conduct him 

through the place .. of torments, and through Purgatory to 

Beatrice herself who will be his guide to the glories of 

Heaven. The incident is related in a manner which recalls 

the poet of the "Vita Nuova", with its atmosphere of a 

Spring day in which cloud and sunlight alternate and the 

young green of the leaves mingle with white blossom on_the 

trees,. In the "Convivio", no active ps.rticipa.tion is given 
, 

to Virgil, though his renown is evident. He is mentioned 

as the greatest of the Italian poets •••• Virgilio, lo mag-4./ . . . 
. giore nostro poeta.... while Aeneas is singled out as the ·· 

. 5./ 
most illustrious example of courtesy, nobility and loyalty. 

There are several allusions to the "Aeneid" itself and 

Dante employs it almost like the text of Holy Scripture 
6 •I II to establish various propositions. In the Divina 

Commedla", Virgil is the means by which an association 

with the earlier work is preserved. There he occupies 

the place, formerly assigned to Aristotle, of guardiap, 
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companion and master. No doubt, there might seem some-

thing illogical about this. It might, perhaps, have app

eared natural that Dante, wandering far from the contemp-

lation and felic1ty which are the consummation of phil

osophy, should turn to Aristotle for help. After all, the 

poet has assured us many times and in almost impassioned 

words of his devotion to so great a master. References'to 

him are so frequent that they occur in nearly every chapter. 

We have already exan1ined these ascriptions of fame. In 

chapter VI of the Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio", he 

extols the eminence of Aristotle in such terms that even 

the greatest admirer of that philosopher begins to feel 

some c~mpunction.7•/ 
However, 1~ is not to Aristotle that the poet confides 

himself on his journey through the three realms, not even 

to an Aristotle supposed to have received the illumination 

of the Christian Faith •. Graf, in his learned work on Rome. 

in the Middle Ages, speaks of a poem of the twelfth century 

which represents Aristotle as instructing Alexander the 

Great in the rudiments of the Christian Faith.8•/No doubt, 

such a work represents pious legend and edifying belief 

and is not merely an isolated fiction. The part played 

by Aristotle in the great poem is important, but it is not 

dramatic. Indeed, the "Philosopher" of Dante's earlier 

admiration is passive, rather a source of information than 

a voice of Wisdom. While it is true to say, that the teach

ing of the 11Nicomachean Ethics" (as interpreted by S.Thomas) 

exists as a form and light in the poet's mind, Aristotle 

himself is not one of the great characters of the poem. 

He is merely the wise and discreet figure sitting in the 

green meadow and receiving the adulation of his philoso

phical family. Limbo holds him in its Elysian light. That 

desire to contemplate the truth itself, to attain the good 

of the inteilect, is for ever disappointed in him. With 

Virgil, in the forgotten place, of dreams and desires: 
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E se furon dina.nzi al cristianes.imo, 

non adarar debitamente a Die: 

e di questi cottd son lo medesmo.(9) 

There were, of course, many reasons for this exclusion 

of the "master of them that know" and there were many 

reasons to justify the place which is assigned to Virgil 

in the great enterprise. Difficulties of what may be 

called a literary order existed. The person and char

acter of Aristotle were not at all known in those times. 

He was regarded as a man of .learning, s:omewhat futile, 

if. not foolish, a scientist and philosopher, a man of 

books whose only delight consisted in study and in 

intellectual conversation. That was the kindest opinion 

entertained of him. Mediaeval legend abounded in stories 

which did not reflect any credit upon him. Some represented 

him as a .learned clerk who iry£pite of all his cleverness 

was not exempt from the common frailties of our human 

nature. Often he was depicted as a pedant, a ludicrous 

and shambling figure of contempt. For love of a woman 

who deceived him he was:.lsaid to have allowed himself to 

be saddled like a donkey and to have trotted round on all 

fours. In this respect, he served as an illustration in 

pulpit oratory of the weallness of human wisdom apart from 

religion. 

Virgil on the other hand was extolled and magnified 

by legend and common tradition. He was raised above the 

ordinary level of mankind. He was superstitiously regarded 

as a magician and prophet. He had, in the eloquent words 

of the Fourth Eclogue, foretold the ~oming of Christ and 

of the golden age of the kingdom, so it was almost 

universally believed. And_ certainly, whoever read the 

·words: 
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Ultima Cumaei venit iam carminis a.etas; 

magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo. 

iam redit et Virgo, redeunt Saturnia regna; 

lam nova progenies caelo demittitur alto.(ll) 

whoever thought about them with the Christian pre

suppositions and without knowing the historical back

ground might be forgiven for comparing them with the pro

phecies in the Book of Isaiah which have for so long 

received a Christian interpretation. Comparettl has 

shown in his brilliant study how a poetry grave, solemn, 

and hieratic had gathered round his name.( 12 ) It was, 

therefore, a stroke of genius ••• certainly a brilliant 

literary invention ••• to make the great Latin poet the 

guide through the mysterious regions of the kingdoms 

of the otheif'orld. But there were other reasons for 

Dante's choice and these were more cogent, more compelling. 

For his salvs.tion, possessing as he did the soul of a. 

poet, with all its sensitiveness, and imagination, deeply 

wounded, humiliated by adversity, and resentful of injust-

ice, there was need of a companion who should himself 

know the meaning of compassion. Where should he find this 

but in Virgil, the author of so many exquisite lines in 

which the warmth of human emotion and the sadness of 

human destiny are never far from the surface? Moreover, 

he discovered in Virgil that generous and noble love of 

Italy which was so 'vehement in his own blood. The scene 

in which Aeneas describes the first glimpse of the far-

off Italian hills is enough to reveal this deep passion: 

"ial!\(JUe rubescebat stellis Aurora_ fugatis;, 

cum procul obscures cellis humilemqiue videmus 

Italiam. Italiam primus conclam.at Achatea, 

Italiam laeto aocii clamore salutant.(l3) 
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Renaudet has demonstrated that to bring back, not only. 

Dante, but others to the knowledge of the good a.nd the 

true, the poem required one of those truly great human 

souls.(J.4) Such a soul is Virgil, sympathetic, ••• indeed, 

profoundly touched by the sorrows of mankind, moved by 

their evil deeds, affected by their griefs, stirred by 

their joys. Moreover, it needed one, not only as a phil-

osopher but even more as a poet, who should combine an 

intellectual eagerness with a serene hope in the midst 

of all the restlessness and dissatisfaction of the times. 

Virgil could claim to be very near to the Florentine 

poet both in spirit and in aptitude. Throughout the 

Middle Ages his reputation was considerable, not only as 

a poet but also as a philosopher. John of Salisbury 

regards him &ls one who can express the truths of 

philosophy under the images of poetry.(15) If the 

Aristotelian logic and the Aristotelian metaphysic 

had persuaded his mind by the very brilliance of their 

intellectual power, much more the beauty of Virgil's poetry 

had moved his heart with its strange and compassionate 

sadness. Virgil was nearer to the minds and imaginations: 

of men. His generous and beautiful soul spoke to them 

in that language of consolation which meant so much.more 

than the dry light of Aristotelian philosophy. Virgil 

becomes and remains for all eternity Dante's master and 

friend. The words: tu duca, tu stgnore;it~ maestro(l6) 

are uttered with a fervour and deliberation impossible 

to mistake. We are not concerned with an elaborate 

enquiry into the place occupied by Virgil in the scheme 

of the "Divina Comrnedia". All that we require is a 

general survey. In this connection, it will readily be 

conceded that first of all the poet of the "Aeneid" 

represented human reason(l7) just as in the "Convivio" 

Dante had identified Aristotle with that same principle 
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of Wisdom. In the earlier works, we have noticed that 

the wisdom which is ascribed to the Peripatetic philoso

pher means the morality and principle described in the 

"Nicomachean Ethics". Sometimes, in the course of the 

great poem, Virgil will recall to the mind of his pupil 

a passage from the "Physics" or "Ethics" in order to 

elucidate his meaning.(18) 

Non ti rimembra di quelle parole 

con le quai la tua EtLCOJpertratta 

le tre dispoziono che 11 ciel non vole, 

incontinenza~ malizia e la matta 

bestialitade? 

Again, in a way, it is true that, like Aristotle in the 

"Convivio", Virgil assumes an encyclopaedic character. 

He is a repository of learning: he explains, discourses 

and digresses on the various questions which perplex the 

mind of the younger poet. His instruction is clear, plain 

and definite. It is not confined to any particular topic. 

It ranges far and wide over the domain of human knowledge.(l9) 

What he says is preparatory to that higher and more ether

eal learning of Beatrice, that noblest of all sciences which 

is contemplation. Dante' starts with the ideal of reason. 

He admires its clarity, its integrity, its careful analysis, 

its lucid observation. It is this which he apparently 

wished to cultivate in the earlier work. I~ this, he 

follows Aristotle, who must ever remain the model of that 

perspicuity which he desired to emulate.., Yet, soon, in 

that work, we discover other aspects of philosophy, other 

interests and other ideals. We perceive first of all the 

poet's concern with language, the impassioned defence 

which he makes of the use of the vernacular in the prose 
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treatises, the varied modulations of the Italian, its 

sweetness, its colour, its fire.< 201 Soon we are 

introduced to certain forms of thought which are spec

ifically religious. These are expressed, not in the 

sober and careful language of the Schools nor in the mode 

of dialectic, but as confused speculations. In other words, 

they exist as objects of desire rather than of cognition. 

For example, in the Second Treatise, we have an image 

of Theology in the Empyrean,( 2l) we discover a passage 

on the various orders of the Angels,,< 22 ) and a digression 

on the proofs of the immo:rfality of the sou1.< 23) These 

are questions of theology. They are not discussed with 

the distinctions and propositions proper to that science, 

however. They are obviously coloured by the emotion of 

religion, and the sentiment of faith. 

In the "Divina Commedia", Virgil is the poet's 

instructor. He accomplishes his task with fs.r more 

warmth and enthusiasm than ma.y be found in the recollect-

ions of Aristotelian teaching as seen through the spectacles 

of S.Albert the Great and S.Thomas Aquinas. Indeed, we 

find the Roman poet leading his pupil towards the sub

limity of a religious speculation which goes far beyond 

the Peripatetic view. What we cannot fail to observe 

here is the character and concept of Nee-Platonism. 

If it be maintained that Dante had never read Plato or 

Plotinus or Proclus, that is a point which must be 

conceded, as we have already said. It is equally true, 

however, that Platonism in its various forms was widely 

diffused. It is _expressed in the theology of S .Augustine, 

and the writings of s.Thomas contain much that is derived 

from Platonic sources. However, if he had been at any time 

a pupil of the Franciscans, as perhaps he was for a time 

at the Studium of Santa Croce ~.t Florence, or even if he 

had been acquainted with their teaching (as seems quite 

certain) he could not fsl.il to perceive the strong Platoni.s.:t 
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drift of their thought. Virgil, therefore, will lead 

the poet beyond the rational humanism of the 1'Four 

Treatises" to that rich and complex: philosophy of the 

"Divina Cmmnedia". This too is Humanism, in which, as 

in a stained glass window of some great Mediaeval church, 

all the colours and forms and symbols of the Catholic 

Religion blaze out in gold and blue, purple and green 

and crimson. 
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IIe 

It would, how.ever, be a mistake to regard Virgil 

merely as a guide in.these matters of religion and 

s:peculative philosophy· which exercised the mind of the 

author of the "Divina. Comrnedia 11
• That would limit the 

Latin poet to one particular task. It is true that, 

whatever other descriptions; may be found to apply to 

him, he repres:ents the highest nobility of which Human ... 

ism itself is capable. In this respect, we may compare 

his office with that of Aristotle in the "Convivio." 

A Roman rather than a Greek was better suited to demon-

strate the ideal of hum.an culture. Aristotle was the 

philosopher of a Greece which was later brought into 

subjection and no longer possessed any importance in 

the political designs of sovereign states. Virgil, 

however, is the poet of the Roman Empire. All the 

glory, all the majesty, all the grandeur of Rome clothe 

the "Aeneid" with light and flame. Virgil had be.en 

contemporary with that extension of imperial power which 

took place in the reign of Augustine~: 

Nacqui sub Julie, ancor che fesse tardi, 
.(24) 

e vissi a Roma s:otto 11 buono Augusto 

He was the poet who predicted an-empire which knew neither 

limits of time nor space. 

Romulus· excipiet gentem et Mavortia condet 

moenia Romanosque suo de nomine dicet. 

his ego nee metas rerum nee tempor~ pono; 

imperium. sine fine dedi.( 25) 

Des'.tiny, for tune, his tori cal circumstance had assigned 
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this renown to the Roman name and Roman genius, but, Dante 

says in effect, we must recognize it as the work of 

D 1~vine Providence. The poet of the "Aeneid" expresses 

a philosophy which in every way surpasses the teaching 

of Aristotle. What Dante takes to be the object of his 

work is not only the salvation of the sinner. It is nothing 

less than the root and branch reform of the Christian 

religion, intellectual, moral, political and religious. 

This ref<rmation is, of cours;e, entirely Catholic in 

its ideals. It admits of no compromise with the spirit 

of opportunism or of worldly prudence •. It has no toler

ance of heresy. In the scheme of thing~, Virgil represents 

the most perfect order that reason Clilll impose on human 

society. This consists in that system created by Rome 

which we call Jurisprudence, the concept of Law as it 

had been realized in the practice of generations. 

It had been developed in therii:andates of the Roman 

Republic. Later, the imperial lawyers had elaborated 

and perfected it in the days when Roman dominions stret• 

ched from sea to sea. It expressed not only the ideal 

of peace and concord among men but also those philoso

phical principles by which society must be rationally 

ordered.< 26 > It brought to consummation the Aristotelian 

ethic. It constituted the highest expression of the 

human spirit until the day that Revelation enlightened 

men with the hope from on high. In this respect, it is 

easy to see why Dante could learn from his great pre• 

decessor. Professor Nardi has spoken of the impassioned 

interpretation that Dante had discovered in the history 

of Rome, as revealed in the "Aeneid'~ and which he quotes 

with the same faith and conviction as the Bible itself.< 27) 

In the "Convivio" in order to establish the d·ivine mission 
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of the Empire, he cites the well-known Virgilian 

prophecy mentioned above.< 2
B) He connnends the gentle-

ness of the Roman People in the exercise of power, their 

determirn~:tion in preserving it and their s;kill in its 

acquisition, as qualities which deserved the reward of the 

imperial glory. Again, in the "De Monarchia", he employs 

a quotation fnom the ''Aeneid" in order to support the s!lll11e 

argument.(29) Virgil is therefore the prophet of the 

empire. He has received a vocation from God to celebrate 

the glory of the imperial city and its people who des

cended from the noble Trojan blood.(30) 

Both poets have many things in common. For both, 

the monarchy was universs.l, acknowledging no earthly 

confines to its authority. For both, Italy was the centre: 

it was indeed the forsaken and deserted "giardin C:; 

Jc'1o'mperio".(3l) With this view, Virg;tl concurred.<32 ) 

Both share the same ardent love of their native country. 

Both are aware of the tension which exists between Rome 

itself and the rest of Italy. Virgil see~s to have come 

from the Ciss.lpina and to have had some Etruscan blood. 

He paints a glowing picture at the end of the second '·· -. 

"Georgie" of the life of the farmer, with his flock and 

his herds, his wine and corn, and the simple country 

junketings round the blazing fire. The famous section 

beginning: 

Me vero primum dulces ante omnia Musae (33) 

which mo.st of us can remember from our school days af'fords 

a delightful glimpse of the old- fashioned farmer, with 

his labour, his care, his laughter and contentment. 

Such a life is contrasted with the meretricious exploits 

of the rich: the Tyrian pv~ple, the gold cup set with 

jewels, the clamour or battle, the miser brooding over 

his buried treasure, the eloquence of the public assembly, 
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the _popular acclaimation, the harshness and rapacity of 

the successful and the wealthy. Virgil praises the old 

customs, the old ideals, the old simple loyalties of a. 

happier age. 

11 
••••••••• sic f ortis Etruris. crevi t 

scilicet et rerurn facta est pulcherrima Roma, 

septemffiue una sibi muro circurndedit arces. 

ante etiam sceptrum Dictaei regis et ante 

impia quarn caesis gens est epulat$ iuvenci$, 

aureus hanc vitam in terris Saturnus agebat; 

necdurn etiarn SJudieraht i~ari cla.ssicQ..ja, necdurn 

impositos duris crepitare incudibus ensis.<34) 

There is much here to remind us of the Cantos in the 

"Paradise" in which Cacciaguida describes the simplicity 

and charm of Florence in the old days, with its narrow: 

streets, its women working at the loom or at the spinning 

wheel, while the mother bent over her child to whisper 

the sweet Tuscan words of endearment. The scene is diff-

erent, of course. Virgil describes the country, with its 

soft grass, its trees, its rivers, its flowers of white 

and purple that star the meadow, the yellow bees among 

the cassia and wild thyme, the occupations of the farmer 

and his men throughout the year. It is idyllic in the 

same sense as Dante's picture of ancient Florence. For then: 

Fiorenza dentro dalla cerchia antica, 

ond'ella toglie ancora a terza e nona, 

si stava in pace, sobria e pudica.<35) 

Both poets are describing a golden age: both are filled 

with a melancholy when they contemplate the concord and 

simple virtues of the past. 

In one sense it is certainly true that the "Divina 

Commedia" is the dialectic and lyrical expression of a:ll 
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itSs author's loyalties. ( 36 ) It is right, therefore, 

that so eminent a place should be assigned to Virgil. 

The great Roman poet can never be satisfactorily de

fined in allegorical terms in that work. When we have 

said that he is the symbol of Hum.an Reason or of Wisdom, 

no doubt we have said something. No doubt, he is intended 

to fulfil such a part. He is, however, so much more than 

that. Dante regards him with the most obvious affection. 

He is the great poet, master of the noble line, the ex

qiuisite phre.se, prophet and teacher. The "Aeneid" was 

the poem which provided Dante with so msny of his themes. 

In it· he found recorded the glory of the E:mpire, the 

blazing up of that torch kindled at the fires of Troy., 

What he says and thinks of Virgil goes far beyond the 

usual Mediaeval reverence for so great and mysterious 

a name. There is, of course, a familiarity with the 

tradition which had come to be associated with the La.tin 

poet. We may even discern some recollection of the 

legends which represented Virgil as a magician, in the 

account of his first descent into Hell to bring back a 

soul from the Judecca a.:t the command of the witch Eriton. (37) 

Generally speaking, Dante has put his own interpretation 

and understanding on his great predecessor. We may trace 

his growing appreciation of Virgil from the casual 

reference in the "Vi.ta Nuova" in which he discusses the 

use of metaphorical language in poetry.(3S) In the 

11 Convivio 11 he refers to him as "lo maggiore noa:tro poeta", ( 39) 

mentioning the story of Dido and the descent of Aeneas. 

into the underworld. Further, in the "De Mona.rchia:11 

he employs various titles of' renown, "divinus poeta nester", 

"poeta noster", "noster Vates" (40) in order to .indicate 

the regard which he entertains for so illustrious a name. 

It is in the "Divina. Commedia", however, that we become 

conscious of that profound and generous admiration which 

glows through its pages. If Virgil is a guide and teacher 
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through the first two kingdoms of the dead, he is a 

presence in the ."Paradise11 itself. In the great poem 

he is called by many titles. He is "1 'altissimo poeta" 

to whom the fb ur great shades give their veneration: 

'Onorata 1 1altissimo poeta: 

.L'ombra sua torna, ch'era dipartita.' (4:1.) 

He is 11gloria de' Latin11 (Purgatorio: VII:16), "mar di 

tut to 11 senno" (Inferno: VIII: 7), "virt~ so mma" (Inferno: 

X:4); more than this, he is addres~ed as "Virgilio, 

dolcissimo patre" (Purgatorio: XXX:50). Nor in the 

characteristic attitudes and gestures of the poet can 

there be en y doubt as to the love which Dante feels 

towards him. Thus on the appearance of Beatrice in 

the earthly Paradise, he turns towards his companion 

with all the eagerness with which a chi£d runs tro his 

mother when in distress: 

volsimi alla sinistra col rispitto 

co.L qua.Le il fantolin corre a.LJ.a mamma 

quando ha paura or quando el.Li e afflitto 

per dicere a Virgilio: ·~~n che dramma 

di sangue m'~ rimaso che non tremi; 

conosco i segni de11'antica fiamma'; 

ma Virgilio n'avea lasciati scemi 

di se, Virgilio dolcissimo patre, 

Virgilio a cui per mia salute die'mi; 

ne quantunque perdeo 1 1antica matre 

va.Lse alle guance nette di rugiada, 

che' lacrimando, non tornasser atre. (42) 

It is Virgil who at the request of Beatrice has de.Livered 

him from the terror of the Dark! Woo~, the obscure and 

shadowy wilderness, the dense and driven thicle t; 
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le passo 

che non lascio gi~ mai persona viva.(43) 

It is Virgil who brings him to that other wood with its 

wandering streams of clear water, its trees shaken by 

the soft winds, like the pine-grove at Chiassi, near 

Ravenna, its red and yellow flowers growing in the 

thick meadow~grass, ~ts birds singing for joy.{44) 

This is the wood of high romance, the wood of the 

Arthurian legend, the wood of the lovers, the wood that 

has been dreamed about and described in many a poet's 

vision. It is the Garden of Eden: innocence, peace, 

concord, happiness. To this place of leaves and shadows, 

Virgil has brought the poet. It is the last of his 

taskse It is salvation itself. Without Virgil, the 

Florentine poet would, it seems, never have attained to 

that salvation. 
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III. 

Besides all this, however, Virgil in the person 
M 

of his magnimous hero, Aeneas, expresses the ideal of " . 

nobility described in such glowing terms in the Fourth 

Treatise of the "Con vivo". (45) This follow1s from the 

conception of the '~eneid 11 as the record of the divine 

purpose for the Empire and the task given to its hero to 

bning in the chosen seed of Troy. Aeneas has, therefore, 

not only received a vocation but also the grace to perform 

such actions as are commanded him in establishing the 

dominion of Rome. Yet, in him we see only that perfection 

which properly belongs to nature and reason. It is true, 

of course, that his journey to the underworld was a marvel 

and a portent. It must be admitted that it exceeds those 

bounds which the rational imposes: 

Tu dici che di Silvio il parente, 

corruttibile ancora, ad immortale 

secolo~:=.ando, e fu sensibilmente. 

Pero>se l'avversario d'ogni male 

cortese i fu,pensando l'alto effetto 

ch'uscir davea di lui e'lchie'l qua.le, 

non pare indegno ad omo d'intelletto; 

ch'e1 fu de{ltalma Roma e di suo impero 

netl'empireo ciel per padre eletto •• u"(46 > 

Yet this w~s for a special purpose and Virgil, in 

describing it, has given us a revelation of that part

icular glory to which the Roman people were called. In 

this, therefore, Dante must ascribe something more than 

earthly wisdom t~ his predecessor. He must have believed 
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that he possessed that divine spark of fire which could 

only be communicated from above. This was that wisdom 

blown into a flame by t~e spirit of pro~~ecy: that is 

tant8.nJ.ount to saying that God conveyed through him the 

truths which s.re· expressed in images. What he could 

not have received wias the Christian revelation. I.ff.' we 

talk in the language of symbols, we ·shall say that Dante 

here intends the insufficiency of Reason without Revel-

ation, or of Philosophy wd.thout::Theology. That no doubt 

would be true. We can also say that as Virgil lived ~t 

a time when there could be no Christian instruction he 

could not be expected to practice the true worship of God. 

Per tai difetti, non per altro rio, 

semo perduti, e sol di tanto off'esi, 

che s·anza speme vivemo in disio. (47> 

Yet, as Compare.tti has pointed out, Virgil shows a 

varied knowledge and can allude to God by the Trinitarian 

formula a:a "una: sustfinza in tre persone" besides being 

aible to quote "Genesis" with some fluency. C4S) 

In the "Divina Commedia", Dante wishes to exem-

' plify the ideal of human v~rtue in its perfection, 

that is, as it finds its consummation by revelation. 

In this, Virgil surpasses Aristotle. Aeneas, the 

courteous and generous hero, trans·cends the conception 

of the great-souled man, who is extolled in the Fourth 

Book of the "Nicomachean Ethics." <49) As Dante sees the 

problem, the perfection of nature aid the perfection of 

grace must meet in one and the same person. In a way, 

Virgil might be said to reali~e this. The Florentine 

poet, in common with all the men of the Middle Ages, 

believed that the opening lines of Virgil's Fourth 

Eclogue declared in veiled words the mystery of Re• 

demption, The Latin poet, however, never entered into 
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the truth himself. His task was merely to proclaim. 

The part assigned to him was that of carrying behind 

him the light which will guide others while hims.elf 

w.alking in darkness. As Statius affirms in the 

"Purga t.orio:" 

Facesti come <qJUei che va di notte, 

che porta il lume dietro e se non giov~, 

ma dopo se fa le persone dotte, 

quando dicesti; "Secol si rinova; 

torna giustizia e primo tempo umano, 

e progenie scende da ciel nova." (5o) 

Though he is the bearer of the light, he receives no 

profit from it him.self. He remains subject to the errors 

and superstitions of the pagan religion--going on in the 
(51) 

darkness-- al tempo delli dei falsi e bugiardi. 

In other words, the wisdom of Virgil, though it surpassed 

that of Aristotle, attained only t.o-·the.t perfection which 

is according to n'1.ture. It ws.s a humanism which may be 

described as rational, sympathetic, generous, and 

courteous. It could never go beyond the natural capacity 

and natural intellect because it warn deficient in that 

illuminlil.tion which came from gra.ce. However, the 

instruction of Virgil is meant to come to fruition and 

glory. Virgil carries the lantern: others get the benefit 

of. the light. The poet of the "Divina Commedia" does 

not neglect to make this clear to his readers. He will 

come to salvation himself. Everything in the poem assures: 

us of this with a lucidity and force which cannot be mis

taken. The words addressed to him by his old friend, and 

teacher, Brunetto Latini, have surely a concealed allusion 

to this: 

Ed elli a me: 'Se tu segui tua stella 

non puoi failire a glor!.oso porto, 
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se ben m1accorsi nella vita bella~. 
(52) 

He must take another way than the one that he proposed, 

however. Virgil tells him this definitely: 

A te convien tenere altro v!aggio. 
(Inferno: 1:91.) 

How shall we understand this statement? Perhaps, in this 

way. Neither the Aristotelian ethic nor the enthusiasm 

for a purely rational and enlightened humanism which we 

discover in the "Com1ivio" are enough. Nor, indeed, is 

the spiritual fervour, the glory of the Empire, and the 

inspired prophecy which may be discerned in Virgil 

enough for this perfection. They are natural: temporal: 

limited: finite: even though they know something of the 

light from above. They are experiences which must be 

realized and transcended in the doctrine of the Word 

made flesh. Despite all his aspirations towards 

purity, Dante remains a sinner who must work out his 

salvation with fear and trembling. He must follow 

patiently and arduously the three stages of the spiritual 

life, the Purgative way, the Illuminative Way, the 

Unitive Way. Only in this manner can he attain to his 

true end. And so, liberated from sin, restored in the 

exercise of his free-~ill, detached from material desire~ 

and worldly ambitions, he will come to know the truth. 

Finally, he will be united in the Beatific Vision to God 

Himself. So much is promised, so much is declared in 

the poem. This surely is how Dante represents the con

summation of the Christian life. In hiroself--and ideally 

in Heaven in the state of redemption--he will realize 

what is the vocation of every Christian soul. For the 

ideal consists in that perfection which is both spiritual 

and rational, supernatural and nature.I. In this way, all 
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man's powers and capacities come to fulfilment. This is 

nothing less than that doctrine of the deification of man 

of which the Platonic tradition in Greek theology is full, 

and of which there are some fleeting suggestions in the 

New Testament. This way alone, will Dante be able to co

operate with the triumph of Christian truth and in the 

establishment of Christian order and justice in the world. 

In this way alone will he be able to help with the efforts 

of that mysterious and obscure figure, 11 11 Veltro", the 

Hound who is the promised reformer of the Church and of 

the temporal kingdom: 

Questi non cibera terra ne peltro, 

ma sapienza, amore e virtute, 

e sua nazion sara tra Feltro e ¥eltro. 

Di quella umile Italia fia salute 

per cui mori la vergine Camrnilla, 

Euriale e Turno e Niso di ferute. (53) 

We see in this lofty conception how the Aristotelian idea 

of man's highest act as contemplation is transformed and 

deepened. Heaven is contemplation: the Beatific Vision 

by the light of glory. It is fruitful, endless, eternal, 

joyous, and, as Aristotle sa.id)it was an activity which 

is divine. Thus the ideal of ancient philosophy attains 

to its true significance, for this is nothing less than 

the deification of the human soul by the light of Wisdom. 

At the end of the journey, the poet perceives that his 

own will has become entirely one with the Divine Will: 

1'8.mor che move il sole e l 'al tre stelle. 

(Paradiso: XXXIII:l45.) 
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In this respect, therefore, the statement of Br~mond 

appears to be justified--that the Christian humanism 
• ( 51.1-) 

reaches its perfection in the mystical experience. 

For the three stages of the spiritual journey three guides 

are necessary. Virgil is the appointed guide for the first: 

this is the Purgative way as represented by Hell, wi.th 

its fires and marshes, its violence and fury. The great 

Roman poet will accompany his faltering steps, console 

his fear, encourage his hopes, strengthen his resolution. 

He it is who will impress upon him the baseness of sin 

which destroys that nobility innate in man by reason of 

his creation in the image of God. He it is who, in the 

steep ascent of Purgatory, will lead him to experience 

that penitence which restores to man his original 

nobility. At the same time, Virgil, who has become acqu-

ainted with the truths of Revelation, instructs our poet 

in the principles of divine justice. Some of these agree 

with the precepts established by Aristotle: others, myster

ious and profound, elude the human understanding. They. 

are such as must be revealed. They cannot be ascertained 

by cogitation nor by rational enquiry, as in the "Nico

machean Ethics. 11 It is perhaps singular that these secret 

decrees appear to be known to Virgil, even though he is 

excluded from Heaven because of his ignorance of the 

truths of the Gospel. Indeed, his loss of eternal felicity 

is an example of that justice which is contrary to all 

human ideas of its nature and operation. Once/ Dante has 

been set free from sin, enlightened with the knowledge of 

righteousness, the task of the great Latin poet is done. 

There is nothing else that he can impart·to his pupil. 

There is no light that he is able to perceive. He cannot 

accompany his companion to that glory which is supernatural 

and only to be discerned by a supernatural gift. In the 

"Convivio", the author had declared, following the Arist

otelian philosophy, "although every virtue is lovely in 
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man, that is loveliest in him which is most distinct

ively human, and such is justice, which exists only in 

the rational or intellectual part of a man, that is, in 

his will''.(55) Some aspects of this may still be true for 

Dante's experience. He will not concur with the view that 

justice is always completely intelligible, however, nor 

that its principles may always be precisely defined, so 

far as they concern the Divine government of the world. 

Thus, though he does not reject the Aristotelian view of 

justice, he makes it more profound, more mysterious, more 

solemn in its reference to the omnipotence of God. It is 

Virgil who instructs him in this_, alluding to the heights 

and depths of judgement which man cannot expect to com-

prehend. 

State contenti, umana gente, al quia; 

che se possuto aveste veder tutto, 

meatier non era parturir Maria; 
(56) 

Virgil is the herald of the Empire: he proclaims it, 

asserts its authority, declares its renown. Yet, he is 

far more than this for the Florentine poet. Just as 

Statius owes to him his. gift of poetry and his conver-

sion:, . .iso in the enlightenment of Dante he exerts an 

influence which is beyond the capacity of reason in 

itself. As Professor d'Entreves says, he is "the mess

enger, the announcer of the Lady of Grace." (57) When 

his task is done, he must disappear from the scene, leaving 

the instruction of the poet to Beatrice and those spirits 

in heaven who are capable of bringing him to the plenitude 

of knowledge. Virgil is the pagan poet and sage. 

However, he must also be regarded as the chronicler 

of the historical and the miraculous, since he has related 

in its details the journey of Aeneas in search of Anchises. 

For this reason, he is given the task of guiding Dante 
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through the regions of Hell and Purgatory. The 

Florentine poet treats the "Aeneid" with veneration not 

only because it declares the glory of the Roman Empire, 

but also because it records the vision of Aeneas. 

Professor Nardi rightly describes the epic of Virgil as 

almost in the position of a sacred book and in effect 
>') 

as "the Bible of the Empire".(58) Dante puts the 

vision of Aeneas almost on the same level as the vision 

of S.Paul. 

Per questa andata onde li dai tu vanto, 

intese cose che furon cagione 

di sua vittoria e del papale arnrnanto. 

Andovvi poi lo Vas d 1 elezione, 

per recarne conforto a quella fede 

ch'e principio alla via di salvazione. 

Maio perche venirvi? o chi 1 1 concede? 

Io non Enea, io non Paulo sono: 

e d ·' ' · " 0 ltr1· crede., ( 59 ) .m)· egno a c10 ne 10 ne ~ 

It is quite obvious from this and other passages in the 

"Divina Cornrnedia" that Virgil is regarded as having 

received an inspiration ~nd an illumination. He is able 

to recount an experience of such significance that it may 

even be compared with the mystical vision of S.Paul. 

Whatever symbolic meaning Dante m8.y have attached to 

·virgil ••• and we are not denying that he did so ••• we must 

insist again that the Roman poet is firs.t and foremost 

individual and personal. He is the poet greatly loved, 

the man whom Dante admired, later he becomes the friend, 

companion and guide. 

In Heaven, however, it is Beatrice who undertakes to 

act as his guide in this last and most mysterious part 
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of his journey. She it is who explains the mysteries 

of election and of grace, and who furthermore eluci-

d~tes certain problems of cosmology. By her side, in the 

Earthly Paradise on the t;op of the Mount of Purgatory, 

the poet is a spectator of the allegorical procession 

which instructs him in the meaning of Christian history 

from the foundation of the Church until the time of the 

Babylonian Captivity. This strange piece of symbolism, 

with its reminiscences of Old Testament prophecy, bears 

some resemblance to the stone figures of angels, saints, 

dwarfs, grotes<gJUes and lilies carved in some Mediaeval 

Cathedral. 

Bea.trice it is who will conduct the poet from one 

state of beatitude to another, from the sphere of the 

moon coloured like a pearl to that clear river of light, 

glittering like the fire-struck crystal, which is the 

Empyrean. Here the poet suggests a transcendent exper-

ience by the image of the white rose, with the angels 

like bees, w.ith wings of gold tnd faces of living flame, 

<irnmmunicating to the redeemed that peace and love which 

they had received from the Godhead. Here, in the mids:t 

of all that beauty, that music, that vision of glory, is 

the true City. It is significant of the philosophy of 

Dante that at such a moment he should be reminded of that 

other City by the Arno, so greatly loved, so full of in

justice, tyr~nny and discord: 

Io, che lil.l divino dall 1umano, 

all 1etterno dal tempo era venuto, 

e di Florenz~ in popol giusto e sano, 

di che stupor dovea esser compiut~l 

Certo tra esso e'l gaudio mi facea 

libito non udire e starmi muto1"\60} 
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In order that Dante may come to that Beatific Vision, 

that contemplation which is the end for which man w;as; 

created, even Beatrice doBs not suffice. Her proper 

domain, as far as it may be reckoned symbolically, 

extends to all that may rightly be regarded as Theology. 

Something more is needeJ, however, before this ultimate 

experience o. Being. It is the glowing ardour, the im

passioned love of God, the mystical genius of S.Bernard, 

whose exquisite Latin rehearses not only the prais;es but 

also the joys and sorrows of the life of Jesus. Bernard 

it is who addresses the prayer to the Virgin Mary. 

Bernard it is who brings the poet to the accomplishment 

of his enterprise and the consurnme.tion of the mystics.1 

experience. 

To digress once more, it is not difficult to see 

how Virgil completes the part of Aristotle. In this sense, 

it might be S@.id that the "Divina Commedia" continues 

the theme of the "Convivio". From the fact~ thll.t Virgil 

gives place to Beatrice, may be seen how the great poem 

differs from the earlier work in its lyrical and grace

ful rationalism. In the "Convivio", Bes.trice has little 

if anything to do with the philosophical discussions 

pursued by the author with such fervour and with such fel-

icity of expression. The "Paradiso" shows us Beatrice 

explaining, discoursing, arguing in the manner of the 

Scholastic theology. It might almost be permitted to 

think that she would have been an apt pupil of' the famous

Fra. Remigio Gerolami at the Dominican house of Studies 

at Santjjj_ Maria Novella at Florence. .The 11 Convivio" 

carries on the sentiment of the "Vita Nuova", with its 

atmosphere of dreams and shadows, of colours and shapes 

seen seen through vague distances. Beatrice illuminates 

it as a presence and heavenly influence, though she is 

-so to speak-absent from the experience which is there 
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related. These three works must, therefore, always Pe 

associated together, for in the "Divina Cornmedia" Dante 

fulfils the promise which he made with such audacity in 

the concluding words of the "Vita Nuova": 

11Sicchepe piacere sara di Col ui, per cui tutte le 

cose vivono, che la mia vita per alquanti anni perseveri, 

spero di dire di lei quello che mai non fu detto d'alcuna. 

E poi piaccia a Colui, cht'e sire della cortesia, che la 

mia anima se ne possa gire a vedere la gloria della sua 

donna, cioe di qiuella benedetta Beatrice, che glorio-

samente mira nella faccia di Colui, qui est per omnia 

saecula benedictus.( 6l) 

In his final work, Dante le~ves behind him the 

world of sweet serenity, of light and tranquillity 

which he has depicted with such charm in the 11 Convivio". 

We enter another world altogether in the "Divina Cornmedia", 

in which sin and evil are discovered in all their horror 

and in which the emotions of anguish and terror, pity 

and loathing, exultation ~nd joy are so strangely mingled. 

All the great realities of the spiritual life are seen 

in vivid and dramatic form, not as the figures in some 

allegory of abstract virtues and vices with long cloak~ 

and painted faces. Here we discover men and women in all 

the experiences of life: sinning, rebelling, wenching, 

drinking, swaggering, suffering. We discover them too 

in all their emotions of good or evil: defiant, proud,· 

petulant, compassionate, courageous, penitent, absolved. 

They are characters drawn to the life and revealed in all 

their rich 8nd varied humanity. 

Finally, at the conclusion of this journey to the 

other world, we find the type and example of the ideal 

Christian in the contemplation that Aristotle had prev-

iously described as the most divine exercise possible for 

man. 
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It is that figure which Dante, in his capacity as a 

( 
Christ-i 

i;,o.n Humanist> and which S.Bernard and the other Fathers of 

the Church, conceived and saw. The ideal Christian is 

suggested by the figures of the White Rose slow.ly unfold

ing its petals in the light of the eternal glory. It is 

a picture of the life of the Christian soul in grace. 

This is the image which Dante proposes as a model to him-

self and other men. It is not one particular type or one 

particular individualJfor sanct~ty includes within itself 

all gifts and all talents, all dispositions :md all temp

er1i1.ments, like the prism which breaks the white light into 

the various colours of which it is constituted. This is 

the way in which man must attain to his true end and in 

which the poet himself must re1i1.lize a particular voc&:tion 

for the reformation of Christendom. 

There is a profound significance in the literary fic

ftion which assigns the l:tate of Dante's journey to Holy 

Week in the year 1300. The fact that this experience is 

represented as taking place before the Priorate, before 

the Civic conflict and exile, before the efforts of the 

exiled poet to establish at Florence and in the Church 

a just government1 emphasizes the prophetic nature of the 

poem. The political ~nd theological elements of Dante's 

teaching are inextricably woven together in a rich pattern 

of colour. Throughout the whole of the 0 Divina Gommedia'~ 

the temporal- and historical is illumined by grace. It is: 

never long absent from the mind of the poet even in the 

most exalted moments of Contemplation. Even in the 91ory 

of heaven the poet can find an illustration from common, 

everyday experience to describe his emotions on seeing 

the radiant figure of s.Bernard: 

Qual e .colui cf?.e forse di Croazia 

viene a veder la Veronica nostra, 

che per l'antica fame non sen sazia,, 

( 
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ma dice nel pensier, fin che sim,ostra: 

'Signor mio G;-esu Cristo, Dio vera;ce, 

or fu si fatta la sembi~.nza VOS tr~.? j 11 
(62) 

It is again worth recording that in the procession 

described in Canto XXX of the Purgatorio those gathered 

round the qryphon gree~ the Saviour with the words 

"Benedictus qui venis1 11 and add the lines "Manibus, o date 

lilia plenis~" The words of Anchises' lament for 

Marcellus lend a note of compassion and pathos to Virgil's 

departure• Virgil w;as; the poet and prophet of the pagan 

city which was established on human law. He knew only 

the reason which becomes luminous in the interpretation 

of Aristotle. Yet he looked forward to that city which 

he could not inherit, and to that glory which the Christ

ian Empire should consummate, to Rome the eternal, "the 

secure and joyful kingdom": 

Que-sto sicuro e gaudroso regno, ....... 

frequente in gente antica ed in novella, 

viso e amore avea ad un segno. ( 63) 
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Notes to Chapter Seven. .The Place of Virgil in the 

"Divina Commedia". 

1. J. H. Whitfield& "Dante a.nd Virgil." (Oxford:l949) p.72 sqq. 

2. Inferno: I: 54. 

3. Inferno: II: 94-108. 

There is a gentle lady in Beaven Ybo is so moved with 
pity of that hindrance for which I send· thee that she 
breaks the stern judgment there on high; she called 
Lucy and gave her her behest:"Thy faithful one is noY 
in need of theeand I commend him to thee." Lucy, enemy 
of all cruelty, rose and came to the place where I was , 
seated beside the ancient Rachel and said:"Beatrice., 
true praise of God, why dost thou not succour him who 
so loved thee that for thy sake he left the vulgar 
herd? Hearest thou not his pitiful weeping? Seest 
thou not the death which combats him on the flood that 
is not less terrible than the sea?" 

4. Convivio: IV:XXVI:S. 

Cf. Benedette Croce: "La. Peesia·di Dante." (Bari:l956). 

p.70. 

"Ma gU. nel prime canto le parele rivolte da Dante a 
Virgilio tremano di commozione, a quel vedersi innanzi 
e udir discorrere l'antico poeta che era da lungo tempo 
s1 gran pa.rte della. sua vita interiore, maestro di 
sapienza, maestre di 'belle stil&', cos1 lentano nel 
tempto, cost vicino a tutti i suoi pensieri. E il 
secondo canto, dove pure l'intento informativo ha luogo, 
e ha qualche luogo d'oscillazione allegorica, risplende 
di felicissimi tratti. 

5. Convivio: IV:XXVl:l3-15. 

Dante sums up his argument in these Yerds: 

"Per che ~ manifesto che a questa eta.de lee.ltade, cortesie., 
amore, fortezza e temperanza siano necessarie, s1 come 
dice lo testo che e.l presente ~ ragionato; e per~ la 
nobile anima tutte le dimestra. (15) · , 

6. ibid: IV::XXVI:ll. 

A geod example of Dante's use of the 11Aeneidl1 as a text 

almost en the level of Hely Scripture is to be feund 

here: 

E quest• amore mostra che avesse Enea lo nomate poeta 
nel quinto libr• sepra detto, quando la.sci' li vecchi 
Troiani in Cilicia raccomandati ad Aceste; e partilli 
da le fatiche; e quand• ammaestra in questo lueg• Ascanie, 
suo figlit.<ole, cen li altri adelescentuli armeggiande. 
Per che appare a questa eta.de necessari• essere amar~, 
come le test• dice. 
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7. ibid: IV:VI:7. 

Aristetile ~ maestre e duce. de la ragione umana. 

ibid: IV:VI:l7. 

Per che, tutte ricogliendo, ~ manifesto le principale 
intento, cie~ che l'autoritade del filosefo samme di 
cui s'intende sia piena di·tutto vigore~ • 11 '• 

8. Cf. Arture· Graf: 1 "Rema nella memeria• e:. nelle immaginazioni 

del medio eve." {Turin:l923:2nd.edition). 

The work referred to is a poem by Pierre· de Vernen·· 

entitled "Enseignements d'Aristote". 

9. Inferno: IV: 37-38. 

And if they were before Christianity they did not worship 
God aright, and of these I am one. 

10. Cf. Paul Renucci: "L'Aventure de !'Humanism Europf6n ~u11 1 • 

meyen 8.ge." 1 (Paris:l953)·p.741. 

Also Domenico Cemparetti: "Virgilio nel Medie Evh" t · 1 'i 

{Nueva: edizione a cura di G. Pasqua.ii).· · (Florence: 1953) i 

2 vols: vel.2 116 sqq. 

ll. Virgil. Eclogue IV. 4-7. 

12. Cf. D.Comparetti. op.cit. 

P. Schweiger: "Der· Za.uberei' ·Virgile" · (Berlin: 1897) ~ · 

J. W. Spargo: "Virgil<the Necromancer.'' {Cambridge:·U.S.A.:'' 'i • • · 

1934). . . 

13. Virgil. Aeneid III :521-4~ 

14. A~ Renaudet: "Dante"Humaniste. 11 {Paris:l952)ip.95;. 

15. Cf. John of Salisbury. Policraticus: II: 15: VI: 22.· 

"Virgilius, in libro in que tetius philosophiae rimantur 
archana •••••• peeta Mantua.nus, qui sub imagine favularum 
totius philosephiae exprimit veritatem." 

Cited by Renucci. op. cit. P• 120. 

16. Inferno: II:l40. 

17. Cf. J. H. Whitfield: 

p.73. 

''Dante and Virgil". (Oxferd:l949h 

Charles Till Davis: "Dante t.1.nd the Idea of Reme. 11 • 

(Oxford:·l957). p.124 sqq. 

E. R. Curtius: "European Literature and the Latin Middle· 

Ages." · (London:.-1953) p.326. 
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18. lnferne XI: 79-83. 

Rememberest theu net the werds with which thy,-,- "Ej;,hics" 

expounds the three dispositiens which are against the 
will ef heaven, incentinence, malice and mad brutishness. 

Other instances •f this reference te Aristetle may be 

feund in the fellewing passages:-

Inferne: VI: 1~6-8. 1 ~ 1 1 

Inferne: XI: 97-105. · 1 

Paradise: VIII:·ll8-120. 

19. Cf. Nancy Lenkei th. "Dante' and the Legend' ef I Reme ~ 11 
·-, - ' r 

(Lenden:l952); P• 59 sqq. 

"In the 'Divine•Cemedy' Virgil is an intellectual' and · 
meral guide who clears.the mind and strengthens the· 
will. He answers Dante's questions with·the·competence• 1 • 

ef the schelar and the simplicity ef the teacher' dectus • · · 

and decter, preparing him fer the higher learning;ef: 
Beatrice." 

20. Cf. Bruni in his "Vita di-Dante." 

"le scrivere in istile litterate e vulgare non ha· a 
fare al fatte, n' altra differenza ' se non scrivere 
in grece or in latine. Cisascuna lingua ha sua perfezione· · 
e su• suene, e sue parlare limitate e scientific•." 

quoted in G. Graysen: 11Lerenze 7 :Machiavelli and the Italian 

l.anguage." P• 413. Essay i,n "ltalianiRenaissance 

Studies," edited by E• F;. Jaceb;.-(LendenH960)~1··1•11 

Cf. Brune Nardi:·"Dante 1 e la cultura medievale." 

11 Linguaggie pp; ·216-247. 

21. Cenvivie: Il:XIV:l9.• ·i 

Cf. Appendix Ill v•l~·I •f the Busnelli-Vandelli ed: · ·· 

P• 245 sqq. 

22. ibid:II:V:6. I I 

Cf. Appendix IV vll.I ef·the!abeve editien.·p.248 sqq. 

23. ibid: Il:VIII:l31sqq. 

Cf. Appendix V vel.I ef the above editien. p.249 sqq. 

24. Inf em• I: 70-71. 1 

I was born sub Julio theugh late in his time, and I 
lived at Reme under the geed Augustus. 

25. Virgil• Aeneid I 276-9. 

Cf. Luigi Pietrebone. Essay entitled:nvirgilie, l'impere 

e i1 di n.11 in "Studi su Dante VII."-(Milan:l944) p.73•sqq.• 
-· 

26. A. P. D'Entrlves: "Natural·Law". (Lenden:l952) pp. 4047.· ' ' 
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27. Bruno Nardi: "Nel mondo di Da.nte. 11 pp 204-5. 1 

Profe•sor Na.rdi's words are worth quoting: 

"l'a.ppassionata. interpreta.zione cbe il poeta fiorentino 
ha. traccia.to della. storia. roma.na., ispirandozi al poema 
virgiliano, citato da. Dante colla. stessa conimossa. riverenza 
con la qua.le ~ cita.ta. la Bibbia; quasi direi con la. stessa. 
fede." 

28. Convivio: IV:IV:ll. 

E in cib s'accorda Virgilio nel primo de lo Eneida; 
quando diee, in persona di Dio parlando: 'A costoro 
cio~ a li Romani - n~ termine di cose n~ de tempo pongo; 
a lore ho da.tfo imperio sanza fine.n 

Quoting Aenid I: 278-279. 

29. ¥ Monarchici: II:VI:9 quoting Aeneid 1:278-279 (a.a above). 

Moore points out that the various passages from the "Aeneid" 

"a.re quoted like a Scripture text as a direct proof of ·God's · ·, r 

purpose for the universal empire of Rome."· 

Cf. E. Moore. "Studies in Dante., First Series." (Oxford: 1896 h 
P• 167. 

30. Convivio: IV:IV:lO. 

quelle popolo sa.nto nel qua.le l'alto sa.ngue troiano era 
mischia.to. 

31. Purga.torio: VI: 105. 

32. ~ Mona.rchia: II :III: 12. 

quoting Aeneid 111:163-8. 

est locus,Hesperia.m Gra.i\ cogno~ine dicunt, 
terra antiqua, potens armis atque ubere glebe. 
Oenotri coluere viri; nunc fa.ma minores 
Ytaliam dixisse ducis de nomine gentem: 
bee nobis propr.ie,sedes, hinc Darda.nus ortus. 

Cf. J. W. Ma.ckail: "The, Italy of Dante and the Italy of . 
' Virgil." pp. 105-131 of "Dante: Essays in CoDBDemora.tion: 

1321-1921." (London:, 1921). 

33. Virgil: Georgics: II: 475-530. 

34. ibid: 533-40. 

35. Paradiso: XV: 97-99. 

"Florence within her ancient circle from which she st.ill 
takes tierce and nones, abode in peace, sober and chaste." 

36. Gilson's remark deserves to be quoted in its original 

form, asserting that the poem "n'est pas un syst.~ihe, 

mais l 'expression diale,ctique et lyrique de toutes ses 

loyaut~s." ("Dante et la philosophie." 2nd.ed: Paris:: 

1953) • ' p. 279. 
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37. Inferno: IX: 22-27. 

congiurato da quella Eritbn cruda 
che richiamava l'ombre·a'coppi·sui.·(23-24) 

38. Vita Nuo~ XXV• f' • ~-

39. Convivio: IV:XXVI:8• • · , 

Cf. D. Comparetti. op.cit. vol. I, p. 262 sqq. 

40. De Monarchia: 11:111• 1 • • 

41. Inferno: IV: 80-81. , 

Honour the lofty poet! His shade returns that left us. 
' Cf. Bruno Nardi: "Nel Biondo di Dante;· Dante e la'filosofia;. 0

· 

pp.209-245;, 

42. Purgatorio: XXX:·43-54. 

I turned to the left with the confidence·of a little child ·, · · 
that runs to his mother when he is afraid or in distress, 
to say to Virgil: 'Not•a·drop of blood is left in me that 
does not tremble: I know"the marks of the· ancient· flame.'• · · · 
But Virgil had left us bereft of him, Virgil· sweetest·· ·. 
father, Virgil to whom I gave-myself for my salvation, 
nor did all the ancient mother lost avail my cheeks washed 
with dev that they should not be stained again with tears. 

43. Inferno: I: 26-27. 

44. Purgatorio: XX.VII: 1-41. 

45. Convivio: IV:XXVI:8. 

46. Inferno: Il:l3-21. 

Thou tellest of the father of Sylvius that he went, still 
subject to corruption, to the eternal world and was there 
in the flesh. But if·the Adversary of all evil showed 
him this favour, taking account of the high consequence 
and who and what he was that should spring from him, it 
does not seem unfitting to one that understands; for in 
the heaven of the Empyrean he was chosen to be father of 
glorious Rome and of her Empire." 

47. Inferno: IV:40-41. 

48. 

For such defects and not for any guilt, we are lost and 
only so far afflicted that without hope we live in desire. 

la infinita via 
che tiene una sustanza in tre persone. 

Purgatorio: III: 35-6. 

se tu rechi a mente 
lo Genesl·dal princ~pio. 

Inferno: XI: 106-7. 

Cf. D. Comparetti. Op.cit. vol.I PP• 271-2. 

49. Aristotle: Nicomach~an Ethics: IV: (iii).·· 

-------,,··--------····--··--·- , ·-- --· ------------
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61. Vita Nuova.: XLIII. 

So that if·itbe the plea.sure of him, by whom all things 
live, that my life continue for some few years, I hope 
to write of her what has never been written of any woman. 
And then may it please him, who is the Lord of grace, 
that my soul may have leave to go and behold the glory 
of its lady, namely, of that blessed Beatrice, who' gazeth 
in glory on the face of him qui est per omnia saeeula 
benedictus. 

62. Paradiso: .XXXI: 103-8. 

Like one that comes from Croatia to see our Veronica 
and whose old hunger is never satisfied, but he says 
within himself, as long as it is'shoYBJ "My Lord Jesus 
Christ, very GodJwas this then your true.semblance?" 

63. Paradiso: .XXXI:25-27. 

This secure and joyful kingdom, thronged with people 
of old times and nev, had sight and love all on one 
mark. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT. 

DANTE'S THEORY OF POETRY. 

It is' significant that to uphold Rome and the 

glory of the Empire Dante is. compelled to def end him• 
(1) 

self as a poet. This is the proposition which does 

not become evident until we have examined what viewa 

were maintained about poetry in the time of our author 

and what meaning he himself attached to the art which 

he practised with such genius. Whatever view his con• 

temporaries held, Dante was obviously of the opinion 

that it constituted a valid form Of knowledge just aS' 

much as philosophy. Further, that it conveyed those 

truths which he wished to express in a manner which the 

discourse of logic failed to do. We must, therefore, 

en<!]lUire into the general ideas current about this sub-

ject at the time. Afterwards, we must consider the 

defence which he offers for using a literary form which 

proceeds by image and illustration rather .than bq propos

ition. It will be remembered that the Florentine poet 

had already employed the method of philosophical treatise 

in the "Convivio" and the "De Vulgar! Eloqiuentia", while 

the "Ye Monarchia" may most probably be assigned to the 
(2) 

period when he had begun writing the "Inferno". The 

"Vita Nuova" is scarcely a work of ordered argument in 

this sense. 

In the early Middle Ages, Italian·poets; had spoken 

proudly of their art and celebrated its renown in his-

tory, its achievements and its triumphs. Dante was 

always conscious of the greatness of poetry and of his 

own particular vocation. In the description of the w.elcome 
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given to Virgil on his return to Limbo in the Fourth 

Canto of the "Inferno", Dante has no compunction in 

claiming a place among his illustrious predecessors: 

e piu d'onore ancora assai mi fenno, 

ch'e' sl mi fecer della lore schiera, 

sl ch'io fui sesto tra cotanto senne.(3) 

Not only is he conscious of his eminence as a poet, he 

knows too his own vocation. He is quite clear about this: 

he has no doubts: it is something which has been committed 

to him and which admits of no argument. The account of 

the sending of Virgil in the Second Canto of the "Inferno" 

is as definite as the report which the prophets of the 

Old Testament give of themselves. The three blessed 

Ladies in Heaven are determined upon a certain course 

for the salvation of this man Dante Alighieri. During 

the poem, we see how this is accomplished. Dante presents 

to us a conviction and a faith which never waver. The 

prophetic element in his work is obvious and must be 

regarded as of the utmost importance. The vehicle which 

he employs for this purpose is poetry. In the praise 

which·he offers to poetry as an art, and in the exalted· 

view which he entertains of it as a means of communication 

and of knowledge, he repudiates most contemporar~ opinions. 

It may be said that the decay of Roman culture after 

the Fall of the Empire had been followed by a negligence, 

an ignorance and forgetfulness of poetry. Despite his; 

early enthusiasm and delight in the Virgilian music, 

S.Augustine in the "De Civitate Del" is found condemning 

poetry ~nd adducing the reasons given by Plato in a 

famous passage of the "Republic." (4) To him the poets 

are merely the theologians of the pagan gods and of the 

pagan mysteries. We can only say that the blazing 

vision of God's glory which he had received must have 
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blinded his eyes to all other beauty. The Platonism 

of the Alexandrian School which achieved such brill-

iance in the work of SeClement. and of Origen, the work 

of the Apologists, all of these were forgotten or ignored. 

Of course, Augustine did not escape the influence of 

Platonism in his theology. He is indeed the main instru

ment of transmission of the Platonic inheritance to the 

Christian West. His 9pinion, however, is clearly stated. 

Classical poetry is bound up with the stories and legends 

of the old pagan mythology and this can neither be justified 

nor explained in terms of the Christian revelation.(5) 

In Book II of the "De Civitate Dei", there are many fierce 

denunciations of the old religion, of its superstitions, 

its ignominious and shameful rites, its futility. Above 

all>Augustine declaims against the lack of any moral 

precepts or concern with virtue in the pagan cults. Nor 

can it be said that the opinions of the philosophers 

have any divine authority by which they may be commended. 

Up to a certain point, indeed, they were inspired by God, 

but their human limitations and preconceptions led them 
( 6) 

into error. They had not that spirit of humility by 

which alone man may learn the deep truths of God. Gone, 

indeed, was S.Augustine's old ardour for poetry. When 

he wrote his great work on the Christian philosophy of 

history, he had long forgotten the days at Cassiciacum, 

the villa near Milan, where he meditated and pondered on 

the Catholic Regigion and where he read Virgil every day 

with his charming young friends. It was in those days 

that he had written, with enthusiasm and de~ight, his 

book "De Ordine", in which may be discovered a theory of 

the origin of poetry--the rational soul in its first en

deavour to attain the splri tual order which lie.s beyond 
( 7) -the finite and changing. We know how he lived to l~ent 

these days, his brilliant and sensual youth, with its joys 

and passions, his love of beauty (which fortunately lights: 
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up his Christian writings too), his delight in poetry. 

In those far-off days, he had wept when he read the tragic 
( 8) . 

story of the death of Dido. It had now come to him by 
.·¢· 

the illumination from on high that the truth of the Christ-

ian faith must be considered as more beautiful than Helen 

of Troy herselr.(9)"Incomparabiliter enim pulchrior est 

veritas Christianorum qiuam Helena Graecorum. Pro ista 

enim fortius nostri martyres adversus hanc Sodomam, quarn 

pro illa illi heroes adversus Trojarn dimicaverunt". 

He writes the words sententiously, rejecting the ancient 

story and the bright :splendeur of its glory. Yet, August-
( " ine could never quite put aside his love of language. He 

· writes a Latin which is clear, simple, eloqllent and occas

ionally sublime. Reminiscence of Cicero, perhaps of Virgil, 

are still there. But the grBl!ldeur of the revelations has 

overshadowed like a mountain the woodlands, and meadows, 

the lakes and dark-flowing rivers of Classical Humanism. 

The Latin text of his "Confessions" is full of luminous 

phrases in which the old literary discipline manifests 

itself. Nobody will easily forget the soliloquies, 

similitudes, and introspections of that great work, nor 

the amplitude of imagination with which it is conceived. 

Nobody again will fail to discover a moral earnestness 

which breaks through its meditative words. It is a prose 

which moves always through the vicissitudes of light and 

darkness, with its own peculiar power, its own richness 

and variety of expression: 

"et intrem in cubile meum,et cantem tibi amatoria, gemens 

inenarrabiles gemitus in peregrinatione mea>et recerdans 

Hierusalem,~atFie:n1 memft extente in eam sursum corde, 

Hierusalem>patriam meam, Hierusalem,matrem meam, tequ.e 

super earn regnatorem, inlustratorem, patrem,tutorem, mar

itum, castas et fortes delicias,et solidum gaudium>et 
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omnia bona ineffaDilia, simul omnia; quia unum sumum et 

verum bonum:(lO) 

For Jerusalem he had given up Athens and Rome, the phil• 

osophy, the poetry, the drama, the tragic sense of life, 

and the old renown. But it may be said that these were 

influences and continuing presences in his thought. 

Like the symbols of dreams, they were rejected in the 

conscious but returned to manifest themselves in the 

images and colours of dreams. 

It was inevitable that the views of s.Augustine 

should determine the opinions of Churchmen for se.veral 

centuries. The myths and legends related by the old 

poets were dangerous. They were, moreover, illusions, 

deceits and pretensions which the Christia,n had better 2. 

avoid. Boethius in his famous book, "De Co~solatione 

Philosophiae", in~ersperses poems between the prose 

discourses of his meditation. However, the manner in 

which the Muses of poetry are introduced is not re• 

assuring. Philosophy addresses the following remarks 

to these unfortunate maidens: "Who" saith she "hath per-

mitted these th:o.gical harlots to have access to this 

sick man, which wrill not only comfort his grief with 

wholesome remedies but also nourish them with sugared 

pois:on? For these be they which with the fruitless 

thorns of affections do kill the fruit of reason, and 

do accustom men's minds to sickness instead of curing 

them".(ll) This accusation does not seem to deter the 

Muses, for we find that verse and prose alternate until 

the end of the book. Poetry continued to be despised, a 

meretricious art, false, foolish, and vain. In the thir

teenth century, the strong Aristotelian influence of the 

time added the weight of its logical pretension to this 

view.< 12 > Poetry is declared to be the lowest form of 
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rational philosophy. s.Thomas writes with a certain 

amount of condescension, though it is at any rate easy 

to understand his point of view as a theologian and 

metaphysician. "Poetry", he.affirms,"makes use of meta.-

phors to produce a picture, for it is natural for man to 

be pleased with pictures." {13) In answer to the object

ion, he says that poetry appertains to such things as 

because of their lack of truth cannot be apprehended by 

reason. Therefore, similitudes have to be employed in 

order to create an illusion. Theology, which treats of 

such matters as are above reason, must also make use of 

the method of symbol and image, but from a different motii~) 
S.Bonaventura, representing the older Augustinian trad

ition, is no less discouraging. For him the fables of the 

poets are "neither true nor likely." Indeed,, thejcon-

sti tute a sinful waste of time. The general opinion of 

theologians was that poetry could not by its very nature 

constitute a proper medium for the expression of the truths 

of reason. Supernatural truth was, of course, revealed 

in Holy Scripture,and this could only be understood as 

the Church interpreted it by the Councils and the Fathers. 

The attitude which we discover among philosophers 

of the thirteenth century is only what might be expected 

in an age dedicated to the exaltation of reason. 

Everything must defer to the claims of the rational 

intellect or divine revelation as this was demonstrated 

by the methods of logic and metaphysics. As the men of 

that age s:aw. the problem, the intellect in its character

istic operation of critical analysis, had little connection 

with poetry. What they sought was that system of clear 

ideas lucidly expounded by which the claims of reason 

were justified. In this, there was certainty, assur

ance ,,knowledge. The propositions of logic seemed to 

them to possess a finality which could not be contro-

verted. 
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In contr~st with this ideal, the method of poetry was 

mere confusion. For it proceeded by image and illustr-

ation. It was cloudy and obscure where scholars were 

demanding an intellectual landscape in which the light 

made everything stand out in clear outline. Of course, 

the brilliant flowering of philosophy and theology is one 

of the great achievements of that age, but it had its 

limitations. The enthusiasm for the Aristotelian logic 

in the twelfth century had led Abelard into various ex

travagances. ( 15) Logic, being the only science which 

was properly known and taught in those days, had seemed 

to provide an understQnding of the wysteries of the universe. 

It is useful in the pursuit of other studies, but, as John 

of Salisbury perceived from the example of his old friends, 

in itself barren and futile.(l6) Its final end must be 

scepticism if it is· expected to furnish the answers to 

all questions of philosophy and religion. 

Not that this particular age was without its supreme 

achievements of the imagination. It is sufficient to 

mention the names of Cimabue, C~vallini and Giotto in art, 

and in poetry the varied music of Dante's predecessors 
. ;n 

and contemporaries, andAspirituality the life of s.Francis, 

for this too was a work of imaginative sympathy. It is 

singular, however, that none of the great Scholastic 

theologians -shows the slightest feeling for poetry, nor 

has any knowledge of what it is capable of expressing. 

Yet, one hundred years previously? John of Salisbury had 

revealed an ardent love and appreciation for classical 

literature. The cadence of its prose, the eloquence of 

its poetry, the brilliance of its phrases are always in 

his ears. Indeed, it is only at the Renaissance that we 

discover a Latin prose as elegant and polished as that 

which he writes. Nor do we encounter such an exquisite 
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taste, such delicacy of perception, as are to be found 

in the pages of his two principal works, the "Policraticus" 

and the "Metalogicus." (17) He quotes Latin authors at 

first hand and seems to have had some ideas about Greece. 

In the twelfth century, ancient poetry came to exercise 

an attraction which was both strange and fascinating. 

The Schoolmen, however, had no interest in poetry and no 

curiosity about the significance of literature. They 

were interested only in rational knowledge. The work of 

t~·.:scientific intellect was their constant pursuit. 

Aristotle presented them with the ideal of philosophical 

enquiry, but it was, of course, Aristotle .illuminated 

by the Nao-platonic tradition. How< strong that ideal 

could prove we have already discovered in the "Convivio" 

of Dante. If the Florentine poet could experience such 

an enthusiasm for the philosophical method of Aristotle, 

it is small wonder that the professed scholars and meta

physicians of the time should have been equally attracted 

by it. Clearness, persp~cuity, exactness of definition 

are, of course, desirable qualities in any work that 

claims to be philosophical or scientific. Aristotie's 

influence in shaping the European mind has been oonsider

able. It is not surprising, however, that the Renaissance 

turned with delight to the dialogues of Plato and that the 

new scientific movement of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries was Platonic in direction rather than Aristotelian. 

Petrarch would however criticize his authority when>in 

1367, he wrote in words that most have caused the greatest 

annoyance to his learned contemporaries: "We bid fair to 

be no longer philosophers, lovers of the truth, but 

Aristotelians, or rather Pythagoreans, reviving the ab

surd custom which permits us to ask no questions except 

whether he said it~ ••••• I believe, indeed, that Aristotle 

was a great man and that he knew much: yet he was but a 



150 

man, and therefore, something, nay,many things may have 

escaped him••••••••••••••••··~··•••••••••And although he 

has said much of happiness, both at the beginning and the 

end of his "Ethics", I dare assert, let my critics exclaim 

what they will, that the opinions upon this matter of any 

pious old women, or devout fisherman, shepherd or farm~r, 

would, if not so fine spun, be more to the point than his." 
(18) 
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We must now glance briefly at what had been achieved 

in poetry since the decline of the Classic~l tradition. 

By the tenth century, religious poetry had relinquished 

the exacting classical metres and had discovered new and 

varied forms for the expression of the great Christian 

themes. Such verse attained occasionally to beauty and 

sublimity. One may instance here the great hymns of the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the productions of 

Adam of s.Victor, of Ab,lard and Thomas of Celano in the 

sonorous and magnificent lines of the "Dies Irae." It is 

sufficient to think of the simplicity and tenderness of 

Ab~lard's poem about Rachel lamenting for her children (19) 

or of the impassioned words in which he expresses the 

soul's desire for the consolations of the Heavenly City: 

Vere .Jerusalem est illa civitas:, 

cujus.pax jugis est, summa jucunditas, 

ubi non praevenit rem desiderium, 

nee desiderio minus est praemium.( 20) 

We knew, of course, that Ab~lard was an accomplished 

poet and that he set his verses to musicJfor Heloise tells. 

us this. We know also that his love songs in honour of 

Heloise w.ere listened to and repeated almost everywhere 

in France. It is natural, therefore, that his religious 

poetry should reveal the talent which expressed itself 

so fluently in this more lyrical vein. The emotion 

which he utters is deep and tender, compassionate and 

true. 

The longer poems of the twelfth century often 

exhibit a strange blending of the Christian and Classical 

impulses. Here we may note the influence of Boethius 

whose well-known book, "De Consolatione Philosophiae," 

written in prison under the expectation of death, had 
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such a great vogue during the Middle Ages. The work is 

a skilful interweaving of prose and verse, which was 

widely studied during this period. His translations of 

Porphyry and Aristotle were well known and his comment

aries on·the "Categories" and the "De Interpretatione" 

of Aristotle we.re important in the transmission of the 

Peripatetic philosophy. For all this, Boethius is, 

funda.rnent.ally a Platonist in outlook. He mentions the 

name of Plato with reverence, quotes his doctrine with 

approval and writ.ts his charming verses about the contem ... 

plation of the Forms, serene, undisturbed, lucid: 

Felix quipotuit boni 

Fentem visere lucidum, 

Felix q~i potuit gravis 
(2\) 

Terrae aolvere vincula. 

Dante himself has told us what an impression this book 

made upon his mind and the references to'it/wliich are 

to be found in the "Convivio" are sufficient to demon

strate this.< 22 > Again, the intermingling of prose a.~d 

verse may also have suggested this practice to Dante in 

that work. This is not quite in the manner of Dante, 

however, who prefers to make the poem the subject of SJ. 

lengthy exposition in verse in the 11Convivio." 

We discover in the twelfth century a revival of 

interest in the Classical tradition in some circles. 

The two poems by Hildebert, Bishop of Tours (died:ll33' 

07'134) disclose an unmistakable fervour for the ancient 

world, its brilliance, its achievements. The Bishop had 

been much impressed by a visit to Rome which he made in 

1116 and he records his experiences in the manner of a 

learned humanist. What he says is· strangely reminiscent 

of the emotions and sentiments expressed by Joachim du 

Bellay some three hundred and fifty years later in his 
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"Antiquit~s de Rome." (23) Hildebert is an interesting 

figure. He writes a charming and beautiful Latin, imbued 

with emotions and ideas of the Stoic philosophy. His 

letters are models of clear and sensitive prose. His 

"Elegies" are so permeated with the feelings and senti

ments of the Classical tradition, his mind moves so 

easily in that atmosphere of pagan antiquity, that for 

long they were believed to be the work of some ancient 

poet. (24> Later, in the twelfth Qlld thirteenth centurie·s, 

longer poems tend to become didactic and allegorical. 

We may instance here the Anti-Claudianus of Alain de 

Lille, a work which describes the Seven Liberal Arts 

and Virtues in their task of vanquishing Vices. But the 

most famous of all Mediaeval allegories, which must 

receive mention here~ is of course the _,"Roman dEl la Rose," 

begun by Guillaume de Lorris about 1235 and completed 

later in the century by Jean de Meung. The first part is 

a courtly poem of love, with the charming but rather faded 

imagery of such invention. The author died before fin

ishing his poem, and in the hands of Jean de Meung it 

became a very different composition. No longer do we 

find the pale and graceful abstraction of Love as the 

Rosebud among the fair flowers of the garden, nor 

allegorical figures, like the embroidered shapes of some 

rich tapestry. Love has now become physical desire, 

without which the propagation of the race could not go 

on. The inspiration is now satirical, rational, critical. 

The evaluation of love contains many cynical observations 

about women. There are various characters in that richly 

varied and complex human scene--doctors, priests, knights, 

law;yers, monks and friars. All are judged and castigated 

by the author. In these pages, we may discover a whole 

philos'ophy of' life: cynical, ~orldly, clever a.nd informed. 
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The work achieved great popularity, particularly in 

Italy. No doubt, this was due not only to its literary 

competence, and the very real talent which it ~xhibited, 

but also to the lively satire of which it is so outstand

ing en example.(24a) 

Amongst other works, we may instance "Aucassin et 

Nicolette", which may be described as a drama.tic romance, 

written partly in prose and partly in verse. The author 

calls his work a "chant-fable", that is a story rehearsed 

in prose but adorned by songs which appear in no set 

order that can be ascertained. The prose is rough: the 

verse more.subtle and interesting, with its lyrical colour, 

its music of love and sorrow. It looks as if the songs: 

were written first and the prose added later in order to 

give some kind of formal unity to the collection. Simple 

as the story is, it evokes many emotions: Aucassin, the 

only son of Count Garins of Beaucaire, falls in love 

with Nicolette, a beautiful girl who has been bought 

from the Saracens. His father will not allow him to 

marry the girl whom he so passionately desires. The 

young lovers endure many vicissitudes, and many ad

ventures before they are at last united. The charm of 

the book lies in its unusual and fantastic glimpses of 

beauty. There is the Arab and the Proven~al strange

ness about it. One remembers the delightful descript

ions, the painted chamber where Nicolette is imprisoned, 

the cool marble, the full blown roses, white and. red, 

the pale, delicate flesh of the girl who has the know

ledge of .the ::hea1;!:ng arts. There is a charming sense 

of humour in the book, love, romance, chivalry; Aucassin 

is the ideal "dansellon" of the Provenge.l love poetry, 

with his curled yellow hair, his fortitude--riding all 

day through the thorn-bushes that tear his flesh so 

that he might have been discovered by the blood which 
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fell upon the tall, green grass: 

Aucassin, li biax, 11 blons, 

Li gentix, 11 amorous:-----

Walter Pater has written delightfully of this work, in 

which he professes to find an anticipation of the Renaissance 

itself~ indeed)as he declares_, "A Renaissance within the 

limits of the middle age.:itself--a brilliant but in part 

abortive effort to do for hum.an life and the human mind 

what was afterwards done in the fifteenth." (25) The 

roughness of what was a crude and violent time turns 

to sweetness: sorrow becomes joy: compassion blossoms out 

of the earth, like the daisies which Nicolette treads down 

when she makes her escape from prison on that night of Ma;y 

when the nightingales are singing in the garden and the 

moon shines clear and full. There is a link, tenuous and 

fs.int, between this work of sensuous love and the lyric9.l 

romanticism of Dante's "Vita Nuova". 

It is not the purpose of this essay to enter into 

a long digression on the subject of Mediaeval poetry. It 

is sufficient to mention the Goliardic verse. In the most 

f{illtlous and interesting collection which remains of it, the 

"Carmina Burana" manuscript) we discover two main elements;. 

They are conflicting aspects of hum.an nature; one is the 

pagan desire for sensual love and enjoyment: the other is 

the struggle for moral reform, the attitude of bitter 

satire and invective in face of the abuses of the Church. 

The patron saint of these singers was the mythical 

"Bishop Golias," from whom they adopted their name. He 

is represented as the image and symbol of iniquity, the 

arch-Philistine (Goliath). They apparently took the 

e_pi thet 11Goliardi", as a mark of self-esteem e.fter it 

had been used as a term of censure and contempt.( 26) 

Of course, it is true to say that poetry of many 
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varieties and of diverse accomplishment was produced. Some 

was emotional, lyrical, charming, fanciful as the white 

clouds on a Spring morning: some was of the nature of moral 

exhortation, information and precept. Such philosophical 

poem~ as were written in the twelfth century, however, were 

pedestrian and dull. Verse was employed merely as a mnem

onic device. There was no real attempt to write poetry 

in these clumsy examples of didacticism. Theology was 

the dominant science. It was regarded as a necessary dis-

cipline in the formulation of doctrinal and political 

speculations. Literature was a form of pleas~e which 

could be cultivated for itself, but was not often so used. 

There was an obvious separation betwe:en poetry and the 

logical form of knowledge. 

Yet, as we have already seen, when Dante was writing 

his poems in honour of the exquisite and lovely Beatrice 

Portinari, there was apparent a new fervour, a new joy, 

_a new delight in the verse which was then being written 

in Italy. Young men, brilliant, clever, and cultivated 

were carried away by the vision of beauty which they saw. 

They were impatient of the outworn conventions of courtly 

poetry. They dreamed of fair colours, of music, of love 

and of poetry as an art and an accomplishment. These 

were the poets of the "new style" (il dolce stil nuove)--

Guido Guinizelli, Lapo Gianni, Cino da Pistoia, Dino 

Frescobaldi, and above all, that poet of strange and 

sombre genius, whom Dante names as his closest friend, 

{quegli, oui io chiam.o primo de' miei amici),Guido 

Cavalcanti.(27) This was one of the many movements 

which were in evidence at the time. At Padua, famous 

for its humanistic learning, a new devotion and a new 

appreciation of classical poetry were to be discovered. 

As we have observed, this was an age of r&:tionalism, 
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secur'lin its opinion of the value of the intellect, 

unshaken in its belief ~~ the capacity of reason to 

provide answers to all the questions which might be 

asked in the sphere of natural knowledge. It began by 

despising poetry as an inferior diajcipline which pro

ceeded by image and metaphor and which was therefore 

incapable of conveying the deliverance of the speculative 

and critical reason. It ended with the poet-historian, 

Mussato, who professed an unmeasured enthusiasm for the 

ancients. Mussate displays a knowledge, rare in his time, 

of their literature and a vivid and eager d~light in it. 

It is this same attitude which later receives the name 

of Humanism. It is interesting too that Petrarch, whose 

father shared with Dante the sufferings of exile, sbould 

come to be considered the father of Humanism. An admir-

ation for classical themes and classical poetry does not 

in itself constitute the point of view of the Renaissance. 

Such an attitude is far older than that movement and 

certainly older than Petrarch. Indeed, we may trace this 

love of classical learning throughout the Middle Ages. 

Today we are less sure that there exists a line of demar-

cation between the Mediaeval· spirit and that of t~e 

Renaissance. If it does exist, it does not co:p.sis;t .-.0~-

plicitly in the knowledge and appreciation of the ancient 

world. 

However, let us look for a moment at Mussate's 

defence of poetry; He entered into controversy with SJ. 

certain Dominican friar Giovannino of Mantua, who, follow

ing the usual practice, condemned poetry in order to 

exalt his own science of theology. Two letters which he 

·wrote in answer to this challenge expressed' the view that 

the poet may rightly be called a "Chosen Vessel." 

"Quisquis erat vates, vas erat ille Dei." ( 28) 
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As Signor Eugenio Garin has pointed out, the view which he 

seeks to maintain is that poetry in its loftiest flight 

constitutes a true and proper revelation. What the writer 

is anxious to prove is that poetry and theology stand 

on an equality: both may claim to be a revelation and an 

illumination from God. His argument is based upon 

Aristotle's statement in the "Metaphysics" {which the 

Scholastics employed in the opposite sense) that the poets~ 

who sang about the gods were the first theologians. If it 

were so then, it must be so now. "We must therefore", he 

adds, "contemplate poetry, which in times past was another 

theology."( 29) What beliefs the ancient poets entertained 

were beside the point. It was sufficient that they had 

in their own day been regarded.as theologians, to whom a 

mystery had been declared. Mussato did not find any 

difficulty in demonstrating th~ t the forms and rhythms'. of 

poetry were employed in various parts of the Scriptures. 

Addressing his remarks to Brother Giovannini, he asked: 

"If you scan well what the author of the Apocalypse writes, 

it is all poetry in various forms".(30) The Schoolmen 

were well aware of this> and in the passage which we have 

already quoted from S.Thomas (note 13) there is a clear 

expression of the symbolic method as common bo.th to poetry 

and theology. 

Dante was unable to refute the Scholastic opinion of 

poetry in this manner. For one thing, Mussato held an 

established and honoured position as the official poet of 

Padua. At Florence, Dante held no such pre-eminence. 

Nor was he in any sense to be regarded as the poet of Italy, 

though he has often been called the. singer of Italian glory 

and the propounder of nationalism.(31) He could not claim 

to speak in any representative capacity as Petrarch was able 
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to do when he addressed such burning and impassioned 

words to the Italian princess: 

Italia mia, ben che'l parlar sia indarne 
' 

A le piaghe mortali 
tu.o 

Che nel bel cerpofis! spesse veggio, 

Piacemi almen che'miei sospir sian quali 

Spera'l Tevero e l'Arno, 

E'l Po, dove doglioso e grave or seggio.<32 ) 

Nor on the other hand could Dante be content to number him-

self among the poets of love and romance, the troubadours, 

who diverted themselves with lute and rose. Nor would he 

reckon himself W!ith his companions who practised the "sweet 

new style" and who had brought the Italian language to a 

perfection of music which it had not possessed before. 

There was only one poet with whom he was willing to com

pare himself, Virgil. To Virgil alone could he address such 

words of fervour and of praise as these:-

Tu se' lo mio maestro e'l mio autore; 

to se' solo colui da cu'io tolsi 

lo bello stilo che m'ha fa~to onore.C33) 

We are not here concerned w,ith the interpretation of the 

perplexing statement "you alone are he from whom I took 

the style whose beauty has brought me honour." There was 

nothing which could claim to be particularly Virgilian in 

the sonnets and canzoni, in the prose of the."Vita Nuova." 

or in the philosophical treatises which he had by this time 

composed. As Professor Whitfield has pointed out
1
Virgilian 

echoes, epithets, similes, images and phrases do not nec

essarily constitute the manner of the "Aeneid". (34) 

At the time when the poetry of Virgil was well-knoi...rn, they 

are not sufficiently distinctive to explain the words. 

Nor even according to Dr. Moore's computation are the 
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allusions and reminiscences of Virgil.so numerous as 

all that. (35) What does Dante mean, then, by his; 

statement? As we have already observed, it is as the 

poet of the R,oman E:m.pire that he claims to be on an 

equality with Virgil. The latter had extolled its 

virtues, prophesied its renown, and declared the oracle 

committed to him. The poet's office was magnified in 

that of the prophet. Hence in his first appearance to Dante, 

he explains, with weak and faltering voice, who he is 

and what his achievement has been among men: 

Poeta fui,e cantai di quel giusto 

figliuol d'Anchise che venne da Troia, 

poi che'l superbo Il!on fu combusto.(36) 

Dante saw himself in the same light. He was a prophet 

as well as a poet, indeed this is his interpretation of 

the sublime heights of that art. To him it was given to 

proclaim the divine mission of the E:m.pire, and of the tem-

poral order which could be discovered by its constitution. 

Justice could only be secured in this way, and from just

ice flowed all those consequences of peace and tranquil

lity which the Empire exists to.maintain. In a sense, the 

Florentine poet seems to have considered himself as poss

essing an office more exalted than that of Virgil. For 

it is the Eln.pire in all the plenitude of 'glory as ·the 

sphere of Christian government that he must declare. 

In this respect, he is obliged to assert the claims of 

poetry on the principles of theology. If poetry were, in

deed;. capable ·or attaining to all the ardour of prophetic 

inspiration •••• and any man reading his Bible could per-

ceive that this was so •••• then it could express the noblest 

truths disclosed to man. Furthermore, in order to 
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establish his thesis, Dante found it necessary to extend 

his definition to include not only Pagan poets but also 

the poets of the Christian era. Mussato p.ad:.said all that 

might be said about the former, with a fine rapture of 

admiration for the achievements of that brilliant world 

of the past. Dante was obliged to provide philosophical 

and theological reasons for the justification of his 

claims. Since Professor Bruno Nardi wrote his admir-

able and penetrating essay on Dante as a prophet, it is 

almost superfluous and here it would be unnecessary to 

review the evidence that he has so_,carefully gathered 

together in support of his view.(37) It is enough to 

say that Dante conceived of poetry as the highest form 

of knowledge. Neither the theologian nor the philosopher 

received the direct enlightenment of God. The poet, 

however, was conscious of such a grace, and in the art 

which he exercised, he was able to convey this to men. 
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III. 

Dante's theory of poetry, therefore, has varied 

associations and varied implications. What he is anxious 

to establish is that the art which he practised was 

certainly the equal of Philosophy in its capacity to 

express truth. Poetry, also, was for him the pursuit 

of Wisdom, just as much as Metaphysics. The poet, 

however, received moments of inspiration which were 

denied to the philosopher. The latter had no such 

special illumination, no such gift from God. He was 

obliged to work laboriously by the discursive method 

in the expectation of discovering some aspect of truth 

and value. On the other hand, the poet was conscious 

of an intuition which enabled him to grasp, in the words 

of Plato, "all time and all existence." 

This theory of inspiration is obviously derived 

from Dante's own experience of his work as a poet. It 

is again closely connected with his philosophy of love. 

He repudiates the theory,. advanced by Plato and Democ

ritus and restated by Cicero, that the poet in his 

moments of genius is possessed by a strange and inex

plicable "furor poeticus."(38) For this he substitutes 

his own notion. This is really Plato's great doctrine 

of intellectual love transformed and adapted to his own 

Christian conception. The "furor poeticus" is a frenzy, 

a fever or rage. It has nothing to do with the deliver-

ances of the intellect as such. It is a kind of blind 

possession: an ecstatic experience: a fury. For Dante, 

however, the poet in his moments of apprehension is a 

true lover who is given a vision of eternal realities. 

There is, indeed, an element of "rapture"- a sense of 

being taken out of oneself so that to this degree the 
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theory of the."furor poeticus" is not entirely mistaken--o.ncl 

the poet writes under the impulse of that Divine Love, 

which is the Holy Spirit. Poetry is a re~elation inspired 

by that true love which is evoked by the spectacle of 

beauty. It is illuminated by that wisdom which is virtue. 

It is, therefore, in every way different from the dark, 

sensual, violent love which sent Paolo and Francesca 

whirling round like the chattering starlings in the evil 

wind: 

Di qua, di la, di giu, di su it mena:<39) 

As a lover, the poet manifests the four types of 

romantic and mystical enthusiasm which Plato had described 

in the "Phaedrus"--the ardour of the poet, of the relig

ious hierophant, of the prophet, and of the true lover 

in his devotion who alone can be called a philosopher. 

Love.makes the poet the true philosopher, and the inspir

ation which he has. received leads him back to God the 

First Cause.The well-known words of Plato in the "Phaedrus" 

will innnediately come to mind. Socrates says: 

"And the inspired we divided in four parts, and distri

buting them among four heavenly powers, we set down the 

madness of prophecy to the inspiration of Apollo; of 

mysteries to the inspiration of Dionysus; to the Muses 

again· we ascribed the madness of poetry; and the fourth 

to Aphrodite e.nd Eros. And this la.st, the madness of 

love, we said was the best of all .four:" (40) 

This association of love· and poetry was, there.fore, 

nothing new. In Dante's time, love was the general and 

ordinary theme of the poet,--the green branches of the 

trees, the flight of the bird wheeling over the hill, 

the flowers of white and red, the beauty of his mistress. 

It was a memory of pale and'.~legant delight sung to the 

music of the lute on the hot Summer days when the lizards:. 

flickered like darting flames and the honey-bees drowsed 
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heavily in the lilies. Before the time of Dante, the 

Emperor Frederick IInd.', himself wrote verse and gave 

great encouragement of the members. of his court to 

cultivate so delightful a pastime.<4I) Frederick's 

amazing genius made him familiar with the culture of 

Western Europe as also of the East. He obviously knew 

the charming songs of the Provengal troubadours. He 

was acquainted with the Arthurian leg~:nd. Unlike the 

courts of the noble~ of Northern Italy, such as Saluzzo 

and Montferrat, where Provencal was used, here the dialect 

.of Sicily was employed for poetry. No doubt, there had 

been predecessors who wrote and debated in the $.icilian 

language, such as the obscure figure of Alklil.mo. 

A literary tradition does not suddenly come into exist-

ence. It is, however, a matter of common knowledge that 

the history of Italian literature begins with the court 

of Frederick IInd., and that even in the time of Dante 

such poetry e.s wa.s written in Italian was called 

ttsicilian." In the "De Vulgari Eloquentla", the Florentine 

poet adverts to this as an established fact •••• 

"nam videtur Sicilianum vulga.re sibi faro.am prae aliis 

asciscere; eo quod quicquid poetantur Itali Sicilianum 

vocatur." (4.'l.) 

At the imperi~.l court, poetry became an accomplished art 

which proved capable of uniting the Emperor, the nobility 

and the citizens in the pursuit of an exquisite and subtle 

delight. We read of the c·astel del Monte near Barletta, 

one of Frederick's favourite palaces, with its floors of 

variegated mosaic in blue and gold, its walls of white 

and red marble, its delicate coltunns, its atmosphere of 

half-Oriental luxury and magnificence. It is against 

such a background that we must read the poems of Rinaldo 
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d'Aquine and other members of that circle of young noble

men who wrote their poems of love and desire. 

Ormai quando fiore. e mostrano verdura 

le prata e la rivera, 

li ausei fanne isbaldore.dentro de la frondura 

cantando in lor manera, 

infra la primavera. che vene presente 

frescarnente • sl frondita 

ciasuno invita d•aver gioja intera.(43) 

The Jurists joined in this amusing game, notably the 

Chancellor, the distinguished Piero della Vigna, whom we 

find in the wood of the suicides, in the "Inferno", (44) 

and a notary of the Imperial Court, Giacomo da Lentine, 

w:ell known (if for no other reason) from Dante's; con

versation with Bonagiunta da Lucca.(45) 

The troubadours of Provence, who delighted to compose 

their strange, fa~cinating and monotonous love songs, 

wandered over the border into rich Italian cities of the 

North during the Albigensian persecution.<46) Their 

influence was very considerable. It is, however, among 

the poets of the "sweet, new style" that we encounter 

a new and exalted conception of love. Here there is an 

emotion, a mood, a music of Platonic rapture. The girl 

who inspires their poems is represented not only as pale 

and aloof but as the mirror of moral perfection. Karl 

Vossler, in his admirable study of this school, has shown 

that this group of poets were much influenced by the 

philosophical theories of Averroes.(47) It will be 

remembered that the Arab thinker maintained the existence 

of a "possible intellect" in which humanity participated 

in common. This is the faculty of. acquiring various forms 

of knowledge by the operation of the "active intellect''• (48) 

Together with this view, there went a certain Romantic and 
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mystical element which emphasized the work of divine grace 

in the illumination of the intellect. Hence, the girl 

whom they celebrated in their poems was regarded as one 

who was endowed with the knowledge of love. They must 

sing her praises, extol her virtues, declare her beauty 

and by their art diffuse this same spirit of love. This 

is what Dante tells us in his Canzone, quoted in the 

"Purgatorio" as an example of what is meant by the "sweet, 

new style:," 

Donne> ch' avete intellett'o d •·am.ore, 
""i 0.. 

Io vo' con voi della/\donna ~ dire; 

Non perch 1 io creda sue laude finire, 
?t.'" \sf o~W" 

Ma ragionar/\ la mente. 

Io dico che, pensando il sue valore, 

~' Amor sl dolce mi fa sentire, 
~ 

Che, s'io allora non perdessi ardire, 

Farei parlando innamorar la gente.CS97 

This may be taken as the early and Romantic notion which 

pervades the "Vita Nuova," with its tenuous and luminous 

sentiment. In the "Convivio", however, there is a change 

of emphasis and of tone. .The concept of love and knowledge 

is elucidated in the Platonic terms which were common at 

the time and which were to be discovered not only in the 

Arabic but also in the mystical tradition.(5l) In the 

"Convivio," as in the "Symp9sium" of Plato)love is 

regarded as that natural power by which man is constrained 

to seek the "Ens Perfectissimum," that Supreme (Jood, which 

manifests itself in the varying degrees of created good

ness. In the "Divina Commedia,n this theory of love is 

greatly developed, expanded and enriched. It becomes 

nothing less than the itinerarium mentis ad Deum of the 

Christian poet. It is the ascent by means of the 

appearances, of the colours, and values of the created 

universe to the fullness of contemplation of the Eternal 
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Goodness. Dante commonly speaks of God under the aspect 

of the Good. It is obvious, however, from what he writes: 

that the concept of goodness includes also the aspect of 

beauty. Indeed, quite apart from the imagery, the 

similitude and phra.se which evoke the idea of beauty in 

all its appearances, nobody who knew S.Augustine as Dante 

must have done, could fail to understand in that writer 

the identification of the moral with the aesthetic. 

We mlil.y say without fear of contradiction that Dante was 

as well acquainted with the doctrine of the Scala Amoris 

as Ficino and the Florentine Platonists who propounded 

it with such eagerness and clarity. 
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Notes to Chapter Eight: Dante's Theory of Poetry. 

1. Cf. Nancy Lenkeith: "Dante and the Legend of Rome." 

P• 33 sqq. 

2. Questions of date are notoriously difficult to decide 

in the writings of Dante, and Te do not propose to enter 

into any controversy here. On the whole, it seems most 

probable that the "Divina. Commedia.11 was begun after the 

death of the Emperor Henry VII. in 1313. 

Cf. Umberto Cosmo: "Guida a Dante." P• 149. 

Professor Vina.y very convincingly assigns the "De Monarchia" 

to 1312-1313. His excellent edition of this work with 

its illuminating discussion"entitled "La ~onologia del 

Tractato" should be consulted. 

Dante Alighieri: Monarchia a cur& di Gustave Vinay. ,~ ~.~ 

(Florence:l950). PP• XXIX;llx:VIII. cf'/ ~ 
3. Inferno: IV: 100-102. 

and then they showed me still greater honour, for they 
made me one of their number so that I was the sixth among 
those high intelligences. 

4. S.Auguatine. De Civitate Dei: XVIII:l3, II:l4, VIII:l3. 

On the expulsion of the poets, Augustine writes: 

An forte Graeco Platoni potius palma danda est, qui cum 
ratione formaret qualis esse civitas debea.t, tamquam 
adversarios veritatis poetas censuit urbe pellendos? 
Iste vero et deorum iniurias indigne tulit et fucari 
corrumpique figmentis animos civium noluit. Confer 
nunc Platonis humanitatem a civibus decipiendis poetas 
urbe pellentem cum deorum divinitate honori suo lu•os 
scaenicos expetente. (Il:l4). 

Cf. Plato: Republic: 1I:377 D, X:595 A, 600 E, 603 C. 

Cf. Cicero: De Republic& II 9:14. 

5. Cf. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: 11:6. 

Hine est quod de vita et moribus civitatum atque populorum 
a quibus colebantur illa numina non curs.runt, ut tam 
horrendis eos et detestabilibus malis non in a.gro et 
vitibus, non in domo atque pecunia, non denique in ipso 
corpore, quod menti subditur, sed in ipsa mente, in ipso 
rectore carnis animo, eos impleri ac pessimos fieri sine 
ulla sua terribili prohibitione permitterent. 

6. S.Augustine; De Civitate Dei: II:7. 

Et quidam eorum quaedam.magna, quantum divinitus adiuti 
sunt, invenerunt; quantum autem humanitus impediti sunt, 
erraverunt, maxime cum eorum superbiae iuste providentia 
divina resisteret ut viam pietatis ab humilitate in 
superna surgente,;rtiam Jstorum comparatione monstraret; ••• 
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7. S.Augustine: Contra Aca.demicos: II:lO. 

De Ordine: 1:26. 

8. S.Augustine: Confessions 1:13. 

Quid· enim miseriUE! misero non misera.nte se ip.sum, et 
flente Didonis mortem, quae fiebat a.mando Aenea.m, non 
flente autem mortem suam, quae fiebat non amando te, 
Deus, lumen cordis mei •••••••• 

9. S.Augustine: Confessions I:l3. 

Epistola XL:4. 

10. S.Augustine: Confessions XII:l6. 

11. Boethius: De Consolatione Philosophiae I:I. 

The point is stated with some force in: the words addressed 

to the poeticai Muses: , 

"Sed a.bite potius Sirenes usque in exitium dulce1:1 meisque 
eum Musis curandum sanandumque relinguite. 11 (ibid)• · 

12. E. Fara.I. "Les arts po~tiques du XIIe et•du Xllle si~cle." 

(Paris: 1924). · 

13. S.Thomas: Summa Theologies. I a. q. I a. 9 ad. I. 

14. S.Thomas: Sent: I Prol~ a 5. 3. 

Poetica scientia est de his quae propter defectum veritatis 
non possunt a ratione ca.pi: unde oportet quod quasi 
quibusdam similitudinibus.ratio seducatur: theologia 
a.utem est de his quae sunt sopra rationem: et ideo 
modus symbolicus communis est, cum neutra •••••••••• 

15. Cf. Etienne Gilson: "The Unity of Philosophical Experience." 

(~ondon:l938). pp. 6-30. 

16. John of Salisbury: M&talogicus Lib: II cap: 10. 

latina vol.199 col: 869). 

(Pa.trologia 

Quoted in Gilson: "Unity of Philosophical Experience." 

P• 30. 

17. Paul Renucci: "L'aventure de l'humanism europ~en au m8yen 

&ge." p.70. 

18. Petrarch: De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia.. 

Translated in J. H. Robinson and H. W. Rolfe: "Petrarch, 

the First Modern Scholar and Man of Letters." (New York 

and London: 1898). pp. 39-40. 
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19. The following is a. good illustration of the simplicity 

v 

and power of Ab&la.rdis verse: 

Est in Ra.ma 
Vox A.udita 
Rachel flentis 
Super natos 
Interf ectos 
Eiulantis. 

Quoted by N. Lenkeith: "Dante and the Legend of Rome." 

p.37. 

20. Peter Abllard. 
() 

0 qua.nta·qualia. sunt illa sabbata. 

p. 92, Oxford Book of Mediaeval Latin Verse: edited 

by Stephen Gaselee. {Oxford: 1946). 

Cf. C. Otta.via.no: "Le ·poesie ritmiche di Pietro Abelardo." 

{Rivista di Cultura: Ott:-Novem: 1930). 

21. Boethius: De Consolatione Philosophiae. Bo~k Ills 

Poem XII. 

Cf. The folloving remark by Eugenio Garin, in "Medioevo 

e Rinascimento." p.56. 

E questa' appunto la Musa di Pia.tone, che' tutto..come 
un immemore ricordo {immemor recordatur) - quando, come 

dirl un a.ssai tardo platonico, si passa dalla pa.ssione dJ sens;b;le. ~111.1. 
~s•lone dell' intelligibile, che ~ vera.ce e libero. a.ttivitl. 

22. Convivio: 1:11:13. 

23. Hildebert: CLXXI Patrologia La.tine.. 

Par tibi, Roma, nihil cum sis prope tota ruina 
qua.m ma.gna fueris integra, fro.eta doces. 
Longe. tuos fa.stus a.etas destruxit et arces 
Caesaris et superum temple. palude jacent. 

Cf. Joachim du Bellay: Antiquit~s de Rome: XXVII. 

Toy qui de Rome emerveill~ contemples 
L'antique orgueil, qui menassoit les cieux, 
Ces vieux pa.la.is, ces monts audacieux, 
Ces murs, ces aroz, ces thermes, et ces temples, 

Juge, en voya.nt ces ruines si amples, 
Ce qu•a rong~ les temps injurieux, 
Puis qu'aux ouvriers les plus industrieux 
Ces vieux fragmens encor servent d'exemples. 

Cf. Paul Renucci: op: cit. p. 56 sqq. 

24. P. Renucci: op: cit. Note 20 P• 105~1 LAve."t"'t1£ dtt rh"-mW\lr.rtie e.wopet.V\ 
'\ ") ~M 11.\0~tii-~e.. 

24a. c. s. Lewis: "The Allegory of Love." {Oxford: 1959). 

ch. iii, "The Romance of the Rose." p.112 sqq. 
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25. Walter Pater: "The Renaissance." (London:l924). 

Two Early French Stories. p.l sqq. 

Cf. Arnold Ha.user: "The Social History of Art." vol.I, 

p.217. 

26. Helen Waddell: nMediaeva.l La.tin Lyrics." 

The verses in the selection pp. 184-272 give an excellent 

idea. of the "Carmina Burana." 

27. Vita. Nuova: III. 

A questo sonetto fu risposto da. molti e di diverse 
sentenze, tra li qua.Ii fu risponditore quegli, cui 
io chia.mo primo de' miei a.mici; e disse allora. un 
sonetto lo qua.le comincia.: "Vedesti a.l mio pa.ren. ogni 
va.lore! E questo fu quasi il principio del l'amistl 
tra. lui e me, qua.ndo egli seppe ch'io ei;a quegli che ~i 
avea. cib mandato. . 

28. Mussa.to: · Epist: VII. cf. Eugenio Garin. op:cit: p.58. 

29. Mussa.to: ibid. 

Illa igitur nobis stat contemplanda Poesis 
altera. quae quondam Theologia fuit. 

30. Mussa.to: Epist: IV. 

Si bene d4spicias quod seripsit a.pocalista., 
per va.rias forma.s tota. Poesis era.t. 

31. As in Leopardi's poem 11Sopra il monumento di Dante", 

where the theme of Italy and Dante are ine&tricably 

interwoven: 

0 glorioso spirto, 
Dimmi: d 1 Ita.lia. tua. morto ~ l'amore? 
Di': quella fia.mma che t'a.ecese, ~ spenta? 
Di': n~ pi~ mai riverdirl quel mirto 
Ch'a.lleggib per gra.n tempo il nostro male? 

11. 180-184. Ca.nti. 

32. Petrarch: Rime: CXXVIII. 

Cf. Edward W. R. Tatham: "Francesco Petrarca. The 

First Modern Man of Letters: His Life and Correspondence. 

(1304-1347)." 2 vols. (London: 1925/6). 

33. Inferno: I: 85-87. 

Thou art my master and my author. Thou a.rt he from 
whom I took the style whose beauty has brought me honour. 

'34~ r J~' H. Whitfield: "Dante and Virgil." P• 66 sqq. 

35. E. Moore: "Studies in Dante.n First Series. 

and Virgil." 

36. Inferno: I: 73-75 • 

"Dante 

. 1 was a poet and sang of that just son of Anchises vho 
came from Troy after proud Ilium was burned. 
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37. Bruno Nardi: "Dante e la culture. medievale." Essay XI 

P• 366 sqq. Dante Profeta. 

38. Cicero: De Ora.tore I: 146: 194. 

39. 

40. 

41. 

Saepe audivi poetam bonum neminem, id quod a Democrito 
et Fla.tone inscriptis relictum esse dicunt, sine inflammatione 
animorum existere posse, et sine quoda.m afflatu quasi 
furoris. 

De Divinatione. I.: 38,80. 

negat enim sine furore Democritus quemquam poetam magnum 
esse posse, quod idem dicit Plato. 

Cf. Plato: Laws: 719 C. 

The following quotation from Bergson is interesting as 

~~lustrating his point of view on the subject of poetry 

and drama: 

"Poetry always expresses inward states. But among 
these states some arise mainly by contact with our fellow
men. They are the most intense as well as the most 
violent. Were man to give WAY under the impulse of 
his natural feelings, were there neither social nor 
moral law, these outburst.s of violent feeling would 
be the ordinary rule in life. But utility demands that 
these outbursts should be foreseen and averted. Under 
this dual influence has perforce been formed an outward 
layer of feelings and ideas which cover, when they are 
not strong enough to extinguish it, the inner fire of 
individual passions. But volcanic eruptions occur ••••••• 
And if the earth were a living being, as mythology has 
feigned, most likely when in repose it would take delight 
in dreaming of these sudden explosions whereby it 
suddenly resumes possession of its innermost nature. 
Such is the kind of pleasure that is afforded by drama 
•••••••••••• It also seems as if an appeal had been made 
to certain ancestral memories belonging to a faraway 
past. 11 

Henri Bergson: "Laughter." (Eng!ish translation by 

A. Mitchell.) (London•) pp. 157-160. 

Inferno: V: 43. 

42. De Vulgari Eloquentias I:XII.· 

,_-
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43. Rinaldo d'Aquino. 
p. 27. Penguin Book of Italian Verse, edited by George 

Kay. (London: 1958). 
Now when meadow and bank show flowers and greenery, the 
birds make merry among the leaves, singing in their 
different irays, while Spring that comes here freshly, 
so leafy, invites each one to have joy.entire. 

44. Inferno: XIII: 58-78. 

Cf. the famous lines: 

lo son colui che tenni ambo le chia.vi 
del cor di Federigo, e che le volsi, 
serrando e diserra.ndo,s1 soavi, 

che dal secreto suo quasi ogn'uom tolsi: 
f ede porta.i al glortoso offizio, 
ta.nto ch'i'ne perd&' li sonni e' polsi. 

(58-63). 

45. Purgatorio: IXIV: 55-6. 
'0 fra.te, issa vegg'io'diss'elli 'il nodo 
che'l Notaro e Guittone e me ritenne 
di qua dal dolce stil novo ch'i'odo.' · 

1 0 brother,' he said, 'now I see the knot that held 
back the Notary and Guittone and me short of the sweet 
new style that I hear.' 

46. Cf. Karl Vossler& "Mediaeval Culture." vol. I. pp.300-51.· 

47. Karl Vossler: "Der philosophischen Grundlegen zum 'sU.ssen 

neuen Stil'." (Heidelberg: 1904.) 

48. E. Gilson: "Dante the Philosopher." p. 107 sqq. 

49. Purgatorio: XXIV: 49-51. 

Ma d1 s'i'veggio qui colui che fore 
irasse le nove rime, comincia.ndo 
"Donna ch'a.vete intelletto d'amore". 

But tell me if I see here him that brought forth the 
nev rhymes beginning with "Ladies ··that have intelligence 
of love•" , 

50. Vita Nuova: XIX. 
On Dante's conception. of love ih this work 'See: 

Charles S. Singleton: ·."An· Essay on the Vita Nuova.. 11 

(Cambridge: U.S;.A: '.1949). 

51. Cf. Maj id Fakhry: · "Islamic Occasionalism. 11 (London: 1958). 

PP• 148-158. 
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CHAPTER NINE. 

POETRY AND THE DOCTRINE OF LOVE. 

Dante propounds a definite and articulated doctrine, 

clearly expressed and with all its consequences considered. 

Man's soul, he affirms, is born of the Divine Love itself e 

God loves it even before it comes into existence in this 

temporal world. In its exile and separation from the 

Creator, the soul retains the memory, it has a recol

lection, vague and indistinct no doubt, but certain>of 

beauty and glory. It still remembers its former state. 

This remembrance continues to exercise so great a fasci

nation that it is constrained to go back step by step to 

the original and primal Love, from Whom it derives its 

existence, and Whom among the shadows and images of this 

life it has half-forgotten. This it is which constitutes 

its quest, its adventure. Various objects of beauty recall 

to mind that perfect beauty of which they are but imperfect 

and transient copies. A toy, shining and coloured, a horse, 

a pretty woman, all of these are objects of delight. 

When man uses them for enjoyment or pleasure he is uncon

sciously looking for God, the Supreme Good, the Infinite 

and Eterne.1 Beauty. What drives him on, what urges him, 

what impels him is the emotion of love. Thus, it may be 

said, th9.t the whole of creation bears witness to its' 

divine origi~ in the varying ·degrees of perfection which 

each element of it exhibits. The human soul may use any 

creature, any created object, the flower, the crystal, 

the woman, or any object of human workmanship, as for 

\1 
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example, a lute, a silver mirror, an emerald graven and 

polished, gold and silver wrought into strange and ex-

quisite forms, a poem, a piece of music, a painting in 

the glowing colours of Giotto or Cimabue. Each partic

ular thing will be capable of furthering a man's progress 

to his true end, which is beauty itself. This is what 

man by his very nature desires above all things. This 

is,, of course, the familiar Pltitonic argument as we 

know it from the speech of Socrates in which he recalls 

the words of Diotima in the "Symposium". Dante follows 

the argument sufficiently closely to suggest that he 

actually knew the dia.logue and was repeating the great 

Platonic doctrine of love. "Whenever, then, anyone 

beginning from things here below", says Socrates re

peating the words of the prophetess "through a right 

practice of love begins to discern that other beauty,he 

will almost have reached his end. For this in truth is 

the right method of proceeding towards the doctrine of 

love, or of being conducted therein by another--begin

ning then from those beautiful objects here below ever 

to be going up higher, with that other beauty in view: 

using them as steps of a ladder ••••••• till he passes 

from degrees of knowledge to that knowledge which is 

the knowledge of nothing save the absolute Beauty itself, 

and knows it at length as in itself it retilly is." (l) 

Dante's theory is almost the same as this, though 

his words may be different. His doctrine is astonishingly 

Platonic; of course, it is the doctrine of Plato himself 

as it had come to the Florentine poet through the Christ

ian mystical tradition and notably through the works of 

s.Augustine and of Boethius. All these stages on the way 

to God are meant as steps of a ladder. They constitute 

that 11 scala a.moris" by which man ascends to his true end 
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·the Supreme Good. When the soul comes to regard any one 

of these stages as an end in itself, then it goes astray. 

In the Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio", we discover a 

careful analysis and description of this ascent to God 

through the visible and tangible beauty of earthly things, 
(2) 

of which the beauty of a woman affords the highest example. · 

This doctrine of the Scala Amoris is explained and 

elucidated in a well-known passage in the "Convivio." 

nLove", writes Dante in the manner of the impassioned 

philosopher, 11 if we truly apprehend and nicely consider, 

is nothing else than the spiritual union of the soul 

with the object loved, to which union the soul of its 

own nature hastens quicker or slower according as it is 

free or obstructed. • •••••••• Wherefore inasmuch as every 

effect retains something of the nif_ture of its cause 

(as Alpetragius says when he affirms that whatever is 

caused by a circular body has to some extent circular 

being) so each form has to some extent the being of the 

divine nature, not that the divine nature is divided and 

imparted, but that it is shared by them somewhat in the 

same way as the nature of the sun is shared by other stars. 

And the nobler the form the more of this nature it contains. 

Wherefore.the human soul, which is the noblest of all the 

forms that are generated, receives more of the divine nat

ure than is imparted to any other fOrm.(3) 

The whole passage is to? long to quote but its argu

ment must be.reproduced. Because he is created in the image 

of God, man wants to be, to exist, since God is Existence 

itself, ipsum esse subsistens. Man is therefore constrained 

to draw near to God, the Fire and Light of all Being. 

In His transcendence and glory, God cannot be approached) 

for "He only hath immortality, dwelling in the light which 

no man can approach unto". (qui solus habet immortalitatem 

et lucem inhabitat inaccessibilem.)(4) The soul has ascent, 

gradually and slowly> through all the varying degrees and 
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appearances of beautye For this purpose, it employs the 

creatures of God. 
Q.<(. 

All these imperfect symbols, they are 
/\. 

images, representations of the Divine Goodness. They 

mirror the eternal and absolute, as a woodland pool mirrors 

the light of the sun. In these objects of finite exist

ence we may discover the various degrees of perfection. 

Yen, in none of them do we find that final and lasting 

satisfaction: only in God himself may that be found. The 

way to God is through the things which he has created, 

that is, it is from the imperfect, from the finite, the 

transitory, to the perfect., There is no 'other way. Dante 

subscribes entirely to the metaphysical principle declared 

by S.Thomas: "nihil in intellectu nisi prius fuerit in 

sensu." The way through created things may itself not :in

aptly be called "love 11
• Dante regards it as a natural 

impulse innate in the human intellect and yet dependent 

upon the right direction of the will. It is an idea 

which appears from time to time in the "Divina Commedia"e 

The vehemence and for.ce with which it is stated show that 

it is one of those beliefs which the poet held most tena

ciously and which he proceeded to explain with care and 

lucidity. It receives clear and distinct expression in 

the lines in the "Purgatorio" since made more memorable 

for our generation by T. s. Eliot's poem, "Animula", 

("Issues from the hand of God the simple soul") 

Esce di ma.no a lui che la vagheggia 

prima che sia, a guisa di fanciulla 

che piangendo e ridendo pargoleggia, 

l'a~ima semplicetta che sa nulla, 

salvo che,mossa. da lieto .fattore, 

volentier torna a cio che la trastulla. 
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Di pieciol bene in pria sente sapore: 

quivi s 1 inganna, e dietro ad esso corre, 

se guida o fren non torce suoamore. 
( 5 ) 

Here it is that we find the Platonic doctrine 

declared in all its power and beauty. The theory of 

recollection here assumes a Christian form as the mem-

ory of its original love and delight. Thus the soul 

acquires knowledge, thus it acquires felicity and true 

consummation. As Dante puts it in the "Convivio": 

"because her knowledge is at first imperfect through in-

experience and lack of instruction, sniall goods appear 
''" 

great to her, and therefore her desires are first directed 

to those." ( 6) First the toy with which the little child 

delights to play, then the horse which.the man finds noble, 

then the beautiful woman, the sensual joy of the delicate 

flesh, then her spirit which possesses a beauty even greater. 

This is pure Platonism, of course. The poet does not, how

ever, admit the Augustin.\Midea that the soul must reject 

completely the illusions and deceits presented by the 

senSJes and turn to meditation as the only true way to God.(?) 

Wb.a.t he tells us is the doctrine of the "Symposium", in all 

the beauty of visible form and colour. He is content to 

regard material things as significant in themselves, and 
• i.,hi<.~ 

as having an importance in man's earthly lifefcannot be 

repudiated. They are not merely things which point peyond 

themselves to the true and eternal glory, signs,images and 

symbols. They represent a real stage in the ascent of the 

soul to God. They are imperfect, because finite. They 

are at the same time true aspects of goodness, beauty, 

love and knowledge. 

According to this view, therefore, all earthly loves 

are derived from that love for the infinite and the absolute. 
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Dante's love for Beatrice has its roots in that natural 

love which his soul must entertain for God, his Creator, 

Who is Being itself. Her beauty was intended to awaken 

in him that love which .was innate in his sou1 when he was 

born into this world. 

Mai non t 1appresento natura o arte 

placer, quanto le belle membra in ch 1 io 
cs) 

rinchiusa fui, 

Beatrice declares that it was for this purpose that she 

died-in order to lead him to the eternal and heavenly 

Beauty. We find mention of the curiously Platonic 

reason that, when the most -beautiful of earthly creat-

ures was manifested as subject to death and corruption, 

an? therefore, not in hers~lf the end of his impassioned 

love, he should have realized that there was a higher 

~piritual beauty to which he was being summoned. 

In the "Vi ta7-'.Nuova:", Beatrice is presented in a 

series of picturese The comparison is inevitable and 

we have made it before, but one cannot help thinking of 

the delicate and charming art of Giotto, the gold and 

crimson, the intense blue of the sky, the pallor of the 

eager face, as of smooth ivory. The opening words of 

the book suggest a picture, ex<:i}Juisite, tender, compass-

ionate. 

"Ella appa.rvemi ves ti ta. di nobilissimo colore \Arni\e 

ed onesto sanguigno, cinta ed ornate. alla 

guisa che alla sua giovanissima eta.de si 

convenia." (9) 

The languorous, elegant and ceremonious prose 

becomes almost liturgical in the repetitive phrases with 

which it presents the events and emotions which the author 

_________ J 
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describes. Not only is the book an essay in· psychology••• 

the psychology of a young man, artist and lover, dreamer 

and introverte As Signor Raffaele Resta has pointed out, 

not only does it take on an ethical and philosophical 

colour, it has also some of those darker tones which may 

be called astrological and cabalistic. The "Vita Nuova." 

conveys an impression, vague yet recognizable, of a 

young girl, half- revealed, yet half-concealed,in all the 

occasions and transformations, the encounters and eval-

uations of life in that thirteenth century. Seen through 

all its digressions, we catch a glimpse of Florence, with 

its buildings of white and yellow marble, the glitter of 

sunlight on polished metal, the soft colours of silk and 

velvet, the cool interiors o~ its churches, with the smell 

of incense seeping through the white walls, the bright 

faces of women. There are mysterious presences, abjur-

ations, images: the Lady of the Salutation, the Lord of 

terrible aspect, the Lady of the Screen, the Lady of the 

Window, compassionate and charming, above all the Wondrous 

Lady, who is Beatrice herself even now associated with the 

praise of the Queen of Glory. There are ecstasies, lament-

ations, marvels and visions. The pale beauty of this 

glorious Beatrice clad in the scarlet dress in which he 

first saw her seems to haunt the poet.Clo) The music 

varies little. It is as monotonous and graceful as an 

air by Rameau. There is in the book a diffused melan

choly. Yet the grief of the young poet.is experienced 

in retrospect. His passionate complaints and deep sorrow 
to 

are recalled, yet generally speaking muted~the exigencies~ 

of his art. It is a world of symbol and allegory, yet it 

would be a mistake to regard it as composed entirely of 

abstraction. There is a living and vivid experience 

- ---- ------------------------~ 
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in all that Dante describes. He writes in the manner 

of contemplation, perceiving connections and meanings 

in incidents which are reviewed. SoJfor example, he 

speaks of Giovanna as being commonly known as Primavera. 

on account of her beauty. The poet had to explain this 

circumstance in an allegorical manner. The simple and 

obvious meaning which associates her loveliness with 

the Spring will not do. Dante has to discover an 

interior and mystical significance. 

"And the name of this lady was Giovanna, save that for 

her beauty, as folk believe, the name Primavera was given 

to her: and even so was she called. And looking beyond 

her I beheld the wondrous Beatrice coming. These ladies 

passed near me, thus, one after the other, and methought 

love spoke within my heart and said: The first is named 

Primavera solely for this coming today; for I moved the 

giver of the name to call her 'Primavera' which is t.o. say 

'prima verra 1 (she will come first) on the day that 
htr {11) 

Beatrice shall reveal herself after/\liege's vision." 

The book is full of such reflections: it is almost 

like a devotional treatise, as Croce has said, composed 

with a clear and definite intention. It is dedicated 

to the glory of "that most gentle Beatrice'! as its 

simple and graceful sentences assure us again and again. 

Its Romantic lyricism, its tender emotion, its subdued 

joy, its serene and compassionate love rising now and 

a.gain almost to the accents of tra$edy, its mood of 

sorrow,--all these make it what it is. It remains the 

greatest achievement of the "sweet new style"" Nobody 

who reads the refrain, 11Morta ~ la donna tua ch'eta si 

bellei", nobody who recalls the exquisite verses "_O voi, 

che per la via d 1Amor pass ate 11
: 

11Tutti li miei pensier 

parlan d 1Amore ": and the charming and delightful lines: 
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"Io mi son pargoletta bella e nuova" ,- which are among the 

early Canzoniere, but not included in the "Vita Nuovlll, '!... 

can doubt the genius of Dante as a lyrical poet, nor his 

accomplishment in expressing the emotions of love and 

sorrow. Professor Karl Vossler has thought that it was 

Lpossible to detect the influence of Giraut in the 

"Vita Nuova"., Without going into so technical a question, 

it is clear that it has a character as of the Provengal 

poetry. Moreover, the interweaving of prose and verse 

follows a pattern which is sometimes adapted by the 

troubadours(~fid. whichfriay have been suggested to him by 

a reading of their works. It was Vossler who has stated 

that the idea of the beloved as a living human being, a 

woman with thoughts, passions and emotions of her own> 

proved somewhat perplexing to the elaborate and symbolical 

representations of the poets of the "sweet, new style"., 

For this reason, he declares 1 they made much of her death, 

for this made it possible to think of her in the luminous: 

images of abstraction. He draws attention to the fact that 

three of the most important poets of the Mid.dle Ages, Dante, 

Cino da. Pistoia and Petrarch, saw the death of their lovesi 

and celebrated them Wiith all the sombre music of lament-

ation and sorrow., Because of death, Beatrice, Selvaggia 
!MiJ 

beloved., They acquired and Laura. became deeply~ecstatically 

the ideal personality which could be surrounded by emotion 

and delight., Thejhad ceased to be merely human and had 

taken on the character of the romantic and strange.(l3) 

There is much in the mystical contemplation of the 

"Vita Nuova" which might support this view. It is, how.-

ever, true to say that Dante's sorrows take on a much 

deeper and stronger accent than what we discover in the, 

work of the other two poets. One may compare the well-
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known poem of Cino da Pisto.ia., with its subdued longing and 

grief ••• "Io fui'n su 11 alto e•n su beato monte., 11 There 

are here similarities with some of the verses written by 

Dante, but an absence of that note of anguish which makes 

itself felt in the more solemn moments of recollection. 

(One may instance the refrain taken from the Church's 

liturgy for Holy Week from the Book of "Lamentations": 

11Qubmodo sedet sola civitas plena populol facta est 
II 

quasi vidua domina gentium,(l4) or the Canzone which 

begins,":Gli occhi dolenti per pietl del core'') (l5) 

· Here is the poem of Ci.no da Pis toia: it is full of 

reminiscence of past joys and has its own rather ex-

quisite melancholy. 

[0 1 f~iJn s~ l'alto e 1n sul beato monte, 

ch 1 :io'.a.dorai, baciando il santo sasso; 

e caddi 'n su di quella pietra, lasso, 

ove 1 10nesta pose la sua fronte, 

e che la chiuse d 1 ogni vertu'l fonte 

quel gierno che di morte acerbo passo 

fece la donna de lo ~~o cor, lasso!, 

gi~ piena tutta d 1adornezze conte. 

Quivi chie.mai a. questa guisa Am.ore: 

--Dolce mio :\ficho fa' che qui mi traggia 

la morte a se, che qui giace 11 mio core--. 

Ma 1 poi che non m'intese 1r mio Signore, 

m1~ di'(l:CU"ti i, pur chiamando Sel vaggia: 
. (16) 

l'alpe passai con voce di dolore. 

In this early work, it is the earthly Beatrice who is 

celebrated as idealized figure in white or crimson whom 

the poet makes known to many who were accomplished poets 

at that time, ( i quB.ili erSJno f amos:i trova tori in quel tempo) .. 
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It is the contention of Signor Pietrobono that the book 

was su9ject to the author's considered revision and 

given a different ending from the one which it originally 

possessed.(l7) With these arguments, which by the way 

have failed to convince most students of Dante, we are 

not concerned. What is certain, however, is that the 

conclusion is entirely in agreement with the poet's 

developed theory of love and forms the prelude to that 

richer, more varied and complex music of the "Divina 

Commedia 11
• It looks forward to the great poem; it 

anticipates the glory of Beatrice in heaven: it sets 

forth what must constitute the eternal blessedness of 

that vision "a vedere la gloria della sua donna,cio~ 

di quella benedetta Beatrice, che gloriosamente mira 

nelle. faccia di Colui,qui est per omnia sa/ecula. bene

dictus. (l8) 
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II. 

All that Dante knew of Beatrice in her earthly 

life--her beauty, coloured like the pearl, her tricks 

of speech and manner,her provocativeness, her rebukes..-

all these are recaptured and evo.ked in the last cantos 

of the "Purgatorio 11 and in the "Paradiso." This was a 

sts.ge in the ·journey. The love of Beatrice in the flesh, 

her charm, her purity, her speech, should have led the 

poet to the ineffable Beauty, "l'ultimo desiderabile, 

che e Dioe" (l9) However, on the death of Beatrice, he 

followed other loves, the Donna Gentile, the Noble Lady 

who represents abstract Philosophy in her most exciting 

and alluring aspect as the giver of Wisdom, the Lady of 

the Window., of pallid hue and compassion@.te face, (ii 

facea d'una vista pietosa e d'un color pallido,quasi 

come d 1amore ••• Dante tells us), <2o) to whom he addressed 

a group of sonnets including the charming "Color d 1amore, 

e di pieta sembiantl;" which leaves us in no doubt.as to 

his passion for her, and the Donna Pietrosa of the brilliant 

Sestina."Al poco giorno ed al gran cerchio d'ombra 11 (21) 

and other poems. The poems in which he speaks of the 

"Donna Pietra"are full of sensual ardour. They are the 

verse of a young man in whom the blood runs with vigour 

and lust. They_ express an emotion altogether different 

from the delicate, faint sentiment, the elegance, and 

somewhat cold radiance, of the verses in which he alludes 

to Beatrice. 

Amor, tu vedi ben,che questa donna 

la tua virtu non cura in alcun tempo, 

che sual dell 1 altre belle farsi donna. 

E poi s'accorse ·ch 1ell'era mia donn~, 
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per lo tuo raggio,che al volto mi luce, 

d'ogni crudelita si fece donna; 

Sicche non par ch'ell'abbia cuor di donna, 

ma di qual fiera l'ha. d'amor piu freddo. 

Che per lo tempo caldo e per lo freddo 

mi fa sembiantt pur com 1una donna, 
b~\\~ 

che fosse fatta d'unafpietra 

per man di '!u:eJ; cr:b:esritt,dntagliasse in pietra. ( 22 } 

There is no mistaking the accent of desire, of voluptuous

ness, of impassioned Wiooing in these poems in which he 

speaks of the "Donna Pietroffa". Not only are they among 

his greatest achievements as a young poet in the technical 

skill which they display, they also convey an emotion with 

power and resource. Some critics have supposed that Dante 

never wandered away from the world of symbol and allegory 

and that the women whom he so variously describes are all 

fantasies of the poetic imagination. It is sufficient to 

quote Carducci's contemptuous remarks about such writers •• -. 

"quando gli espositori delle allegorie dantesche, che 

credono la giovin donna essere stata Filosofia, avranno 

dimostrato come e perche essa riguardi i giovanni dalle 

finestre ••••••••• allora mi dar~ p~r vinto 11 .< 23} 

Whatever may be the facts, however, they may be explained) 

the poet confesses that he had committed faults which 

needed repentence, and which receive the cleansing of 

fire and water in Purgatory. Nor can this be denied,for 

it is part of the form and conception of the poem. The 

"Divina Cornmedia" opens with the scene of Dante in the 

dark wood--the primeval, obscure and shadowy wood of 

anguish. We cannot but believe that he attaches a serious 

meaning to this image of human sin and transgression. 

The poet finds himself there, unable to escape, unable to 

discover the right way until Virgil, the messenger of 

Heaven, comes to his aid. Moreever, the words with which 
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Beatrice rebukes Dante's infidelity before the angels 

are plain enough: 

questi si tolse a me,e diessi altrui. 

Quando di carne a spir/to era salita 

e bellezza e virtu cresciuta m1era, 

fu'io a lui men cara e men gradita; 

These words would be quite ludicrous and out of. place 

if they appli_ed merely to the poet 1 s philosophical 

studies and to the Donna Gentile as a symbol of ps.ssion-

less, calm Wisdom. There is a note almost of jealousy 

in the tone with which Beatrice speaks •••••• indeed,had 

they been spoken on earth>one might have said,of dis

dainful jee.lousy that another woman should be preferred 

to her. That the charming "Lady of the Window 11 who 

exhibited so much compassion and interest in the poet 

was an allegorical figure seems quite incredible. 

That she was for a time passionately desired and loved, 

as a woman of flesh and blood, is surely not even a 

point of argument in view of the severe admonition which 

Dante receives in the Earthly Paradise. Such words as 

Beatrice speaks are entirely in keeping with the womanly 

character which she reveals in the "Divina Commedia"., 

They are pointless if they are regarded as a petulant 

outburst at the thought of Dante's intellectual phil-

anderings with abstract alle~ories and projections of 

the unconscious.(25) 

If we express this in terms of philosophy, we must 

say that the poet he.d allowed himself to be deceived by 

illusions and images of this world. In the Prologue, he 

has shown us the attraction of sensuality in the figure 

of the leopard, swift and beautiful, which appears in the 
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clear light of the early morning. It is a Spring day; one 

may imagine April in the Tuscan hills, with the violets 

of white and purple in the grass and the tall, dark 

shapes of the cypress trees •••••• surely a picture of 
(26) 

youth; l 1ora del tempo e la dolce stagione; 

He acknowledges his faults: against one so perfectly informed 

about all his doings he has no opportunity for subter-

fuge or excuse. 

Piangendo dissi: 1Le presenti cose 

col falso lor piacer volser miei passi,. 

tosto che 11 vostro viso si nascose.' ( 27) 

Whatever may have been Dante's offence, he had mis-

taken the finite and the transitory for the infinite 

and eternal, the mutable for the unchangeable good. 

Earthly beauty cannot provide that satisfaction which 

the soul of man desires. Even Beatrice, in all the 

charm and loveliness of her girlhood, could not afford 

him that felicity which is perfect satisfaction and 

perfect joy. 

Ben t~ dovevi, per lo prime strale 

delle cose fallaci,levar suso 

di retro a me che non era piu tale. 

Non ti dovea gravar le penne in giuso, 

ad aspettar piu colpi, o pargoletta 

o~· altra ~ariitl con sl breve uso.( 28) 

This discourse savours of the rarefied atmosphere of the 

Earthly Paradise, where the conversation does not leave 

the consideration of high philosophical themese The 

poet had failed to learn the lesson which the death of 

Beatrice was intended to communicate to his sorrowing 

heart. 
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In the midst of the journey of life, he found himself-

he crune to himself (mi ritrovai ••• he writes) in the 

dark forest of foreboding and gloom. Here, but for the 

compassion of God and the love of Beatrice, he would 

have been lost, among those dark chasms and ravines, 

those bloated, pendulous trees and thorn bushes like 

the wood of the Suicides in the thirteenth canto of 

the "Inferno". Beatrice explains his condition: 

Tanto giu cadde, che tutti argomenti 

alla salute sua eran gia corti, 

fuer che mostrarli le perdute genti. 

Per queste visitai l'uscio de'morti, 

ea colui che l'ha qua su condotto, 

li preghi miei,piangendo,furem porti.( 29) 

The poet is obliged to "essay the steep ascent", to 

climb the mountain with the help of Virgil who is the mes-

senger of Beatrice and, therefore, indirectly an emissary 
I 

of the Holy Virgin herself ••••• Here on the Mount of Purg-

atory he is cleansed and restored: he undergoes the fierce 

burning of the flame of contrition and the healing of the 

water of Lethe. Once more, he is allowed to continue the 

ascent, this time through the heavenly spheres, of increas-

ing brightness, spirituality and manifestation of joy, 

until he attains to the Supreme Good. It is character-

istic of Dante's thought that God is represented as that 

love which is consummated in delight. It is a thought 

which is fruniliar to S.Augustine and which he expresses 

many times with eloquence and fervour: Vacabimus, et 

Videbimus: videbimus et amabimus: amabi~us et laudabimus.(?O) 

On the first appearance of Beatrice on the summit 

of the Mount of Purgatory, Dante fails to recognize her 
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in her dazzling beauty. It is almost in a mystical 

vision that she comes to him, in a cloud of flowers, 

wearing a green mantle over the colour of living flame: 

cosl dentro una nuvola di fiori 

che dalle mani angeliche saliva 

e ricadeva in giU,_ dentro e di fori, 

sovra candido vel cinta. d 1uliva 

donna m1apparve, sotto verde manto 

vestita di color di fiamma viva.(3l) 

Here the very phrases, allusions and images of the 

"Vita Nuova" are echoed. The poet reminds us of that 

day when he first saw her as a child of nine ••• vestita 

.£~nnobilissimo colore umile ed onesto,san~uigno.(32 ) 
On that occasion, unexpectedly, strangely as in the vague 

events of a dream, she appeared to him •••• ella apparvemi. 

Again, in the second meeting which he records, nine years 

after this first encounter, he employs the same expression: 

"questa mirabile donna apparve a me".(33) "Donna m1apparve" 

writes the poet in the similitude of that work of delicate 

imagination and courtesy. In the "Vita Nuova. 11 it is the 

coming of one who was to inspire so much devotion and 

whose love was as it were by predetermination. In the 

"Purgat<;>rio", it is the fulfilment of the promise, the 

actualization of all the dreams and visions of that early 

book. The confused image becomes clear. Significance is 

made plain. Surely we discover here the assertion of what 

Charles Williams called "Romantic Theology", that theology 

which sees the temporal as a mirror of the eternal, the 

flesh as the veil of the spirit, the finite as the incar-

t . f th · f. ·t <34 > D t th gh h · t r· t na ion o e in ini e. an e, .ou e is, a 1rs , 
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on Mount Purgatory, unable to recollect who she is, for 

grace transfigures her, yet soon finds meaning ••• the 

girl whom he loved in Florence, with whom he talked, 

whose least look made him tremble •••• this is she. The 

very passion of the blood declares itself .. He knows who 

it is. He turns to Virgil with the Virgilian words, so 

dramatic, so expressive of that conviction, that emotion 

entirely his own: 

'Men che dramrna 

di sangue m'e rimaso che non tremi: 

conosco i segni dell'antica fiamrna'; {35) 

Signor Momigliano has expressed the relationship between 

the early work of Dante and the "DivinA Commedia 11 clearly 

and concisely in his statement: 

"La materia.:u della 'Vita Nuova' era,piu o meno,reale; 

quella del poema e fantastica: ma la realta della 'Vita 

Nuova 1 ha l'evanescenza d 1una visione,e la visione del 

poema ha la saldezza d'una realta".(36) 

This is the place to which all those dreams of youth have 

led him. This is the consummation of joy: delight that 

discovers itself in love: beauty that once shook the heart 

with ecstasy now; known once more and perfectly realized 

in the white Rose o·~ the celestial vision, of the "Paradise". 

Yet it is as the result of his experiences, of the desol-

ation and terror of Hell, the cleansins by water and fire 

in Purgatory, that he is able to recognize that beauty 

which is glorified and spiritual. In this scene.~, Beatrice 

stands before him contemplatin9 the her.tlldic and allegorical 

gryphon, type of Christ in His dual nature as God and Man. 

She stands before him clad in the colours of green and 

white and red--the bright, vivid colours of Nature's 
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meadows and waters, symbolic of the three theological 

virtues, Faith, Hope and Charity. His old love returns 

, with all .1 ts romantic ardour rekindled, yet in a way 

different in the presence of that beauty which is so 

greatly enhanced by.grace. Dante explains this in his 

usual careful manner: 

Sotto'l suo velo e oltre la rivera 

vincer parlemi piL.. se stessa antica., 

vincer che l'altre qui, quand'ella c'era.(37) 

While she was on earth, Beatrice was fulfilling 

her appointed task in leading the poet on that way which 

is the Scala Amoris. Her de~th was intended to bring 

him to that glory which is the Supreme Good, that Beauty 

which is realized perfectly in the divine perfections. 

It was only after her death that the poet learned 

from sorrow and love m d compassion "a new intelligence" • 

His sighs made their way 11beyond the sphere that circleth 

widest". (38) 

On Purgatory, however, he has feflected and has come to 

understand the meaning of all his experience cf passion 

and grief. Beatrice, the beloved object of his devotion, 

is able to effect his transformation so that with her he 

may ascend from sphere to sphere to the Empyrean itself, 

beyond the River of Light, geyond the impassioned glories, 

to the Truth itself. It is Beatrice who has changed his 

nature. At the beginning of the mystic vision of Heaven, 

he declares this in the classical imagery that never 

forsakes him even at the most solemn moment: 

Nel suo aspetto tal dentro mi fei, 

qual si fe Glauco nel gustar dell 'erbe. 

che'l ~e consorte in mar delli altri Deig()9 ) 

The way which the poet we_s predestined to follow has 

become that 11 i tinerariu111 mentis; ad Deurn" to which 
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s.Bonaventura alludes in his spiritual treatise of 

that name. For in this little work, suffused as it is 

Wiith the Christian Platonist philosophy of the Franciscan 

school, we discover those ideas which Dante expressed in 

the "Paradiso." The early Humanism of the "Convivio", 

with its charm and graciousness, has become the profound 

Christian Humanism of the great poem. The illumination 

of the mind of which s.Bonaventura speaks with such 

fervour comes at last to that contemplation of Being and 

the revelation of glory. It is the end of that process: 

which the poet has described in its various stages when 

we have learned to put "the whole sensible world before 

us as a mirror by which ladder we shall mount up to God, 

the Supreme Creator ••••••••• For by the greatness of the 

beauty and of the creature, the Cree.tor of them ma:y be 

·seen. 11 
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III 

It follows from what we have said that Dante is 

not to be confused with the ancient poets to whom an 

initiatory vision was conceded but no more. The per-

fection of love has brought him to the aneffable Good-

ness itself, to that high rapture which is the crown and 

joy of Christian wisdom., This is really a dlscription of 

the doctrine of grace and of the infused virtues. For grace 

is consummated in glory, as S.Thomas affirms. The idea 

which Dante so sublimely represents in an ascending degree 

throughout the "Paradiso" is the familiar idea of deific-

ation. It is derived from the Platonizing tradition of 

the Church m. d it possesses an illustrious history in 

Christian philosophy. Deification is that illumination 

by the Divine Wisdom by which a man is enabled to under

stand the deep things of God. It is signified by Beatrice: 

:t't is shown forth by the glow of her face, the joy of her 

eyes: by what she signified and what she demonstrates to 

the poet. For it is she who conducts him to the living 

light of the Christ, the Eternal Word. 

Quale ne' plenilunii sereni 

Trivia ride tra le ninfe etterne 

che dipingon lo ciel per tutti i seni, 

vidi sopra migliaia di lucerne 

un sol che tutte quante l'accendeaJ 

come fa il nostro le viste superne; 

e per la viva luce trasparea 

It is this manifestation of glory transcendent that draws 

from the poet the exclamation: 
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Oh Beatrice dolce guida e caral 

for it is the office of Beatrice to bring him to that 

consummation of all desire, that satisfaction of the 

intellect, that incorruptible light which never changes 

nor admits of distinction. 

Already in the "Vita Nuova" Beatrice is represented 

by the number nirie,, which in the allegorizing, mystical 
o.cc.ord in g,tb 

language of the age is explained "inasmuch as Ptolemy 
ll 

and Christian verity nine are the heavens that move. 11 (42) 

According to Dante, this obviously contains an allusion to 

the wondrous Trinity.(43) Not only is she endowed with a 

divine mission, she possesses a.n origin which may fittingly 

be spoken of as divine. In this respect, she may be regarded 

as the instrument of the Holy Spirit, and it is through -her 

that the poet receives thRt participation in the gifts of 

the Spirit and especially the gift of wisdom by which he 

becomes illumins.ted by di vine grs.ce. The mystical love 

which Dante entertains for her allows Virgil to explain 

that Beatrice shall be for him in his own vivid phrase--

11the light between truth and the intellect!!- that is, 

the light by which the mind attains to the knowledge of 

truth: 

Verrunente a cosl alto sospetto 

non ti fermar, se quella nol ti dice 

che lume fia tra. 11 ver• ex lo 1ntelletto: 

non so se'n~tendi; io dico di Beatrice. <44> 

V.Jhat is set forth here is the relationship between love 

and knowledge, and this is the possession of all poets 

who may legitimately claim inspiration. Dante enlarges, 

emphasizes e.nd defines the great Christian tr.uth that not 

only can there be no salvation but also that there can be 

no understanding of the Christian revelation withoilt.t~~~e. 
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He insists upon th.is with a fervou.r and passion reminiscent 

of S.Bernard, his guide and teacher in the glory of Heaven 

its elf. (Li-5) 

To the poet, love brings the vision of truth which is 

the secret of his inspiration. This it is which enables 

him to speak with fire and conviction. s.Bonaventu.ra 

expressed this in the more specific terms of religion 

when at the conclusion of his mystical treatise he wrote: 

"This fire is God and the furnace of this fire leadeth to 

Jerusalem,and Christ the man kindles it in the fervour of 

His bu.rning Passion." (46) This is the way in which the 

Christian mystic declares the doctrine of love in the terms 

of spiritual devotion and ascetic practice. Dante explains 

the matter in his own way by image and symbol, drama and 

action. It is evident from what he says how seriously he 

regards his vocation as a poet. Not only is he the great 

artist, the disciple of that Virgil whose exquisite verse 

has taught him so much, the singer of imperial Rome whose 

glory he too would proclaim. What has summoned him to this 

high mission is love.. If we ask what is meant by love, in 

what must seem such a dubious connection here, then the 

answer must be that we understand it to mean that emotion 

and principle of life itself which includes the romantic 

love of Dantets youth. It gathers into itself all the 

tremulous brightnes::i, the emotion of ::'.or:"".>W and joy, the 

passionate enthusiasm, the eager looking for the beloved 

face that we co:rmnonly associate with the doctrine of Eros., 

All this is but a single expression of that creative love 

which founded the universe and established it in beauty 

~·nd order. Thus in the Prologue to the "Di vine. Commedia", 

the encounter with the three beasts and the subsequent 

meeting with Virgil, the poet's deliverer, takes place on 

~ Spring morning. This is the decisive action which leads 
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to the pilgrimage through the three realms. The Sprine; 

morning in its light and brilliance reminds Dante of the 

creation of the world by the Divine Love, the "sweet season" 

of rejoicing in w~ich earth remembers the primal rapture 

of her birth., 

Temp'era dal principio del mattino, 

e'l sol montava In su con quelle stelle 

ch'eran con lui quando l'amor divinO 

mosse di prima quelle cose belle;(47) 

In the "Purgatorio': when Bonagiunta recognizes him 

as the accomplished poet of the "Donne ch'avete intelletto 

d'amore"-- of that "sweet new style" which had won for 

him su.ch renown--Dante replies a little self-conscious'.ly: 

'I'mi son un che, quando 

Amor mi spira, noto,ea quel modo 

ch'e'ditta dentro vo significando.,<4B) 

Here we may claim to find a clear and succinct descrip-

tion of the poet's work, his mission and vocation. It may 

be summarized in three words--inspiration: reflection: 

expression. The idea is expressed in the mind when reflect-

ed:mpon. It is comprehended 8lld gets outward expression 

when it is set forth in words. In verse (or verses), there-

fore, the writer declares a meaning in objective reality, 

for words belong to that order and associate the idea with 

the world of sensible experience. The agent of this process, 

however, is not the intellect as conceived in the Aristot-

elian logic. According to Dante, the concept is not some-

thing which is evoked by the poet in his own mind and 

expressed with whatever lucidity of phrase he may be able 

to command. It is something which is given and which he, 

therefore, receives and. it is dictated by the love which 
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inspires him to undertake the work of the poet. This is, 

of course, a mystical doctrine of poetic inspiration. 

What distinguishes poetic truth from logical truth, the 

truth of image imd symbol from the truth of formal propos-

itions 1 is to be discovered in this first moment of inspir

ation. It is abundantly clear that this is not evolved 

from the initial act of the hurnan intellect in making 

judgements but is given by God himself. 

There is an obvious audacity in such a theory of 

inspiration as applied to poetry. For it borrows from the 

Church's doctrine which confines inspiration to the Canon-

ical Books of the Old Testament and excludes all other 

works from a like degree of u~thority. This becomes 

evident when we consider that s. Augustine in his allusions 

to Scripture (as also to the Vulgate of s. Jerome) frequently 

adds: "thus dictates the Holy Spirit." C49) It may be 

remembered the_t thepame term 11dictate" is employed by Dante 

when speaking of his own inspiration as a poet and artiste 

Similarly, it is w~th while recalling that s. Thomas, in 

his treatise "De Veritate", describes inspiration as the 

touch of the Holy Spirit upon the heart of the prophet. 

It is this doutrine of inspiration hitherto confined to 

Revelation itself that Dante has taken over and adopted 

in order to present the view that the poet also receives 

the oracles of God, and interprets them to men. 

However, it would not be true to say that he believes 

that love C<Ul make any men a poet. It is required first 

of all that the poet should possess and should exercise 

a natural talent for verse. Not only love, but also the 

star must be propitious to him. Moreover, he must resort to-

prayer in order to seek that divine aid without which all 

his efforts will be futile. Dante's nature was predisposed 

to poetry by the stars. He was born when the sun was in 
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Gemini, the astrological house of Mercury, who turns a 

favourable ear to authors and scholars, especially when 

conjoined with the Sun, regarded as the source and origin 

of all natural truth: (rather in the manner of Plato's 
nc..fwc-\ ?et"CR.f>t\on 

description of the sun as the aause of vision an.~~which 
( 50) 

man may attain in this world of appeare.nces). Without 

this natural endowment afforded by the necessary conjun-

ction of the stars, Dante could not aspire to be a poet. 

It is for this res.son that when at last he finds himself 

in the sphere of the fixed stars at the Sign of Gemini, 

he extols that constellation in words that might seem 

extravagant if we were not aware of his doctrine: 

0 gloriose stelle, o lume pregno 

di gran virtu,~al qua.le io riconosco 

tutto, qual che si sia,il mio ingegno, 

con voi nasceva e s'ascondeva vosco 

quelli ch'e padre d 1ogni mortal vita, 

quand' io~ senti' di prima l'aere tosco; (51) 

Yet none of these influences can be called sufficient 

in itself, neither natural talent, nor the favourable 

conjunction of the planets. The ability to write poetry 

demands that unremitting care, that assiduous practice 

and cultivation, that constant study which will make him 

able to express the highest themes. Dante implies that 

learning is a necessary acquisition to the poet. Without 

that, he would also fail in the high purpose to which he 

is called. Before describing the grean pageant of revelation 

in the Earthly Paradise, the poet invokes Urania: 

Or convien che Elicona per me versi, 

e Urania m1aiuti col suo coro 

forti cose a pensar mettere in versi.(52 } 
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Without a proper scholarship, without zeal in study, 

the poet will be unable to put into verse such truths of 

philosophy and theology as the mind conceives. This is 

what is expressed with such lucidity and explicitness in 

the "De Vulgari Eloquentie.'', where we are told that the 

poet "should first drink of the waters of Helicon and, 

with his strings attuned, confidently strike the lyre. 

But", he adds, ·no doubt with some reminiscence of his 

own laborious studies; 1'it ls necessary to have circumspec

tion and discernment, a matter of experience and toil, to 

be gained only by strength of spirit, assiduous study and 

the pursuit of knowledge." (53) All these things are 

necessary. The natural gift, the propitious stars, the 

midnight lamp: none of them may be omitted or neglected. 

Yet above all the poet needs to pray for grace: for neither 

talent, nor genius, nor aptitude for literature, nor 

opportlllity nor leisure, nor ardour, are sufficient of 

thems'elves. Tfilits is the introduction to the "Divina. Oommedia" •••. 

"poets have need of invocation in large measure 11 ,,<54) 
What they seek is nothing less th~m a divine gift. Poetry 

at its highest is a special grace and illumination which 

is vouchsafed from the Divine Wisdom. It cannot be produced 

merely by the intellectual labour of study and the pursuit 

of versification. In the poetry of Virgil, in all the 

music, the glory, the compassion of the great epic,the 

Florentine poet has felt the flame ofl inspiration. For 

this reason, therefore, Dante begins each canticle of the 

"Divina. Commedia" with an invocation to the Muses and to 

Helicon. At the beginning of the "Paradiso", however, we 

discover an eloquent and somewhat longer address to Apollo 

and ·to that other peak of Parnassus which is regarded as the 

possession of the god, Cyrrha. 



201 

0 buono Apollo, all'ultimo la.voro 

fammi del tuo valor si fatto vaso, 

come dimandi a dar l'amato alloro. 

Infino a. qui l'un giogo di Parnaso 

assai mi fu; ma or con amendue 

m'e uopo intrar nell'aringo rimaso. 
(55) 

Both here and in the invocation to the Muses at the begin

ning of the 11Purgatorio" there is an allusion to the pun-

ishment inflicted upon those who challenged the Muses and 

provoked the god of poetry. Both the Pierides and Marsyas 

have provoked the powers of song s.nd have suffered the 

punishment of their audacity. Dante has no mind to enter 

into arrogant competition with Apollo. He prays for the 

succour and help of the god in this his supreme flight of 

song.(5G) It may be asked: why does the poet resort to 

these various legends, these myths, and stories of the 

pagan world? As a Christian he cannot accept them as what 

they purport to be. He cannot believe that they are divin-

ities axercising an influence over the forces of nature and 

over the destiny of mankind. Yet, it is impossible to ignore 

the fervour and sincerity with which these invocations are 

made. It may be argued that the poet accepts the ordinary 

mediaeval explanation, adapting it to his own purpose and 

shaping such legends to his own intention. We certainly 

cannot dismiss these phrases as mere rhetoric, for he has 

himself warned us that it is the poet's duty to disclose 

meanings and demonstrate the relevancy of symbol and image. 

Mediaeval manuals describe Parnassus from a Christian point 

of view as signifying the special endowment of the poet, 

the talent, the aesthetic perception, and power of express-

ion which must belong to him and which we commonly assoc

iate with his work. One such manual is the 11Mythologicon11 

of Fulgentius. In this book various attributes are assigned 
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to the Muses. Clio is identified with the desire for 

learning or fame: Euterpe is called the Muse of pleasure: 

Melpomene presides over meditation: Thalia is the capacity 

for understanding: Polyrnnia is associated with the memory: 

Erato, facinatingly enough, is the discoverer of simili-

tudes: Terpsichore is the Muse of appreciation: Urania is· 

given the task of assisting in the due selection of mater-

ivl:.but above all, there is Calliope to whom belongs that 

most consmnmate art, beauty of expression. (57) Such embel-

lishments and lavish explanations are a commonplace. We 

find commentators of the fourteenth century employing 

such knowledge in order to elucidate the reason for Dante's 

preoccupation with the ancient deities. It was a problem 

to explain the language of the "Divina Commedia" in this 

respect, just as it is today. For example, Boccaccio, in 
~ 

his comment ont'incident in the "Purgatorio" (58) where 

Statius records his debt of gratitude to VirgilJis con

tent to translate Fulgentius's account ( 59 > of the nature 

of poetic talent almost word for word. Mediaeval wiriters 

generally recognized that the twin peaks of Parnassus 

denoted two different kinds of knowledge. There was that 

lower,and purely, human,knowledge which is called, "Scientia": 

on the other hand there was the supernatural knowledge) 

\\ " Sapientia,which forms a category on its own. It is sig-

nificant that Dante prays for supernatural knowledge 

only at the beginning of the "Paradiso". Elsewhere,in 

the other two canticles of his poem,it is sufficient for 

him to ask for the gift of that human knowledge, which 

is acquired by study a.nd application. In addressing the 

gods of Parnassus, he refers to them as denoting superior 

powers. In one sense they are allegorical abstr~.ctions, 
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pale shadows, vague, wandering lights of truth. Yet, 

when he comes to invoke Apollo, the great god of Del-

phi, the god of poetry and music, the god of light and 

of prophecyJhis words take on a more serious tone. It 
R~ntAS 

is that Phoebus Apollo whom~invoked with solemn prayer 

and propitiatory rites in the sixth book of the "Aeneid": 

"Phoebe, gravis Troiae semper miserate labores!' 

ior Dante,Apollo takes on the lofty semblance and features 

of truth according to the explanation that Se Augustine 

had offered in the "De Ordine". C6_o) Apollo is a symbol 

of Wisdom, of Truth. As such he was invoked by the ancients. 

As such he is invoked by Dante with all those associations 

of the laurel of poetry and the oracle of pr•ophecy, which 

the Cumaean Sybil declared in the cave at Delphi to the 

expectant Aeneas.( 6l) In this last and most difficult 

exploit, the ascent to heaven itself, he will not emulate 

the exe.mple of Marsyas in asserting himself against divine 

powers. The image of Apollo enables him to express this 

humility. If there is any Christian precedent it must be 

·that of the Apostle Paul, that "chosen vessel of election~(62) 

However, 'it is in the Empyrean, the sphere of pure love 

and pure intelligence, that the significance of these 

various invocations is made clear. Here, the poet, puts 

aside all that pagan symbolism, the colour, the imagery, 

the charm of the old stories which he had learned from 

Ovid and Virgile Now, in the absolute truth of the vision 

of glory, he can address a direct appeal to the Creator. 

0 isplendor di Dio, per cu 1 io vidi 

1 1alto triunfo del regno verace, 

dammi virtu a dir com 1 io vidi1 <63) 

What is the significance of this prayer which he makes 

to God? 
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SurE~ly this 1 It is more than the gift of love which the 

poet needs: this, indeed, is necessary since it is the 

grace that transforms his nature and thus brings him 

cloBe to the truth itself. He needs more even than 

that inspiration by which he knows and perceives the 

theme which he must develop. At this point, where the 

very state of beatitude is to be described in human words, 

the poet needs that divine possession by which his lips 

are touched with fire, as were the lips of Isaiah in the 

Temple, and the Godhead makes of him an instrument, as 

the flute becomes the instrument by which man is enabled 

to make music. Why did the pagan poets employ such invo

cations in their works? According to Christian teaching, 

they had received no revelation. They had no feith in 

the true God, nor had they heard of the Gospel since 

they lived before it was proclaimed: 

al tempo delli dei falsi e bugiardi~ 64> 

As Dante knew, however, their poems contain petitions 

addressed to the various tutelary deities. To these they 

prayed for the gift of inspiration. The question obvious

ly suggests itself in what sense this was possible? Dante's 

answer is quite simple. He regards their prayers and 

invocations as evidence of a certain intuition of truth •••• 

vague, obscure, and expressed in all the colours of the 

imagination. They recognized that the talent of the poet 

was a sacred endowment given from heaven. Further, they 

perceived that the poet needed that help which could 

only come from above. In their fashion, they represented 

this as the Muses who dwelt on Mount Parnassus with Apollo, 

the god of music and poetrye They it was who must be 

invoked, implored, resorted to with supplications. The 

poets themselves must pray for the success of their work: 
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quique pii vates et Phoebo digna locuti(65) 

Even this was not enough,for the poet must cultivate 

and practise his art with zeal. It is only when he ha~ 

spent yea.rs in the pursuit of so great an art, that he 

may pres:.ume to invoke the gods e It is only when Dante is 

almost at the end of his great task, when he has devoted 

yelil_rs to the pursuit of poetry, to the perfection of his 

art, and the high endeavour of its demands, that he makes 

his prayer to God in the light of glory. He had hoped 

that the renown of his lil_chievement and the years of labour 

which it had cost him might even move the hard hearts of 

his fellow citizens to grant him the laurel-crown in the 

Baptistery at Florence. 

Se mai continga che'l poema sacro 

a.l quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra, 

sl che m'ha fatto per piu anni macro, 

vinca la crudelta che fuor mi serra 

del bello ovile ov'io dormi'agnello, 

nimico ai lupi che li danno guerra.; 

con altra voco omai, con altro vello 

ritornero poeta, ed in sul fonte 

del mio battesmo prendero~cappello~ 66 > 

Thia is not granted, however. When he makes his final 

prayer to God in His revealed glory, (His "splendour", 

which is the reflection of His Divine attributes,) he has 

worn himself lean with years of work. He has, however, 

gained the right to make this invocation to the Supreme 

Goodness. 

Dante entertains the highest opinion of poetry, of 

its power to move, to console, to elevate, to manifest 

the truth. He believes that the ancient poets, and part

ticularly Virgil, possessed the plenitude of knowledge. 
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This consisted in a limited revelationJwhich as such 

was no mere conjecture or intellectual construction, 

but given them from a divine source, Thus they had a 

vision of the world in its uncorrupt state. The des

cription of the age of gold under Sa.turn corresponds to 

that age of primitive innocence which is revealed in Holy 

Scripture. Among the pagans only the poets, who in this 

respect fulfilled a prophetic function, had seen the Garden 

of Eden, which constitutes the highest point of this sub-

lunary world beyond which man cannot in his natural powerS' 

advance. This the philosophers had sought. They had debated 

endlessly and discussed that perfect condition which is 

the consummation of all man's longings and desires. But 

the human intellect is limited. It is confined to such 

knowledge as the natural world affords. The philosophers 

were fherefore unable to understand this primitive sta.te 

by the unaided light of reason. What they could not do, 

however, the poets were able to achieve. Their dreamg 

and visions, showed them these profound truths which they 

expressed with burning eloquence.. This is the reason why 

Dante quotes from the ancient poets even when he is treating 

of the problems of theology. They had an intuition of the 

truth. They manifested forth what they knew. In this 

sense, they were kindled by the fire of prophecy: 

Quelli ch 1 anticQI11ente poetaro 

l 1 eta dell 1oro e suo stato felice, 

forse in Parnaso esto loco sognaro. 

Qui fu innocente 1 1umana radice; 

qui primavera sempre ed ogni frutto; 
' . (67} nettare e questo di che ciascun dice. 
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What Dante himself claims is that he has re<PGived the 

divine inspiration., He is meant to reveal to men the 

way of salvation ••• that mystical "itinerarium mentis ad 

Deu.m11 which makes use of the Scala. Amoris of the created 

Universe, in all its beauty,and which advances by the three 

theological virtues to the contemplation of Being itself. 

What Dante is meant to do is to make clear the truths of 

God to men. In this he is a prophet., In this also it is, 

possible for him to assert the claim, strong and fervent 

in its simplicity, that poetry at its greatest is prophecy. 

Gerta.inly it follows fr9m all that he has told us in the 

"Divina Cormnedia", from the Prologue in which he announces 

the coming of a Deliverer, from the lofty conception of the 
(n"' 1\-ic. 

Christian Empire, and the Kingdom of justice, impassioned 
/\ 

love of Wisdom and truth, from the burning sincerity of 

his woriis, that he regards himself as a. prophet. Hence 

in the la.st prayer which he directs to God for the gift 

of that inspiration which possessed the prophets of old 

and which the poets themselves must receive, he says: 

e fa la lingua mia tan to poss,ente, 

ch'una favilla sol della tua gloria 

possa lasciare a.lla futura gente; 
(68) 

The "Divina Commedia" in its entirety must remain the 

witness and the justification of the claim which it 

asserts, as it must also declare the mystery of the 1T-r..t.u.t.ne 

Godhead,"the Love that moves the sun and the other stars"* 

(l'Amor che move il sole l'altre. Stelle). 



208. 

Notes to Chapter Nine. Poetry and the Doctrine of Love. 

Cf. Raffaele Resta: 

" ])ante e la Filosofia dell~Amore." (Bologna.: 1935) 
pp. 158-166. 

The following passage is particularly relevant: 

"Certo che, a differenza della. dottrina peripa.tetica, 
egli conobbe la platonica in modo lacunoso, (per esempio, 
nel discutere,il problema dell'immortalitl non si trova 
riferimento al 'Menone', al 'Fedone' a.Ila 'Repubblica')

1 per il tra.mite di Aristotele, di Cicerone, di Proclo, 
del 'Liber de Causis' e delle disputazioni dei filosofanti, 
•••••••• ibid p. 158. 

2. Convivio: IV:XII:l6. 

Onde vedemo li parvuli desiderare ma&1imamente un pomo; 
e poi, pil procedendo, desiderare uno augellino; e 
poi, pi~ltre, desiderare bel vestimento; e poi lo 
cavallo; e poi una donna; e poi ricchezza non grande, 
e poi grande, e poi pih. 

3. Convtvio: III:II: 3-9. 

4. I Timothy IV:l6. 

5. Purgatorio: XVI 85-93. 

E'rom His hand who regards it fondly before it is, comes 
forth, like a child that sports tearful and smiling, 
the little simple soul that knows nothing, but moved 
by a joyful Maker turns eagerly to what it delights in. 
At first it tastes the savour of a trifling good; it 
is beguiled there and runs after it, if guide or curb 
d.o not divert its love. 

6. Convivio: IV: XII:l6. 

E perch~ la sua conoscenza prima ~ imperf etta, per non 
essere esperta n~ dottrinata, piccioli beni le paiono 
grandi, e per~ da quelli comincia prima a desiderare. 

7. S.Augustine: De Vera Religione III. (Migne: Patrologia 

Latina: 34, col: 123 sqq.) 

8. Purgatorio; XXXI:49-51. 

Never did nature or art set before thee beauty so great 
as the fair members in which I was enclosed. 
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9. cf. Raffaele Restai op. cit. p. 182. 

In this passage Signor Resta makes the following observation 

which is worth noting: 

"La 'Vita Nuova' ~ un saggio di psicJ.t'ologia autobiografica., 
ma spesso ha un colorito, non solo etico e filosofico, ma 
anche astrologico e ca.balistico. 11 

10. Vita Nuova.: XL. 

ch~ mi pa.rea vedere questa gloriosa Beatrice con quelle 
vestimenta sanguigne,_e pareami giovane in simile etade 
a quella 1 in che prima la vidi. 

Cf. Luigi Pietrobono: "II Poema Sacro.n vol.I. ch.I. 

Beatrice bee.ta, pp. 31983. 

11. Vita NuovA: XXIV. 

12. Cf. Benedetto Ccroce: "La Poesia di Dante." pp. 35-6. 

In realtl, la 'Vita Nuova' ~ scritta al modo di un 
libretto di devozione, con chiaro intento pio e con 
procedimenti conformi: Dante lo ha composto in memoria 
e onore di una santa a lui particolare, della donna~ 
angelo, della BeatriceJche egli a.veva cantata, e il 
cui pensiero - pensiero di Paradiso - dcloveva essergli 
guida tra le vicende e i travagli della vita terrena. 

13. Karl Vossler. "Mediaeval Culture." vol. 2 pp. 44-47. 

(On Dante and Giraut). ibid; vol.I p. 308. 

14. Vita Nuova: :XXIX. 

Cf. Lamentations I:I. 

15. Vita Nuova: XXXII. 

16. Penguin Book of Italian Verse: pp. 67-8. 

I was upon the high and blessed mountain, which I worshipped, 
kissing the holy stone; and fell upon that headstone, 
weary, where Honesty laid her forehead, and which shut 
off the fountainhead of every virtue that day when the 
woman of my heart went through death's bitter pass, 
alas1-"she who was once full of every brighter charm. 

There I called on Love in this manner: 'My sweet 
god, let death take me here since my heart lies here.' 
But when my Lord did not hear me, I left calling on 
Selvaggia: I passed over the mountain with the voice 
of grief. 

17. Luigi Pietrobono: "Saggi Danteschi. 11 (Turin: 1954). 

Essay: La Vita Nuova. pp. 1-24. 

Essay: Il Rifacimento della 'Vita Nuova'. PP• 25-98. 

"Nuovi Saggi Danteschi." (Turin: 1954). 

RealtA e idea.It& nella 'Vita Nuova'. PP• 1-35. 

18. Vita Nuova: XLIII. 
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19. Convivio: IV:XII:l7. 

20. Vita Nuova: XXXVII. 

21. Sestina I (Per la Donna Pietra). 

P• 161 Le Opere di Dante: ed. Moore and Toynbee. 

(Oxford: 1924). 

22. Sestina II. 

Oxford edition as above. p. 163. 

23. G. Carducci. "Studi letterari." 

Essay: Delle Rime di Dante Alighieri. 

24. Purgatorio: XXX:l26-9. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

he took himself from me and gave himself to another. 
When I had risen from flesh to spirit and beauty and 
virtue had ·increased in me I was less dear to him and 
less welcome. 

Cf. T. Gallarati Scotti. "Vita di Dante." P• 86 sqq. 

(Milan: 1957). 

Inferno: I:43. 

Purgatorio: :XXXI: 34-36. 

weeping I said: 'Present things with their false plea.sure 
turned my steps as soon as your face was hid.' 

28. Purgatorio: XXXI: 55-60. 

Truly thou oughtest at the first shaft of deceptive 
things, to have risen up after me who was such no longer. 
No young girl or other vanity of such brief worth should 
have bent thy wings downward to await more shots. 

29. Purgatorio: XXX: 136-141. 

He fell so low that all means for his salvation now 
ca.me short except to shov him the lost people: for 
this I visited the threshold of the dead and to him 
who has brought him up here my prayers were offered 
with tears. 

30. S~Augustine: De Civitate Dei: XXII ad finem. 

Cf. Seru10 CCLIV. 

Videbimus, amabimus, laudabimus: nee quod videbimus 
deficiet, nee quod laudabimus tacebit: sempiternum 
totum erit, sine fine erti. 

p. 87. S.Aurelii .Augustini. 

Sermones Selecti Duodeviginti. 

ed. Dom D. C. Lambot O.S.B. (Brussel,r's: 1950t• 

31. Purgatorio: :XXX: 27-33. 

32. Vita Nuova: II. 

33. Vita Nuova: III. 

questa mirabile donna apparve a me vestita 
di colore bia.nchissimo, in mezzo di due gentili donne, 
le qua.Ii era.no di pia lunga eta.de; •••• 
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34. Cf. Charles Williams: "The Figure of Bea.trice." · (London:l943) 

p. 188. 

35. Purga.torio: :XXX:46-48. 

Not a drop of blood is left in me that does not tremble: 
I know the signs of the ancient flame. 

Cf. Aeneid: IV:23. 

Agnosco veteris vestigia flammae. 

It is characteristic of Dante that in this passage he 

adapts the vords with which Dido acknowledges to her 

sister, Anna, that she entertains the same feelings 

towards Aeneas that she once experienced for Sicheus. 

gravi iamdudum saucia cura 
volnus a.lit venis et caeco 1carpitur igni. 

Aeneid IV:l-2. 

36. Cf. La Divina Commedia de Dante Al~ghieri commentato 

da Attilio Momigliano. 3 vols. (Florence: 1945). 

P• 493 note. 

37. Purgatorio: :XXXI:82-84. 

Beneath her veil and beyond the stream she seemed to 
me to surpass her former self more than sl1e surpassed 
the others here when she was with us. 

38. Vi ta Nu ova: XLII. 

Oltre la spera, che pi~ larga. gira., 
passa il sospiro ch'esce del mio core: 
intellegenza nuova, che 1 1.Amore 
piangendo mette in lui, pur su lo tira. 

39. Paradiso: 1:67-69. 

At her aspect I was changed within, as was Glaucus 
when he tasted of the herb that ma.de him one among the 
other gods in the sea. 

40. S.Bonaventura: Itinerarium Mentis ad Deum. Translated 

under the title of ttThe Mind's Road to· God" by George 

Sfi Boas. (New York: 1953). ch.I pp.10-11. 

41. Paradiso: I.XIII: 25-33. 

As in clear nights of full moon Trivia smiles among 
the eternal nymphs that deck the sky through all its 
depths, I saw, above thousands of lamps, a Sun which 
kindled each one of them as ours does the sights we 
see above, and through the living light the shining 
substance showed so bright in my eyes that they could 
not bear it. 

42. Vita Nuova: XXX. 

concioatia4cosach~, secondo Tolomeo e secondo la cristiana 
verit,, nove siano li cieli che si muovono, e secondo 
comune opinione &strologica Ii detti cieli adoperino 
quaggi~ secondo la loro abitudine insieme; •••• 
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43. ibid. 

cio~ un mira.coloj.la cui radice ~ sola.mente la mirabile 
Trinitade. 

44. Purgatorio: VI: 43-46. 

Nevertheless in so deep a question do not take thy stand 
unless she tell thee of it who shall be light between 
the truth a.nd the intellect, - I know not if thou under
standest, I speak of Bea.trice; •••• 

45. Dante insists upon the Christian doctrine of love in 

words reminiscent of S.Augustine.in his most exalted 

moments. The following passage affords a good example 

of this teaching: 

S. Augustine: In Jo: Evtl: Tr. 96.4. 

sed potius in ca.rita.te proficite, qua.e diffunditur in 
cordibis vestris per Spiritum sanctum qui datus est 
vobis; ut !Piritu ferventes et spiritualia diligentes, 
spirituale~;J.ucem spiritualem vocem ••••••• interiore · 
conspectu et auditu nosse possitis. Non enim diligitur 
quod penitus ignoratur. Sed cum diligitur quod ex 
qua.ntulacumque pa.rte cogn9sfcitur, ipsa efficitur dilectione 
ut melius et plenius cognoscatur. 

46. This is the "seraphic" vision described by S.Bonaventura 

in the la.st chapter of his "ltinerarium Mentisla.d Deum" 

VIl:6 p. 45. ed. of Boas op. cit. 

47. Inferno: I: 37-40. 

The time was the beginning of the morning and the sun 
was mounting with those stars which were with it when 
Divine Love first set in motion those fair things. 

48. Purgatorio:·:xx1v: 52-54. 

"I am one who, when love breathes in me, take note, 
and in that manner which he dictates within go on to 
set it forth." 

49. Cf~ S .Augustine• · 1 

The following,exa.mples illustrate·S.Augustine's method ·· 

of quotation. 

De Civittte Dei: XVIII:·50~· • 

et aptavera.t verbo et accenderat Spiritu sancto • 
...... " .. 

Dixerat enim eis: Nolite· timere eos';' 'qui co~us occidunt, 
animama.utem non possunt occidere. 

ibid: XIV: 13. 

unde Veritas dicit: Si vos Filius libera.vit, tune vere 
liberi eritis. 

ibid: XIX: 5. 

Propter quod etiam divina ..-.z illa.: Et·inimici·hominis 
domest.ici ejus. 

In Joh&nnis Evangelium Tracta.tus: I:h (Migne:•P.L.~- ·;,! 

35 col: 1379). 

di ctante st:mriitu sancto. 
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50. Plato: Republic: 508-509 B. 

51. Paradiso: X:XII: 112-117. 

O glorious stars! LightFPregnant'with~diVine 1
, i · 

Virtue, which I·in recognitionithank · , · 
For whatsoever genius is mine, 

With you he mounted and with you he sank, 
The father to whom mortal life is owed, 
Ylh~~ first the air of Tuscany I drank. 

· "'" "·· (Laurence Binyon• s translation). 

Dante's "Paradiso11
• 1 Italian text with 'translation by 

Laurence Binyon. - (London: 1952). 

52. rEurgatorio: lXIX: 40-42. 

now must Helicon pour forth for me and Urania help me 
with her choir to put in verse things hard for thought. 

53. De Vulgari Eloquentia: II:IVs,6 

prius Belicone potatus, tensis fidibus adsumptum secure 
plectrum tum movere incipiat. Sed ca.utionem atque 
discretionem hanc accipere, sicut decet, hoc opus et 
labor est; quoniam nunquam sine strenuitate ingenii 
et artis assiduitate scientiandr;habitu fieri potest. 

54. Epistola X:l8. 
eis . . 

Et hoc est~conveniens,quia multa 1nvocat1one opus est 
eis, quum a.liquid contra communem modum hominum a superioribus 
substa.ntiis petendum sit, quasi divinum quoddam munus. 

55. Paradiso: I:l3~18. 

O good Apollo, for the last labour make me such a vessel 
of thy power as thou requirest for the gift of thy loved 
laurel. Thus far the one peak of Parnassus has sufficed 
me but now I have need of both, entering on the arena 
that remains. 

56. Cf. Paul Renuccis "Dante, Disciple et Juge du Monde 

Gr&co-La.tin. 11 pp.205-6. 
~\'3~\us~ 

57. /\ Mitrologiarum libri tres. I:l5 (p. 25 Teubner), 

quoted by Nancy Lenkeith: "Dante a.nd the Legend of Rome." 

p. 55. 

58. Purgatorio: :X:XII:l-123. 

59. Boccaccio: Comento a.Ila Divina Commedia. I. p.201. 

(Bari: 1918). 

Cf. Isidore of Seville: Etymologiae. XIV:4:12:8: 11. 
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CHAPTER TEN. 

PHILOSOPHY, SCIENCE AND RELIGION 

IN THE ANCIENT WORLD. 

I. 

It is obvious that in the "Divina Comrnedia. 11 the 

predominant part belongs to theology and the chief 

authority is no longer philosophy but Holy Scripture. 

This is true also of the '~ Mon~_rchia.", which in many 

respects provides a connnentary on that work. However, 
, ·7 

n~i~her in ~magina.:tiep n<;>r in sympathy does Dante dis

avow the ancient world of classical literature, of 

learning ~nd religion. It would be futile at this point 

to catalogue in detail or with any logical method the 

reminiscences, allusions, e?hoe~, references and memori~s, 

of classical literature which extend throughout the one 

hundred cantos of the great poem. They are many and 

various. Virgil, Ovid, Statius, Lucan, Cicero, Seneca, 

all these furnish the poet with illustrations of one 

kind or another. Sometimes they are in the form of a 

verse or a line remembered: sometimes they are borrowings: 

sometimes they are images employed from their works, or 

deliberate imitations : sometimes they are chance phrases, 

characters, human or superhuman, heroes or monsters. All 

this constitutes an innnense and varied erudition. Not 

only is Dante ac~uainted with a great deal of the pagan 

world. Not only is he familiar with its clear light, its 

bright colours, its brilliance and artistic achievement$ 

Not only have these things entered into his spirit, mould-

ing and tramsforming his verse into new harmonies. He is 
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also familiar with Christian writers since the twelfth 
( 1) 

century. The question which concerns us in this 

essay is simply--: What was Dante's attitude to the 

Greco-Roman culture? Arising from this there is another 

and subsidiary question--: What element does the ancient 

w.orld contribute to that ethic of human nobility and of 

Christian reconciliation which the poet advanced with 

such vigour and imaginative profundity? 

It may be said that every political doctrine.derives. 

from reflection ofi history. In this respect, Dante is 

as much a political writer as Machiavelli. Like the 

author of "The Prince", he too read and pondered over 

(2) the events of the past and compared them with the present. 

The "Life of Castruccio" is as good an example of this 

as any other of his writings) for in this account of~ 

notable soldier of fortune of former times,Machiavelli 

preaches a political sermon for his own age. As a Chris

tian, the works which Dante appears to have consulted most 

frequently and with earnest application are the "De Civitate 

Dei" of s. Augustine,----that irmnense, impassioned and 

fiery apocalypse-----and the work so well-known to media-

eval scholars as one of the foundation documents of the 

·science of historiography, the "Histori&e adversum Paganos" 

of Orosius~'(3) Above all, he had read md meditated upon 

the literature of classical antiquity with that love :end 

appreciation which only a poet could be expected to feele 

In the "Aeneid'', he had experienced the living breath 

and emotion of those former generations of men that came 

from Troy to establish a new empire and a new heroism in 

Italye Ovid a.nd Virgil had taught him legend, story and 
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myth--some beautiful and picturesque as the token of 

-the Golden Bough--others obscure and barbarous. Lucan 

had' instructed him in those events which constituted the 

last stages cf decadence of the Roman Republic, while its 

virtues and glories appeared in the works of Livye Before 

his eyes, rose the history of our humanity, which from his 

reading of the Bible as from personal experience he knew 

to be great, tragic and calamitous. Lik~ Giova.mbattista 

Vico, Dante, illuminated by the Christian faith, was 

able to recognize the essential elements of human society. 

He was able to discover the laws and institutions by 

which its purposes were furthered. Like Vico, he studied 

the drama of history as it expressed itself vehemently and 

passionately in the minds and hearts of men. (l+} For him 

it was almost entirely the history or the spirit, or its 

constructions and achievements in art, philosophy, religion 

and politicse In this too the rich and varied elements 

of the imagination find their place--myths and rantasies, 

apocalyptic dreams, visions and prophecies. Linked to-

gether in indissoluble light and gloom, darkness and 

brilliance are the founding of Rome and its ancient 

glory, the eternal empire, both Christian and Roman1 and 

the heavenly city revealed to S. John on the island of 

Patmos in all the beauty of holiness: 

"civitatem sancta.rn Hierusalem hova.m vidi descedentem de 

, t . t . t . "{5} 
cae~o a Deo, para am sicu spensam orna run viro suo. 

Thus, of so many diverse and richly coloured 

strands Dante weaves together a tapestry of humanism 

that is peculiarly his own. It consists not only in 

the gold and si~ver threads of that classical poetry 

which was to be the delight and study or the Renaissance, 

but also of the purple colour of Christian idealism which 
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gives to the "Divina Cornmedia" its high seriousness 
and moral purpose. It is varied, changing with the 

mood and intention of the author as he presents to 

us the characters, the virtues and vices of men. 

It is also combined together in a unity which is in-

formed by the creative imagination of the great poet. 



219 

II. 

No study of the place accorded to philosophy in 

the "Divina Commedia" could fail to begin with Aristotle. f.l.s 
b)e have already had occasion to observe, he is the anim

ating presence in the pages of the "Convivio". His phil-

osophy makes luminous the concepts and ideas employed by 

Dante in this e·arlier work. It is true to say that it 

wras Aristotle who inspired Dante's general theory of 

human knowledge and also his conception of what is meant 

by hu..man nobilitye He it was who helped the poet to 

conduct his enquiry according to the principles of logic, 

and who was responsible for that ideal of a rational 

humanism which at that time he found so attractive. The 

poet borrowed much from his encyclopaedia of knowledge 

and from the conclusions _which he propounded. In the 

thirteenth century and for long after.wards, these con

clusions C!ilt!lle to be regarded as the assured results of 

an impartial scientific investigation •. In the "Divina 

Commedia", Aristotle holds a place of only relative im-

portance. He is a subdued figure, always there in some 

demonstration or other or as a light and form in the minde 

He is occasionally to be invoked with due solemnity, but 

he has been deposed from his office as the great law-

giver of reason which he occupied in the Four Treatises~ 

Virgil
1
in the world of sin and contrition, Beatrice~in the 

world of spiritual illumination, s. Bernard, in the world 

of mystical theology, henceforth guide the poet's intellect 

to that consummation which was promised in the prologue. 

quivi e la sua citta e l'alto seggio: 

oh felice colui cu'ivi eleggel 
(6) 

• 
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We must admit.at once that the art which is required 

to compose a great poem of drama and prophecy, of sin 

and redtmption,as complex as Jlife itself ,is altogether 

different from that which is required for such a discuss-

ion on moral philosophy as we discover in the 11 Convivio". 

The "Divina Commedia" does not, of course, reject or in 

any way neglect the abstruse problems of philosophy and 

theology.- But while in the earlier work philosophical 

arguments are introduced with the apparent desire to 

show the author's acquaintance with the methods of the 

school-a and the practice of ordered, logical discourse, 

in the latter everything conforms to a general plan. 

Everything is in due sequence. Everything has its place 

in the architectonic unity of the whole. There is plenty 

of abstract digression and explanation with the souls in 

Purgatory and with the blessed in Paradise. Indeed, 

s·ome of them show an astonishing interest in the specul-

ations of the learned. However, no longer does the poet, 

B:s in the "Convivio", pursue the aims and objects of a 

strictly metaphysical enquiry. Now he exchanges phil

osophy for theology. s. Thoma.a Aquin,las, who in the 

earlier work appeared in his c,,a.pacity as philosopher 

and commentator oil the works of Aristotle, the "good Brother 

Thomas d 1Aquinon of the "Oontrs. Gentiles:", now returns 

as the g;eat th~ologian.(7) The poet discerns that s. 

Thomas is unable to afford him help beyond a theology 

that is strictly and dispassionately rational in method. 

He knows that in this writer, great as his achievements,~~~, 
(MC,. 

magnificYent asAthe order and range of his thought, there 

is above all the dry light of Aristotelian intellectualism. 

And, therefore, he has recourse to S Bonaventura, who as 

a Franciscan continues that Platonic and Augustinian 

tradition so long predominant in' Western Christendom. 
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One of the characteristic doctrines of this school is 

that of the illumination of the human intellect by God 

in the act of knowledge.(S) Bonaventura_ is, of course, 

one of the great masters of mystical theology, and in the 

doctrine which he expounds he points the way to that 

union of the soul with God which s. Bernard declares 

·in accents so ardent and eloquent in the concluding 

cantos of the Paradise. However, the figure of Aris-

totle appears in the Fourth Canto of the Inferno, among 

those whom divine Justice has relegated to the vague 

and ambiguous region ·or Limbo. 

The question of Limbo poses many difficulties and 

gives rise to many problems.which admit of no easy sol-

ution. The name itself was unknown to Peter Lombard 

when he wrote his famous "Libri Quattuor Sententiarum11 

in the twelfth century., It appears, however, in the 

theological vocabulary of the thirteenth century. The 

various statements, definitions and views advanced by 

theologians of that time rather add to the confusion 

than in any way diminish or illuminate it. s. Thomas is 

content to affirm that there is a Limbo which he defines 

as a place of natural felicity reserved for children who 

die without the Sacrament of Baptism.(9) In effect, Dante 

recognizes this for there are children in the place of 

unsatisfied and tremulous desire. 

Cio avvenla di duol sanza martlri 

ch' s.vean le turbe, ch' eran mol to grandi, 

d'infanti e di femmine e di viri.(lO) \. 

With this controversy about the eternal destiny of 

unbaptized children was bound up the question of the fate 

of the virtuous pagans. There had long existed a more 

compassionate and humQnistic tradition which claimed the 
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authority of s. Gregory the Great and the illustrious 

Alexandrian theologians, Se Clement and Origen. This 

view maintained that the virtuous pagans would be exempt 

from all punishment though they never hope to attain to 

that beatitude in the intellectual vision of God which is 

promised in the Gospel. Origen of course went a good 

deal further than this •. For his .doctrine of universalism 

maintained the. ultimate redemption and reconciliation of 

every soul ever created after suffering a process of 

purification. Origen 1 s view which was associated with 

a belief in the transmigration of the soul was subse-

quently condemm.ed as heretical and is not likely to have 

exercised much influence on orthodox speculation on these 

matters. s. Augustine and the more severe Fathers of the 

Church repudiated any such notion. Christian charity , 

was unable to rest content with this austere negation, 

however. There was speculation of one kind or another, 

and such souls came to be assigned a place in Limbo or some 

such analagous place where they were allowed to enjoy that 

degree of natural felicity which was granted to the souls 

of unbaptized children. Thus, the idea of a "Limbus Patrum" 

came to be developed bys. Thomas. In this, he defines 

the state of the virtuous pagans as the enjoyment of a 

certain tranquillity owing to the absence of pain but 

not that pacification which is the result of the satis-

faction of desire •••• His exact words deserve· to be quoted: 

••••••. "quietem per immunitatem poenae, sed non habebant 

quietem desiderii, per consecutionem finis."(ll) 

In this general conception, Dante has followed s. 

Tnomas though it is noteworthy that he has significantly 

refused to follow the Ang~lic Doctor in his statement 

that the pagans performed good deeds not for the love 
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of virtue but out of vain glory. This, of course, is 

s. Augustine's view and it was bound to exercise great 

influence on Christian eschatological opinion. In the 

shadowy landscape of Limbo with its pale disconsolate 

air,a whole mass of humanity lifts a sigh of grief and 

insatiable longing. These are the souls of those who 

are spared the exigencies of punishment and are yet ex

cluded from contrition and reconciliation. They are 

condemned to the misery of desires that can never be 

quenched or satisfied, and of regrets that can never 

be appeased., 

A purely human ethic would, however, have judged 

some of the souls detained in Limbo to he holy and right

eous., In the seventh circle of Purgatory, the poet is 

informed: by Virgil that though they were not clothed with 

the three theological virtues of faith, hope and charity 

(which are the spiritual endowments of Baptism), neverthe

less the other virtues they had known and practisede 

In this passage, Virgil describes his own condition. His> 

words are suffused with that faint melancholy which invests 

this idea of the love of the good which fails to achieve 

its object eternally. 

Quivi sto io coi pargoli innocenti 

dai denti morsi della morte avante 

che fosser dall'umana colpa essenti; 

quivi sto io con quei che le tre sante 

virtu non si vestiro, e sanza vizio 

conobber l'altre e seguir tutte quante.(12) _ 

Dante's explanation is that the righteousness of God 

pronounced this sentence which is inconceivable by any 
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merely human standards of justice. They were deprived of 

beatitude because they had not received the Sacrament 

of Baptism nor worshipped God according to those ordinances 

which had been revealed.(l3) The poet does not concern 

himself with the fate of the unbaptized infants. But 

he confesses his deep distress ••••• and this is more than 

a passing reflection but obviously a problem which seriously 

disturbs his moral consciousness •••• at the thought of so 

many souls who, though they were of such eminence in their 

several generations, are yet irretrievably lost.(l~) These 

were the souls of the great philosophers whom he had but 

recently extolled. as founders of that intellectual Athens 

which was for ever a pattern and example of light: 

"quelle Atene celestiali, dove gli Stoici e Peripatetici 

e Epicurti, per la luce de la veritade etterha, in uno 

volere concordevoJemente concorrono." (ts} 

Here then are the souls of those noble Romans whom Cato 

the elder in the Ciceronian dialogue had declared himself 

so eager to see again. It will be remembered how Cicero 

describes that world of philosophical serenity, of clear 

light and diffused of Virgilian charm.(l6 ) 

But though he was compelled by the rigour of Catholic 

theology to assent to the exclusion of the virtuous pagans 

from heaven, Dante still remained the author of the 11 Convivio". 

He still preserved his ideals of Humanism, even though 

these were transformed and coloured by Christian mysticism 

and scholastic theology. In the Limbo, which he describes 

as constituting the first circle of the Inferno, the 

earlier phase of Humanism seems to return. We discover 

here the Elysium of Virgil and the eternal Athens of 

the spirit of which he had spoken with such delight and 

admiration in the "Convivio". It is, however, an aristo-
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cratic and exclusive humanism which Dante propounds, 

entirely in character with the earlier work. For in 

confused shadow and twilight he leaves the great mass. 

of those obscure souls who have been relegated to this 

place of sighs. It is to the illustrious spirits of 

the ancient world that he assigns a place of privilege. 

Here, we find an open space where light breaks through 

the insufferable darkness of the valley.(17) This is 

where those souls of the virtuous pagans who are worthy 

of honour are allowed to sojourn. Thus, the idea of 

human nobility which had received such considered treat-

ment in the "Convivio" is here given a new expression and 

a new significance. Dante is fully conscious that the 

Divine Wisdom recognizes human nobility, exercising a 

certain regard for such persons even though they were 
~ ... \'"' 

ignorant of the true Faithe He understands at once~this 

place belongs to those who a.re considered illustriouse 

God who consented to their perdition would not wish to 

subject them to ignominy. Their nobility is recogniz;ed: 

their worth asserted: their honour secured. Yet, the 

poet cannot get rid of his forebodings. He is assailed 

by perplexity and doubt and his anxiety reveals itself 

plainly in the question which he puts to Virgil: 

10 tu ch 1 onori sc!enzia ed arte, 

questi chi son c 1hanno cotanta onranza, 

che dal modo delli altri li diparte?' 
(18} 

In answer to this, the Roman poet hastens to assure him 

that the brilliance and splendour of their fame have 

acquired for them this special grace~ God must take 

account of their eminence and regard them with favour. 
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E quelli a me: 'L'onrata nominanza 

che di lor suona su nella tua vita, 

grazia acquista nel ciel ch sl li avanza~' (19) 

In these lines may be discovered the deliberate 

repetition of such terms as denote human nobility and 

renown •••• we are once more in the atmosphere of the 

Fourth Treatise of the "Convivio 11 with its exaltation 

of Aeneas, and its praise of the Homan glory and name. 

Suddenly, there rises the accla7mation of Virgil: a 

voice declares his honour in woras that suggest the highest 

virtue and the loftiest achievement in the world of men. 

Intanto voce fu per me udi ta·: 

10norate l'altissimo poeta: 

1 1ombra sua torna, ch'era dipartita." (20) 

It looks as if the Aristotelian humanism of his 

earlier years had been allowed to revise and modify 

his theology in this passage. For in the "Gonvivion, 

Dante had affirmed that God Himself loves philosophy, 

because it is the masterpiece of reason and constitutes 

the highest attainment of the human spirit.( 2l) Moreover, 

God contemplates with joy the noble soul, recognizing in 

it the fairest of his works. ''We may reasonably believe 

that God loves the best of human beings more than all 

the rest • " ( 22 ) 
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III., 

In pursuing their way through Limbo, Dante and 

his companion encounter that eroup of famous poets of 

the ancient world so often recalled to mind and evoked 

in imagination in the pages of the F.our Treatises--:--

Homer, Horace, Ovid and Lucan. They come forth to greet 

Virgil on his return. On their faces~ are neither joy 

nor sorrow. They welcome the Florentine poet and re0eive 

him into their number, discoursing .to him of such things 
(23) 

as he has not seen fit to record. Guided by that 

blaze of light which shines even brighter in contrast to 

the surrounding darkness, the six poets arrive at the 

castle. This is the shelter and home of that nobility 

which is entirely humanistic and which has been the 

subject of such adulation in the "Convivfuo". The "noble 

castle" conforms to all the principles of mediaeval 

symbolism. It does not matter much what distinctions 

we draw. The seven walls represent either the seven 

liberal arts of the curriculum, grammar, rhetoric and 

dialectic forming the Trivium, while arithmetic, geometry, 

music and astromony constitute the Quadrivium. On this 

interpretation, the seven gates would symbolize the 

moral and intellectual virtues. Or the order may be the 

opposite to this as the critical edition of the Societa 

Dantesca Italiana understands it,< 24> in which case the 

seven gates are the seven liberal arts and the seven walls 

the cardinal virtues. The river flowing by so slowly and 

delightfully--which the poets are able to cross as if 

they were treading on firm ground----has also a symbolic 
~ ... t 

reference. It may perhaps allude to~disposition affirmed 

by Aristotle as necessary to the reception of the knowledge 
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of the truth. It may have another meaning. It adds 

to the picturesqueness of the scene and corresponds 

to the Virgilian stre~m which Dante must have recalled. 

There is an elegiac note in all this: the meadow, 

with its vivid green grass--the grave and reverend faces--

the slow, gentle voices never raised in emotion or argument--

the open space, luminous and high •••• in luogo aperto, 

luminoso e alto.( 25) We find ourselves reminded irresist-

ibly of the last chapters of the 11 Convivion in which 

Dante is conducted. to those Elysian fields which Virgil 

had described with such exquisite sensitiveness in the 

sixth book of the "Aeneid. 11 Without doubt, the Florentine 

poet must have thought often of that tranquillity ••• the 

shady groves, the cool, clear light, the slow, meandering 

streams. Above all, Virgil had evoked a picture of that 

multitude of inhabitant~, their repose, their serenity, 

their calm. 

hunc circum innumerae gentes populique volabant; 

ac veluti in pratis ubi apes aestate serena 

floribus insidunt variis et candida circum 

(26) lilia funduntur, strepit omnis murmure campus. 

If we compare Dante's description it is apparent how much 

of the detail of this scene, its light and colour, its 

serene yet vague melancholy, are derived from his Latin 

predecessor. It is, however, a cooler, graver light, 

a clearer perspective which are vis·ible over the meadows 

of Limbo. Virgil spe-aks of the shining depths of air 

which clothe the Elysian fields with all the soft, 

diffusive colours of light: 
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G'-~e.f 
largior hie camposf et lumine vestit 

purpureo, solemque suum, sua sidera norunt. 

Dante is obliged to introduce into the serenity 

and peace of the, Virgilian Elysium this idea of the 

melancholy of ah~eternal grief. Theological reasons 

constrain him to represent by symbol and allegory the 

condition of an lU1satisfied desire, a longing for the 

(27) 

Supreme Good which can never be satisfied. Therefore, 

the scene must be grave, solemn, austere: joy only comes 

from the fulfilment of desire. Here there is no fulfil-

ment, nor can there ever be consummation, the attainment 

of that eternal object of man's striving and endeavours 

These righteous men whom the poet describes ••• men noble 

in their lives, :bo employ the language of the "Convivio",.~ 

are those whom Cato in the 28th. chapter of the Fourth 

Treatise of that work desired ardently to see once more 
(28) 

on the other side of the grave. More than this, they 

are the souls whom Virgil enumerates with the music of 

his verse in the sixth book of the "Aeneid" ••••• warriors 

who died in defence of their country, priests dedicated 

to the life of asceticism, poets who inspired veneration 

for sacred things and for the traditions of the past, 

wise men and artists who have adorned human life with 

objects of beauty in polished metal, in graven jewels, 

and wrought silver and gold.( 29) All these whom men still 

love to recall as honoured in their generation and worthy 

of renown. 

Genti v'eran con occhi tardi e gravi, 

di grande autorita lor sembianti; 

parlavan rado, con voci soavi.(30) 
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They exhibit that same tranquillity, that same 

calm resignation that we encounter among the pastoral 

delights of Virgil's Elysimn. The divine judgement has 

been declared and it has deprived them of all expectation 

of eternal felicity. At least, however, they remain 

faithful to those ideals of nobility, of dignity and 

reason which animated them upon earth. These they have 

preserved in the forgetfulness and among the illusions 

of their exile from Gods But since God is the source 

of all true and abiding satisfaction and of all joy,such 

experience forever eludes them. 

Dante contemplates them by the side of the much-

admired and patient Virgile •• l'altissimo poeta •••• in 

that clear light which gives precision to each face. 

From the slope of the hill the Roman poet points out 

to him souls of such eminence and virtue that Dante 

finds cause for exultation of spirit in that sight. 

Cola diritto, sopra 11 verde smalto, 

mi fur mostrati spiriti magni, 

che del vedere in me stesso n 1essalto.(3l) 

It may be noted that it is the enthusiasm of a humanist 

which the Florentine poet feels. Perhaps it is. not un
fair to compare this with the eagerness with which Petrarch 

some thirty-seven years later gazed on the ruins of 

ancient Rome. He alludes to his visits with Giovanni 

Colonna to the vaults of the baths of Diocletian and 

in that clear and brilliant light of the Italian day 

and in the immense silence, they conversed on history 

and philosophy.(32 ) A common origin seems to have prompted 

the emotion of both poets. It was the spirit of humanism 

which made them wonder at the grandeur of classical achievement--
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the glory of artists, of poets, thinkers, statesmen 

and heroes, the eloquence of Latin oratory, the magni-

ficence of goverrunent and the march of armies. No doubt, 

the ruins}>f Rome have always suggested much to the 

imagination of cultivated men. Goethe's "Roman Elegies" 

will immediately spring to mind as an example of this 

abiding impression. It will be remembered that as~re-

sult of his pilgrimage to Rome in 1300 and the spectacle 

of its ruins, GJ)O..vanni Villani was moved with the impulse 

to write the history of his native city, Florence.(33) 

In the "Convivio 11
, Dante speaks of the walls of Rome 

and the very soil' itself as worthy of reverence ••••••• 

"!e pietre che ne le mura sue stanno siano degne di 

reverenzia, e lo suolo dov'ella siede sia 'degno oltre 
' ( 34) quello che per li uomini e predicate e approvato: 

The Jubilee of 1300 brought enormous numbers of people 

from Western Europe to the mother city of their civil-

ization. Great must have been their emotion, their 

rapture, and enthusiasm as they approached that Rome, 

~u1J)\)owed by the martyrdom of SS. Peter and Paul, and 

the seat of the Papacy itself ,singing the noble hymn: 

0 Roma nobilis, orbis et domina, 

cunctarv111 urbium excellentissima, 

roseo martyrum sanguine rubea, 

albis et virginum liliis candida, 

salutem dicimus tibi per omnia, 
(35) 

te benedicimus: salve per saecula. 

For in the person of the Holy B1 ather were gathered the 
0

llkptri'A..I ~J ~ 

ecclesiastical dignities. 

It is therefore easy to understand this sentiment 
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of the poet. Here once .. more the ethic of the "Convivio" 

reveals itself, that ethic of Humanism which reaches its 
ii'\ 

perfection and logical conclusionfDante's conception of 

Limbo. It might be said that the most fitting commentary 

on this is to he found in the Fourth Treatise of that 

work. 

It is significant that among the heroes of Greece 

and ·Rome, the poet placed the illustrious Saladin. 

Though a Moslem, this ren'Owned prince serves as the 

model of chivalry, wliereV:er 'the science .or arins 'receives 

honour. In the "Convivio" he had been mentioned as an 

example: of generous and soldierly munifitf1ntt. 1 •••• 
11 of 

courtesy and kindness.(36) Not far away are the masters 

of learning and among them the two most brilliant phil-

osophers of Islam, Averroes and Avicenna. In the first 

group mentioned by the poet, with the exception of the 

Arab prince who stands apart, all are Roman, for Electra 

was the mother of Darda.nus. 

onde fur Troia e Assaraco e i cinquanta 

talami e il regno della giulia gente.(36A) 

The names which are introduced at this point and ~ the 

particular order in which they occur seem to indicate 

the dramatic moments of Homan history as established 

by the eternal counsel. Saladin makes his appearance 

because the poet takes up once more the theme of' human 

nobility and among so many heroic warriors he has his 

high and enduring fame. 

e solo)in parte,vidi'l Saladino. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Ipocrate, Avicenna e Galieno, 
. (37) 

Averols, che'l gran comento feo • 

. ~~ 
As the type~this ideal of human nobility, Aristotle is 



233 

seated in the midst of the philosophical family. In 

the 11 Conv;i.vio 11
, as we have already seen, he has been 

honoured by many epithets of adulation end enthusiasm. 

""t Now he is the object of~admiration and contemplation of 

the other philosophers who surround him, regarding him 

as "the master· of those who know'' ( il maestro di color 

che sanno)~3B) In this passage at any rate, there is 

complete agreement with the view which was expressed 

in' the earlier work which celebrated the achievements 

of Aristotle in so many different phrases. Among these 

pupils whose opinions he helped to form, ~m~~g 7 among 

those thinkers whose teaching from the time of the 

Ionian speculations prepared the way for ·~h.is own 

philosophy, among those also who perfected e.nd continued 

his work, Aristotle still occupies that place as "the 

master of human reason" which was assigned to him in 

the "Convivio." If Socrates and Plato a.re conceded 

a proximity to him which the others do not enjoY, it is 

because they are the predecessors of one to whom nature 

has most clearly revealed her secrets.(39) 

Around these three great men, we discover--in some 

confusion--the heads of the various philosophical schools, 

according to the enumeration of the versee 

Democrito, che 11 mondo a ca.so pone, 

Diogenes, Anassagora e Tale, 

Empedocles, Era.elite e Zenone; 

e vidi il buono.accoglitor del quale, 

Dioscoride dico; e vidi Orfeo, 

Tullio e Lino e Seneca morale; (39A) 

After Dioscorides, famous for his medical treatise on 
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the virtues of plants, appears the enigmatic figure 

of Orphe·us. As a student of Ovid, Dante :j.n the Second 

'freatise of the "Convivio 11 {40) seems to have recognized 

him as the s~bol of moral and didactic verse. In this 

work, he had paid a tribute to Cicero as the writer, who, 

by his lucid and varied prose, and by his noble senti

ments, had in the 11 De-Amicitia 11 inspired him with the 
.. (41) 

love of philosophy. Next in succession comes Linus, 
• 

the poet-musician, son of Apollo and personification of 

the dirge, whom Virgil recalls in the Ecloguese(42 ) 

There follows many illustrious names among which we may 

' note Ptolemy, astronomer, mathematician and geographe~ 

.who in the second century of the Christian era elaborated 

that cosmological system which was. current during the 

Middle Ages. It is obvious from his writings that Dante 

possessed an extensive knowledge of this scheme and that 

he employed it with imaginative as well as with scientific 

insight. His profound interest.in astronomical speculation 

is apparent everywhere. It is, therefore, not surprising 

that he has found a place for Ptolemy among the wise, 

the noble and the learned. We may observe too how the 

medical art is represented--is this an instance of 

professional interest or was Dante's membership of the 

Guild of Doctors and Druggists at Florence merely nom-

inal? Hippocrates is here in his capacity as the 

founder of Greek Medicine, as also Avicenna (Ibn; Sina) 

venerated by the Mediaeval Schools for his commentaries 

on AristotleJin which there exists a strong Platonist 

influence. In the domain of science, Avicenna was 

equally famous for his great compendium of medical 

knowledge, the ttcanon", which became the general text-

book of medical practice in Western Enrope during the 

later Middle Agess 
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It will be remembered that the poet had referred to his 

opinion with respect several times in the "Convivio". 

Galen also is named,whose 11Ars Medica" or"Tegni 11 receives 

mention in the earlier work. The. name of Avicenna serves 

to introduce another brilliant Arab scholar, Ibn Roschd, 

the Averroes of the Scholastics, constantly quoted, 

constantly cited as an authority, constantly on the 

lips of all professional theologians and philosophers 

for the breadth of his learning and the.p~rspicuity of 

his understanding. He was a physician as well as a 

philosopheI'_i but chiefly famous as the author of the 

"Great Commentary" in which he explains and elucidates 

the text of Aristotle.(43) Every University in the 

Middle Ages was familiar with his name, and he exerted 

a considerable influence upon the great Scholastic theo

logians. s. Albert! The Great, valued his teaching, 

though he seems to have interpreted his doctrine of the 

"intellectus a.gens" in the light of the Augustinian 

theory of knowledg~. Dante has accorded to him a 

solemn commemoration and dedication in the words: 

Averots, c:tte'l gran comento feo.(W-J_) 

·--,<~~q, ib.e i'oet: ignores the fact that the Latin 

Averroists have torn from their context the two doctrines 

of the eternity of the world and the unity of the active 

intellect. In their strict meaning, both these doctrines. 

must be considered irreconcilable with Christian ideas 

about the creation of.the world and the immortality of 

the individual soul. It may be that the tolerance, if 

not indulgence,which Dante shows towards contemporary 

Averroism, was derived from his association with Guido 

Cavalcanti, as M. Renucci suggests.(45) Certainly Cavalcanti 



professed those doctrines of Averroes which came under 

the condemnation of the Church. In this passage, Dante 

is concerned only with the brilliant and learned commentator 

on Aristotle. Averroes is brought on the scene last of 

e.11,perhaps as indicating that his labours represent the 

modern and enlightened interpretation of the Peripatetic 

teaching. 



The enumeration of distinguished names follows 

Mediaeval convention. It further demonstrates that in 

the "Divina. Commedia'~ as in the expressly rationalistic 

11 Convivio 11
, Aristotle retains his place as head of the 

family of philosophers. "It is therefore not enough," 

writes M. Etienne Gilson,"to say: 1 To Dante as to al

most all the thinkers of his time, Aristotle is the 

highest philosophical authority': it is necessary with 

him to regard that authority as a right to the exercise 

(46) From Thales to Socrates and Plato, of a command." 
Si,i\L\ . . 

the philosophers of IoniaJ" and Cr.e:e_(, are merely the fore-

runners of the truth. They look forward th\1Jugh the ob-

scure shadows of their faltering vision to the clear 

light of Aristotelian science. Nor have those who came 

after Aristotle any greater claim· to knowledge. With 

the exception of the Stoics, they have made no contri-

bution to Ethics and Philosophy. For all their nobility 

of sentiment, their moral rectitude, Cicero and Seneca 

were eloquent interpreters of the Greek philosophical 

schools and no more. They have only a borrowed light 

which they direct upon the path. Soon, of course, 

Petrarch will take the contrary view, maintaining the 

superiority of the Latin to the Greek genius. No doubt, 

this was partly due to his almost entire ignorance of 

Greek, partly again to his cultivation and love of the 

Latin tongue. ·certainly, his emulation of Virgil in 

the "Africa" and in the slow, sweet music of the "Carmen 

Bucolicum" are sufficient to explain his admiration for 

the literature of ancient Rome. Few men outside classical 

times have achieved a more eloquent Latin and Petrarch's 

achievement is never a mere 11 imitatio Veterum."(47) Not 

one single line of Italian prose by this author has survived~ 



His letters, delightful, lucid, vivid and descriptive 

are really Latin essays, sometimes reminiscent of Cicero, 

sometimes of Augustine in the rhythm which they reproduce, 

sometimes of Seneca in philosophical mood. His love of 

solitude, his delight in the changing colours of jewels, 

in gold and silver and marbles of yellow and rose, are 

familiar aspects of his genius. In books he finds his 

satisfaction and peace •••• ,"medullitus delectant •••• et 

viva quadam nobis arguta familiaritate iunguntur.")(4S) 

According to Dante, there can be no hesitation in 

ascribing to Euclid, Galen and Ptolemy new discoveries 

in their various fields of knowledge. When all this has 

been said, however, it must be admitted that their 

specific doctrines as well as their methods of invest-

igation continue the work which was begun by Aristotle. 

They thus merely gather the fruits of his genius. 

The philosophical family here described includes 

~11 the sciences and thus appears to correspond to the 

encyclopaedic character of Aristotle's achievement. 

As we have already observed, we encounter legendary poets 

like Orpheus and Linus, who were inspired by the gods 

and who disclosed certain esoteric doctrines about the 
(49> origin of the world. In so far as the Aristotelian 

philosophy is encyclopaedic, it must.take account of 

all forms of hu..man thought and speculation, omitting 
.. 

nothing from its enquiry. In the "Metaphysics", the 

Stagirite declares that a rational philosophy must 

consider carefully the images, ideas and myths which 

belong to religion.(50) The scientific spirit, he affirms~ 

in its primitive efforts to understand the universe, 

expresses itself in this way and is co~oured and shaped 

by religious concepts. Thales, Empedocles and Heracleitus 
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are there. By empirical observations, by induction and 

generalization they have constructed their theories of 

nature which are sometimes imaginative, sometimes cap-

ricious bµt often illuminating. Democritus has tried 

to establish a scientific explanation of the world in 

the theory of atoms which he elaborated and developed 

from Leucippus. The poet was well aware that Democritus 

excluded from his cosmology any notion of final cause, 

or of a supreme intelligence ordering all things to 

the realization of purposee He sums up this philosophy 

accurately enough: 
(51) 

Democrito che il mondo a caso pone. 

Yet the poet was unwilling to allow a name so 

illustrious to be lost among the blasphemers and to be 

numbered among the enemies of religion. He knew by 

tradition something of Democritus' passion for the truth 
(52) 

and fiery quest for knowledge. In the "Convivio", he 

had written with veneration of 11 the most eminent philosophers" 

who "treated all other things sa.ve wisdom with indifference," ~53) 

and among these he had included Democritus. Alone among 

the ancient philosophers, on account of his resolute denial 

of the immortality of the human soul, Epicurus is condemned 

to eternal punishment. In the sixth circle of Hell, Dante 

will see him with his modern disciples imprisoned in the 

burning sepulchres of the Citta Dolorosae 

Suo cimitero da questa parte hanno 

con Epicuro tutt 1 i suoi seguaci, 
. ( 54) 

che 1 1 anirna col corpo morta fa.nno. 

There is a completely different point of view in the 

"Convivio", however. Here, Dante had spoken of the 

Epicureans as dwelling with the Stoics and Peripatetics 
. (55) 

in the celestial Athens in the light of eternal truth. 

How shall we explain this change of opinion? Perhaps 



it is because the poet has come to regard the Epi-

cureans as the Sophists from whom the moderrt heretics 

in Italy (and in Florence in particular) derived their 

perverse doctrines. These men were the enemies of the 

Roman~Church and the. supporters of the Ghibelline faction. 

To deny eternal Iife and divine judgment comes to seem 

an almost blasphemous offence against the righteousness 

of God. It is for Dante a repudiation of any idea of 

the moral order of the universe. On the other hand, he 

will concede a place to those early phiiosophers with 

their speculations about the physical constitution of 

the world. Aristotle's theory of knowledge implies a 

method, a definite mode of procedure, an art of invest-

igation, careful, patient, logical. Moreover, Aristotle 

founded his encyclopaedia of the sciences on the labours 

of those who had already studied various phenomena of 

nature and constructed their own tentative theories. 

In the 11 Convivio 11
, the poet had declared that the 

philosopher must first of all pessess a knowledge of 
(56) 

all the sciences. He must make himself the pupil 

of the most eminent teachers in each branch of study. ( 57 > 

The Aristotelian synthesis has been made out of the work 

of mathematiciia.ns, astronomers, natural philosophers and 

physicians. Without their efforts, Aristotelianism as 

an ordered system of knowledge could have no existence 

at all. 



241 

Notes to Chapter Ten: Philosophy in the Aµcient World. 

l.· Cf. Edmund Gardner: "Dante and the Mystics." (London:l913). 

Umberto Cosmo: "L'ultima ascesa. Introduzione a.llo studio 

del Paradiso." (Bari: 1936) • 

L. Cicchitto:· "Postille bona.venturiane-dantesche. 11 

(Rome: 1940). 

2. N. Machi ave 11 i: I 1 Prine ipe. 
1'Nicolaus Machavellus ad magnificum Lo.urentium Medicum •••••• 
una lunga esperienza delle cose moderne e una continua 
lezione delle a.ntique. 0 

3. Paget Toynbee: "Dante Studies and Resea.rch~s." · (London:' 1902). · · 1 ·: • 

Essay on Dante's Obligations to the "Ormista";.' pp•' 121-136~ · 

4. Benedetto Croce: "Storia d'Italia.· dal 1871 al 1915. 11 

(Bari: 1928). 3rd•ed. 

Croce writes explaining his formula.: "il ra.cconto •••••••• 

•••••• cerca sempre il vero moto negli intelletti e nei 

cuori. 11 

5. Apocalypsis: XXI:2. 

6. Inferno: I: 128-9. 

There is His city and His lofty seat. 
he chooses to be there!~" 

0 happy·the man 

1. Convivio: IV:XXX:3~' j '1 · 

On the· question of the Thomism of·Da.nte consult: 

E. Gilson: "Dante the Philosopher". 

the Divine Comedy• pp. 224-281. 

Part IV: Philosophy in 

Bruno Nardi: "Nel'Mondo di Dante." Il tomismo di Dante 

secondo Francesco Oresta.no. pp. ' 353•376. 

8. S.Bonaventura: In Hexa~m: XII:ll'E'v. p~ 386.· 

9. 

Ha.ec lux est inaccessibilis, et ta.men proxima. anima.e etiam 
plus quam ipso. sibi. Est ta.men inalliga.bilis et·tamen summe 
intima. 
Cf. E. Gilson: "The Philosophy of S.Bonaventura." · (Lo*1don: 1938)' ., • 

ch. XII. The Illumination of the Intellect. pp. 341-403.· '' 

S.Thoma.s Aquinas: Summa Theologica.. 

art I sqq: art 6. 

p.III. · Supp:Q LXIX• , • • • 1 

For a general commentary on this canto see: 

Luigi Pietrobono: "11 Poeilla. Sacro. 11 vol I. ch.VI. p.287 sqq. 

L. Bottagisio: "11 limbo da.ntesco." (Padua.:1898). 



242 

10. Inferno: IV: 28-30. 

These ca.me from grief without torments that was borne by the 
crowds, which were vast, of men and women and little children. 

11. S.Thomas Aquinas: Commentary on S.John, ch. III v. 19. 

12. Purgatorio: VII: 31-36. 

There I abide with little innocents seized by the fangs of 

death before they were cleared of human guilt, there I 
abide with those who were not clothed with the three holy 
virtues but without sin knew the others and followed them 
every one. 

13. Inferno: IV: 40-42. 

Per tai difetti, non per altro rio, 
semo perduti, e sol di tanto offesi, 
che sanza speme vivemo in disio. 

For such defects and not for any guilt, we are lost and 
only so far afflicted that without hope we live in desire. 
Cf. G. Barone: "11 dolore del Virgilio dantesco." (Rome:l899). 

14. Inferno: IV:43-45. 

Gran duol mi prese al cor quando lo'ntesi, 
perb che gente di molto valore 
conobbi che'n quel limbo eran sospesi. 

Great grief seized me at heart when I heard this, for I 
knew people of much worth who were suspended in that Limbo. 

15. Convivio: III:XIV:l5. 

see note in Busnelli-Vandelli edition. 

16. Convivio: IV:XXVIII:6. 

Cf. Cicero: Cato Major: c. :XXIII:83. 

Quid? quod sapientissimus quisque aequissimo animo 
moritur, stultissimus iniquissimo? Nonne vobis videtur 
is animus, qui plus cernat et longius, videre se ad meliora 
proficisci, ille autem, cuius abtusior sit acies, non 
videre? Equidem efferor studio patres vestros, quos 
colui et dilexi, videndi, neque vero eos solos 1 convenire 
aveo quos ipse cognovi, sed illos etiam de quibus audivi 
et ipse conscripsi. 

17. Inferno: IV:67-72. 

Non era lunga ancor la nostra via 
di qua dal sonno, quAnd!io vidi un foco 
ch 'emisperio di tenebre vinc1a. 

Di lungi v'eravamo ancora un poco, 
ma non sl, ch'io non discernessi in parte 
ch'orrevol gente possedea quel loco. 

We bad not gone far from where I slept when I saw a blaze 
of light which was enclosed in a hemisphere of darkness. 
We were still a short distance from it, yet not so far 
but that I partly made out that an honourable company 
occupied that place. 
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ma non la compie; rende l'immagine della sapienza, ma 
cosl come il 'verde smalto' del nobile castello pu& 
paragonarsi alla divina 'forest& spessa e viva' del 
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Ewige Roma! nur mir schweiget noch alles so still. 
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Esule anch'io, pensoso di te, di te sempre pensoso, 
Roma, non fra gli intonsi barbari Ovidio sonoa 

sqq. 
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Averois, che'l gra.n come,.io feo. 

38. Inferno: IV:l31. -

39. Inferno: IV:l34-5. 
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quivi vid 1to Socrate e Pia.tone, 
che'nna.nzi a.lli a.Itri pi~ presso li stanno; 

Convivio: 11:1:3. d 1 
· Ovi io Ult 

s1 come quando diceAOrfeo fa.cea con la cetera ma.nsuete 
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e fa.(r)ia. muovere a. la sua. volonta.de coloro che non 
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As an example of Petrarch•s Latin verse, perhaps the 

f a.mous description of the storm at Valchiusa will 

serve as well as anynother passage: 

Video pereuntis tempora mundi 

praecipiti transire· fuga, moventia circum 

agmina conspicio iuvenumque senumque: nec!usqua.m 

tuta patet statio, non toto portus in orbe 

panditur, optatae non spes patet ulla salut~s. 

Funera crebra quidem, quocumque paventia flecto 

lumina, conturbant aciem; perplexa feretris 

temple. gemunt, passimque simul sine honore cadaver 

nobile plebeiumque iacet. Subit ultima vitae 

hora animum: casusque mei meminisse coactus, 

heu! caros abiisse greges, et a.mica retracto 

colloquia., et dulces subito vanescere vultus, 

telluremque sacra.m assiduis non deesse sepulcris. 11 
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48. Petrarch: Epp: Fa.mil: III:l. 

49. Cf. W. K. C. Guthrie: "Orpheus and the Greek Religion." 

(London: 1935). pp.94-1!4 • 

Martin Nilsson: "A History of Greek Religion." (Oxford: 

1925). p.214 sqq. 

50. Aristotle: Metaphysics. A.2/982/b. 11: 
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53. Convivio: III:XIV:B. 

Per che li filosofi eccellentissimi ne li loro atti 
apertamente lo ne dimostraro, per li quali sapemo 
essi tutte l'altre cose, fuori che la sapienza, avere 
messe a non calere. Onde Democrito, de la propria 
persona non curando, ne barba. ne capelli ne unghie 
si !!ogliea. 

54. Inferno: X:l3-15. 

In this part Epicurus and all his followers who make 
the soul die with the body have their burial place: 

55. Convivio: IIl:XIV:5. 

56. Convivio: IV:IX:lO. 

ibid: III:IV:lO. 

ibid: III:XI:8 - XII:5. 

57. Convivio: IV:IX:lO. 

Per questafagione,in ciascuna arte e in ciascuno mestiere 
li artefici e li discenti sono, ed esser deono, subietti 
al prencipe e al maestro di quelle, in quelli mestiere 
ed in quella a.rte; 

-



CHAPTER ELEVEN. 

PHILOSOPHY REAFFIRMED .. 

I. 

Thus according to Dante, in the green shadows of the 

meadow by the "noble castlen, the great souls of the ancient 

world find an eternal but fruitless repose. The castle 

affords shelter and protection to those eloquent schools 

of learning so famous throughout the centuries, so brill

iant in their achievement. Throughout the "Divina Commedia", 

we get echoes and reminiscences of the enthusiastic 

humanism of the 11 Convivio" .. This work, as we have seen, 

with its glorification of human nobility, discovered its· 

perfect example of the universal intelligence in Aristotles 

5ut the blaze of light(l) which illuminates these chosen 

spirits has nothing in common with that light which trans

figures with love and knowledge, and suffuses with warmth 

and compassion> the souls of the blessed in Heaven. The 

eternal Athens presented for our contemplation in Limbo 

is a place of sadness and melancholy. It is a place of 

infinite though restrained sorrow. Yet it can be called 

serene and even tranquil. Its real nature is determined by 

the fact that it is a place of suspense in which the vir

tuous must remain for ever unsatisfied. It is no longer, 

therefore, that srune Athens which in a moment of spiritual 

exaltation the ~.uthor of the "Convivio" described; where 

the three philosophical schools, Stoics, Peripatetics, 

Epicureans,pursued, by the light of reason, the task of a 

common enquiry into the truth. An insurmountable barrier 

now interposes itself between their desire and its fulfil

ment. A wall of eternal darkness surrounds that narrow, 
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circumscribed region of light in which a humanism, 

purely secular, celebrates its sad and futile triumphs. 

The poet now speaks with the accents of the Christian 

theologian. And in the question of the salvation of the 

pagans, he professes a doctrine, more severe, more un-

compromising, than that of s. Thomas. He declares that 

those who he.ve not received Baptism can never attain to the 

Beatific Vision. It is Virgil himself who recalls this 

teaching to the mind of the poet: 

. " Or vo' che sappi, innanzi che piu andi, 

ch 1ei non peccaro; e s 1elli hanno mercedi, 

non basta, perche non ebber battesmo, 

ch'e porta della fede che tu credi.(2) 

Certainly Plato end Aristotle, Virgil and Cicero 

have had some intimation of the truth. They have been 

able to recognize the existence of Divine Providence 

and Divine Justice. In the view of s. Thomas, this may 

have implied some presumption of their salvation. In 

affirming this, of course, we must also take into account 

the opinion of the Angelic Doctor that the pagans performed 

their good deeds, not from love of virtue, but from vain

glory. Dante repudiates any such idea·. Theirs is a 

real virtue, a true morality. It is however worth noting 

that according to common Mediaeval tradition Virgil, in 

the Fourth Eclogue, had been divinely inspired to proclaim 

the coming of the Saviour. Dante, however, deserts the 

tradition of s. Thom&s, in not allowing that the virtuous 

pagans are capable of enjoying etern~l felicity. Yet, 

he cannot evade the problem of God's .justice. He returns 

to it again and again, always with an obvious perplexity, 

an evident doubt. It is a question which seems to cause 
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him anxiety. In the sphere of trupiter, the imperial 

eagle, symbol of eternal Justice, conjectures the poet's 

disquietude: 

che tu dicevi: 'Un uom nasce alla riva 

dell'Indo, e quivi none che ragioni • 

di Cristo ne chi legga ne chi scriva; 

e tutti suoi voleri e atti boni 

sono, quanto ragione urnana vede, 

sanza peccato in vita od in sermoni. 

Muore non battezzato e sanza fede: 

ov'e questa giustizia che'l condanna? 

ov'e la colpa sua, se ei non crede?'(3) 

However, the Eagle replies in the sa:im.e manner in d with 

the same appeal to the inscrutable nature of the Supreme 

Wisdom, which we find in the book of Job, in which God 

answers his. servant with lofty eloquence out of the whirl

wind. (4) In a way, ··this recalls the stern rebuke which, in 

the 11 Convivio 11
, Dante administered to those who repudiated 

any idea of the Roman Empire as divinely elected to ex

ercise rule and dominion. (5) 

Or tu chi se' che vuo 1 sedere a scranna, 

per giudicardi lungi mille miglia 

con la veduta corta d'una spanna? 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Oh terreni animalil oh menti grossel 

La prima volonta, ch'e da se bona,~ 

da se, ch'e sommo ben, mai non si mosse. 
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Cotanto e giusto qus.nto a. lei consona.: 

nullo creato bene a se la tira, 

ma essa, radiando lui cagiona.'(6) 

And with a fierce movement of its wings, the Eagle cont~nues 

in words of derision if not of contempt: 

Roteando can~ava, e dicea: 'Quali 

son le mie note a te, chtnon le•ntendi, 

ta:l e il giudicio etterno a voi mortali 1. ( 7) ' 

Obviously this is no ~roper answ~r but merely a confession 

that we do not know :md cannot understand. It merely 

serves to emphasize Dante's concern for the souls of the 

virtuous pagans. He cannot explain why they are deprived 

of the joy of Heaven. There is no rational explanation. 

He can only take refuge in the idea of the Divine Wisdom 

which preserves its inscrutable secrets. There are heights 

and depths in the knowledge of God which are not to be 

discovered by man. 11 0 altitudo divitiarum sapientiae, 

et scientiae Deil quam. incomprehensibilia sunt judicia 

ejus et investigabiles vi~e ejus." (8) Through the words 

spoken by Virgil he expresses all that sorrow, both in

tellectual and moral, which the souls in Limbo are compelled 

to endure in their separation from God)the fountain of 

goodness, and the object of all their desires. To this 

anxiety, this despondency, to this insatiable craving for 

the Good, we find an added burden in the. laiowledge that 

reason is limited and fallible in its conclusions. It 

cannot reach that certitude for which it longs. Dante 

maintains that the endeavour of the wise and poble :..mong 

the ancients could not succeed. It was bound to fs.il, 

to end in th~.t overwhelming sadness of the vast silence. 
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"The senses cannot penetrate into intellectual truth; 

neither they nor the natural reason can search into 

the things that are of the Spirit of God; the Spirit 

of God knows them, but no crea.ture of himself 11 .(9) 
· er 

So s. Thomas affirms in words which are charact}stic 

of his whole philosophy. This it is which Dante ex-

plains in the familiar words: 

Matto e chi spera che nostra ragione 

possa trascorrer la infinita uia 

che tiene uru1. sustanza in tre persone. (lO) 

It is easy to see what a change of attitude is 

shown here from the fervent humanism of the "Convivio". 

Dante defines
1

in t·erms, which are new and distinctive, 

the part played by ancient philosophy in the history 

of the human spirit. He is careful to limit the sphere 

which belongs to reason and.philosophy. It is true, 

of course, that sometimes we discover a certain restraint 

and reticence in the 11 Convivio" where he speaks of wha.t 

may or may not be accomplished by metaphysical enquiry. 

This is thor.gi:l.ghly Aristotelian in manner. In many 

instances, Dante declares, like Siger de Brabant, the 

need of appealing to faith as a way of arriving at phil

osophical certainty in controverted or doubtful issues.(ll) 

Yet, on reading the 11Convivio", one might well get the 

impression that the poet had no hesitation in suggesting 

a metaphysical definition of God. Moreover, it would 

seem that the God who is thus affirmed and described 

differs little from the God as conceived by the phil-

osopher. We may remind ourselves of the terms which are 

here employed: most universal of all causes ••• sometimes 

identified with the order of Nature and sometimes con-

stituting Nature itself: spiritual and intelligible sun: 
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supremely intelligible and most simple of all substances. 

All these m~.y serve to remind us of the conception of 

the Prime Mover in Aristotle, or of the immanent Reason 

of the Stoics, or of the complex and many-coloured strands 

in the Platonic notion of the Good. It is only in the 

"Divina Commedia. 11 
.. that God of the Bible makes His app-

earance, under the theological aspect of One Substance 

in three Persons. In such a conception, there is a 

clear opposition if not contradiction to all purely 

philosophical interpretations. God, in this polarity 

of thought, escapes all those images and analogies 

which the human intellect can devise. He is a Being 

Whose nature can only be known by revelation. When 

Dante affirms this, he means the text of Scripture as 

that has been received and made known by the infallible 

authority of the Catholic and Roman Church. And, in 

the same way, the actions of such a God are incompre-

hensible in themselves and expressive of His sovereign 

will and purpose. They can, therefore, never become 

the object of a rational enquiry, nor are they ·capable 

of rational justification. It is evident that here 

we have somet~ing of Otto's sense of the numinous, that 

''mysterium tremendum et fascinosum", which is adduced 

as the origin. of religious experience.( 12 } 

It is not suggested that the Catholic conception 

of the Godhead finds no place in the "Convivio". After 

all, Dante is a Christian thinker and a. loyal son of 

the Holy Roman Church. But it is certainly true to 

say that such an idea does not enter into~ penetrate 

and ill~mine the book as it does the "Divina Oommedia". 

It is alien to the spirit of Classical Humanism which 

we discover there. One employs the term "classical 

humanism" advisedly,for that is the proper description 
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of the character of the earlier work, despite its faint 

colour of Ghristian faith which in no way alters features 

and lineaments. If we take the "Convivio" as a whole, 

its aim and principle is founded upon the experience and 

operation of reason. In this, as we have already demon

strated, Dante pursues the ideals of the Aristotelian 

method and investigation. The "Divina Commedia" is 

committed to a different presupposition altogether. 

It declares with vehemence and passion that faith trans

cends all those categories which may be called rational. 

It cannot be conformed to them. It cannot be interpreted 

by such purely human and limited modes of understanding. 

This point of view is expressed many times. It is im

plivit as well as explicit. It is profound and subtle 

in its statement, and it is the ass~mption_which under

lies all the drama, the sorrow, the agony, the pain, the 

joy, and reconciliation of the Comedy. Such a point of 

view is in direct contradiction to the philosophic~l 

ideals of the "Convivio". There the poet proposes the 

model of rational argument and conclusion, the careful 

and logical examination of propositions, the lucidity 

of what is evident to experience and thought. Revel-

ation is, it is true, accorded some place in this scheme, 

but it is merely to furnish instruction. In the discussion 

on the immortality of the soul, the poet introduces 

various arguments which purport to be rational and ob

jective considerations. Finally, however, he speaks of 

the teaching of Christ as the Way, the Truth and the 

Light: ."the Way because by it we enter without hindrance 

into the ~appiness of immortality: the Truth because it 

is not liable to any error: the Light because it illumines 

us in the darkness of worldly ignorance.tt Revelation 

gives certainty to what would otherwise not be completely 
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clearly in this life in which we are aware of the shadow 

of darkness "a.wine; to the mixture of mortal and immortal".(14) 

In other words, the doctrine of Christ is a light when 

reason is not perfectly clear, an.d when. the intellect 

moves in obscurity. Such an understanding of revelation 

in no way brings in the incomprehensible, the "mysterium 

tremendum et fascinosum" of the original and primitive 

religious consciousness. Revelation remains subject 

to the categories of rational proof. For Dante, at this 

stage of his thought, grace implies no opposition to 

nature-----in this, of course, there is nothing unorth-

odox since s. Thomas himself said the same--~-and revel-

ation must necessarily agree with the deliverances of 

the human intellect. This must be so since both Faith 

and Reason proceed from the one principle of truth. 

There is again nothing to which the most rigid conception 

of Catholic theology could take exception here. The 

emphasis which is laid upon philosophy in this work, 

however, has by some been held to point to the position 

of the Latin Averroists. Signor Nardi affirms that with 

some audacity, Dante has introduced various elements of 

purely Averroistic philosophy into his writings without 

falling into heresy.(l5) This view has encountered the 

powerful opposition of M. Etienne Gilson. Nevertheless, 

it has something to commend it. For Averroes, philosophy 

constitutes the ideal of knowledge. Theology he regards 

as an inferior kind of speculation because it is neither 

wholly reason nor wholly faith but a mixture of both. 

In the "Convivio", we discover a s~milar regard for 

Philosophy as the ideal of knowledge whose end is defined 

as "true happiness which is attained by the contemplation 

of the truth". (cost fine de la .B,ilosofia e quella 
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eccellentissima dilezione che non pate alcuna intermissione 

o vero difetto, cioe vera felicitade che per contemp

lazione de la veri tade st acquista..) (l6) Dante does: not, 

of course, follow Averroes in the opinion which he 

entertains of Theology which, as we have observed, is 

for him the most pre-eminent and luminous of the sciences. 

·what is true is that in the Four Treatises, one becomes' 

conscious of various irreconcileable elements of thouf)lt, 

various tendencies and doctrines which are never com-

pletely fused together, but are like the colours and 

temture of an imperfect piece of glass. Signor Nardi 

has called attention to this aspect of Dante's culture, 

in which he discerns fragmentary recollections of 

philosophy and theology which are opposed to each other 

and which lead to the position taken in the "De Monarchia '! 

where there is distinct separation of rational Philosophy 

from revealed Theology.(l?) In the "Gonvivio" philosophy 
) 

presents itself as the ideal, the light, the perfection 

of knowledge. It would seem that in this work the poet 

is unwilling to concede any break in the ~piritua.l 

development of mankind by the divine intervention. 

Aristotelian rationalism blends with strange Platonic 

mysticism. Nowhere is the order of reason supera:eded 

or inva.lidat.ed. 

On the other hand, in the "Divina Comrnedia", the 

Incarnation causes a complete break in the whole of 

human history. It establishes a line of demarcation 

beyond which the claims of reason may not advance. 

Beyond this, too, all philosophical speculation becomes 

mere -conjecture and idle illusion. There is no path by 

which the science of Metaphysics may be conducted to 

the truth of Revelation. Howevert.sublime the Aristotelian 

concept of God as Prime Mover may be, however luminous 

the Idea of the Good, however removed from mere app@aPance 
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ideas come near the truth of the living God of the Bible. 

In all this, Dante follows the theological opinion of 

the Schools. He admits of no intellectual or moral 

impediment to the use of reason in its efforts to dis-

cover the existence of God and what can be known of Him 

in the phenomena of nature. Philosophy, therefore, in 

this view ••• which is the traditional Scholastic approach •• 

becomes a preparatory study for theology. Its business 

is to demonstrate, to establish the existence of God by 

rational argument. s. Thomas expresses this view on 

many occasions, laying down the principles which deter-

mine the method of the Scholastic system: 

"Christian theologyn, he affirms in a characteristic 

statement, "issues from the light of faith, philoso

phical truth from the natural light of reason. Phil-

osophical truths cannot be opposed to the truths of 

faith, they fall short, indeed, yet they also admtt 

common analogies: and some moreover are foreshadow~ 

ings, for nature is the preface to grace." (18) 

This is merely the application of a principle 

implicitly affirmed ins. Paul's well-known passage 

to the Romans in which he rebukes the.pagans for not 
' having been able to draw the conclusion from their 

perception of the creation that God exists. Reason gave 

them sufficient light to see, yet they did not or would 

not consider what were the logical and metaphysical 

consequences of what they saw.(19) 

If man had been p'ermi tted to gather the fruit of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, Adam in 

.his natural curiosity would not have sinned. There 
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I 

would then have !been no need for the Word to have become 

flesh for the reldemption of His creature. Man, having 
o~ . I 

the light}\ divine, knowledge in the intellect, would in 

this earthly li+ have come to be like God. This is 

what the poet dejclares in the seventh canto of the 

"Paradiso" in which, with glowing words and sweep and 
I 

range of imagina~ion, he sets forth the whole story of 
I 

man 1 s redtmption!. Here we find the true centre of the 

"Divina Commedia'. The drama of salvation is represented 

with that magnificence that we remember in the art of 

Michelangelo. By it men are justified, doomed, pun-
' 

ished and sanctified. 
i 

che pi'\l largo 

per fat 1 1 uom 

fu Dia a dar 

sufficiente a 

che s 1klli sol da '\ avesse se 

'\ Se stesso 

rilevarsi, 

dimesso; 

e tutti li altri modi erano scarsi 

alla giustizia, se 11 Figliuol di Dia 
I 

non foJse umiliato ad incarnarsi~ 20) 

I 
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II. 

Here then in Limbo Dante would seem to assert 

the vain endeavour of the ancient philosophers to 

comprehend the fullness of truth. Herer it- is that we 

encounter the emotion of Virgil in the sad and lonely 

place. Here, the melancholy of those great men, Plato 

and Aristotle, is apparent in the brilliant green of 

the meadow. On earth they desired ardently to know 

the source of all goodness and the principle of all 

being. They now know with Virgil that the god of the 

philosophers is but a dim and obscure image beside the 

burning righteousness of the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob. They realize that the most sublime.doctrines 

advanced by the Platonists and Stoics could not really 

prepare the human mind for the idea of a God incarnate 

and suffering for the redemption of mankind. By the 

mere sentence of condemnation they have learned the 

principles of divine Justice. But they can never receive 

that grace, that endowment of the light of glory by 

which Dante Alighieri the Christian will contemplate 

the Beatific Vision on that fourteenth day of April 

in the year 1300, being the Feast of Easter. As he 

writes in the concluding paragraph of the Letter to Can 

Grande della Scala: 

'Inde est quod ad ostendendum gloria~beatitudinis 

in illis animabus, ab eis, tanquam videntibus omnem 

veritatem, multa quaerentur quae magnam habent utilit

atem et delectationem. Et quia, invento principio seu 

primo, videlicet Deo, nihil est quod ulterius quaeratur, 

quum sit Alpha et O,idest principium et finis, ut visio 
"' .. -........ ' 
lohannis designat,benedictus in saecula saeculorum. 11 (21) 

)\ 

In writing the Four Treatises, the poet did not 

altogether ignore the problem of the salvation·of the 
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virtuous pagans of the ancient world. He knew that it 

had been the subject of prolonged reflection and con

troversy. Without any regard for ecclesiastical disputes, 

he had represented them as dwelling, with Cato the elder, 

in a Ciceronian realm of light and serene contemplation. 

In this phase of his thought he finds a purely humanistic 

delight in reconciling the Christian mystery with the 

ideals of the Greco-Latin world, its poetry, its phil

osophy, its art, its civilization. The "Div.ina Commedia" 

breaks away from all this, however. It restores the 

primacy of revelation. Probably Dante wished to make 

some amends for the enthusiasm which he had previously 

shown for the intellectual and moral qualities of the 

ancients. This may be the reason why the Castle of that 

Human Learning, which he had formerly celebrated in the 

"Convivio" with all the felicitous phrases of the Can

zoni and the prose-commentaries, stands surrounded by 

the seven walls and the seven gates. Either the walls 

or the gates symbolize the seven cardinal virtues 

described by Aristotle in the "Nicomachean Ethics". Human 

knowledge is no longer a thing of glory and renowne It 

cannot regard its achievements with any feeling of 

satisfaction or of complacency. Rather, it is a rioble 

failure, since it never attains to that wisdom which is 

perfection, joy.and consolation. It never reaches that 

"contemplation of the truth" which in the 11 Convivio" the 

poet had propounded as the end of Philosophy and which 

alone CCU\ afford true happiness. It must be remarked again 

however, that it is the mood of Humanism which induces 

Dante, to assure to the virtuous pagans a place of repose 

in meadows of Virgilian delight and of grave, sweet 

tranquillity. The theological austerity which is:-·ma:gfufest 
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for a short time. Dante resumes for a moment the char-

acter of the young and eager poet of the "Convivio", 

the philosopher, the lover of language, the admirer of 

all· artistic exce~~lence. As we have seen, s. Thomas 

himself, moved as he must have been by his enthusiasm 

for the brilliance of Aristotle, had hoped for the sal-

vation of the great men of the past. He ha.d expressed such 

a hope and indeed regarded it as probable. There existed, 

however, a strong and determined opposition to this view, 

and an insistence that such souls were irretrievably under 

sentence of damnation. It is not until the time of the 

great J'@suit theologian, Cardinal Juan de Lugo, in the 

seventeenth century, that more moderate counsels prevail. 

According to this view, those outside the communion of 

the Church whether Moslems, Jews, or Pagans, are capable 
J 

of attaining to salvation in so far as they use what 

elements of good are to be discovered in their own religions~ 22 ) 

Dante is obviously reaching out for this interpretation of 

the Faith but it evades him, since it had not received 

formulation among the theologians of his own time. It is 

only after the Council of ·Trent, with the dissolution of 

the Western Church and the schism of the Protestants, 

that the question forces itself upon the minds of religious 

men. 

Even in the twelfth century Peter Damian had, in 

the name of Christian truth, hurled anathemas at the poets; 

of Greece and Rome.< 23) In the sphere of Saturn, however, 

Dante, who recognized in him one of the great spiritual 

reformers of the Church and a master of the contemplative 

life, celebrated the joy of his eternal triumph. In spite 
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eminent sanctity,the poet maintains against him the view 

of a Christian Humanism which preserves above all things, 

its illurninism and sense of compassion. 

Even up to the time of the Renaissance and beyond 

there were those who refused to be convinced by Dante. 

There were many who, infpite of the melancholy and sorrow 

of the Fourth Canto of the "Inferno" professed their 
. > 

conviction that none outside the comrnunio~ of the Catholic 

Church could be saved,however righteous and holy their 

lives may seem to have been. It is enough to recall to 

mind that in 1405, thirty one years after the death of 

Petrarch, Fra Giovanni Dominici, of the Order of Preachers, 

who held the distinguished office of Professor of Theology 

at the Studiurn of his Order at Santa Maria Novella in Flor-

ence, condemned the study of ancient philosophy. For him 

the ethic of the philosophical S?hools of Greece and Rome 

does not conSfilute a true ethic. Nor, indeed, would he 

allow that their speculations ought properly to be called 

"philosophy" as that term is understood by Christians. 

. b k t1 L 1 N t . 11 t f th th . t · t · ( 24 ) His oo ucu a oc is se s or is ex reme posi ion, 

excluding completely the philosophy of the ancient world 

from the consideration of theology or of any relation to 

the truth as that may be known by the human intellect. 

This is, of course, quite contrary to the position which 

Dante had affirmed in the "Convivio", with such eagerness, 

such charm, and such evident admiration. Fra Giovanni 

further alluded to the words of the ancient philosophers 

as mere, idle shadows. Their thoughts were useless in 

the acquisition of virtue or knowledge. Further, they were 

dangerous be?ause they insidiously conducted men to the 

way of error. They were better avoided, therefore. Indeed, 

truth demanded that they be ignored if not rejected. 
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This is the dour and gloomy attitude of the ascetic, 

which sees no light, no beauty or goodness eKoept 

within the narrow compass of the Scriptures and the 

commentaries of the Fathers. Again in the middle of the 

fifteenth century, with the flame of the Renaissance 

already beginning to blaze, we find the same anti-

Humanist attitude maintained in his censure of this 

same canto: 

"Verum in hoc videtur errasse non parum", he writes in 

the portentous manner of the ecclesiastic, 11quia anti

quos s®pientes, philosophos, poetas, rhetores, infidele~ •• 

describit esse in campis Elysiis, ubi et:si non in 

gloria, tamen sine poena existant ••••••••••••••••••• 

Et in loco summi cruciatus .sancti antiqui doc tores, 

Hieronymus, Augustinus et alii, asserunt esse illos 

seculi sapientes propter errorem elationem et infide

li tatem, quos Dantes po.1\1l.t in campis Elysiis." (25) 

Dante could never have accepted the rigorous 

doctrines of the narrowest school of conservative 

theology, with its sombre and severe speculation. He 

could never have brought himself to acknowledge, (as S. 

Thomas on accasion ·supposed, in spite of his humanism) 
(26) 

that the ancients performed good works from vain')?;lory. 

The logic of his doctrine compels him to deny to such 

souls the joy of the Beatific Vision. Nevertheless, 

Dante has no desire in any way to detract from the true 

grandeur and nobility of such men. In the "Convivio" 

they are proposed as the models of an ethic which claims 

to be both humanist and Christian, rational· and mystic. 

The general position which the poet maintains in the 

"Divina Commedia 11 is, as we have observed, different. 

It is founded upon the concept of Revelation and the 

precepts of the Gospel. Nevertheless, he reverts once 



more to something of his old position in this canto. 

There is a natural felicity permitted to the souls in 

Limbo but, because man is created in the im.age of God 

and seeks and desires a supernatural end, they are con

scious ~ ~~viR~ of the sorrow of failing in that 

endeavour. 
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III. 

An examination of the Fourth Canto of the ninferno" 

enables us to see exactly what part is assigned to 

Aristotle in the doctrine of Dante as that is informed 

and illuminated by Christian theology. As in the 11 Convivio" 
J 

the poet still regards him as the Master of Human Know-

ledge, as philosopher, scientist, psychologist, as a 

universal genius, endowed with a passion for truth. 

What this amounts to is that in the realm of pure know

ledge, of that which may be discovered by effort of 

human reason, Dante still contiaues to attribute the 

chief part to that humanism of the Greeks which Aristotle 

represents in so large a measure. For him, the scientific 

enquiry of Aristotle, his orderly and intelligible method, 

clearly defines the ideals of. Greek philosophy. On the 

other hand, the poet finds it necessary to consider the 

problem which he had only suggested in the 11 Convivio"--

the final end and destinL'f of the Christian soul. Now he 

comes to affirm the inadequacy of the Aristotelian science. 

By th.is he means the deficiency of reason, its inability 

to find any answer to those ultimate questions of human 

value and human significance. Thus Dante, in the light 

of Christian principles, adopts a somewhat constrained 

attitude towards that brilliant enterprise of scientific 

and rational enquiry which had been initiated by the Greeks. 

Such-an attitude can only mean that he had come to regard 

the old classj,cal Humanism as insufficient. This must 

include a great deal more than the Greco-Roman intell-

ectual endeavour in itself. His attitude was determined 

by certain theological insights. It denotes his repud

iation as an end in itself of the whole of that ''modern 

knowledge", of that scientific investigation which 

throughout the centuries has continued the work of the 



Greek genius. As a Christian humanist, the poet is no 

longer satisfied with that Humanism which he had himself 

propounded so ardently and with such felicitous PArases 

in the Four Treatises. In order to complete the work of 

Aristotle, to regenerate the humanism which he so con-

sciously and deliberately expresses, to bring to con

summation that transient vision of man as a being ill

uminated by the Divine when he is engaged in contemp-

lation, Dante_found it necessary to int~oduce the notion 

of revelation.(27) It is true that theology is not alto-

gether ~xcluded from the pages of the "Convivio". There, 

however, it exists rather in the manner of some wandering 

voice of prophecy and exhortation. In contrast to this work, 

with its reflections on human nobility and philosophical 

self-sufficiency, the "Divina Commedia" acknowledges only 

that humanism which is penetrated and informed by theology. 

Thus it is that the dominion of Aristotle is superseded by 
'- -

that of Virgil (not only the symbol of human reason but of 

poetry and indeed a personal companion and choice)Jwhile 

Virgil gives place to Beatrice in her character as Theology, 

and Beatrice again to s. Bernard, the type of that illumined 

and mystical theology which is supreme wisdom. The contemp-

lation so zealously described by Aristotle, therefore, 
. . 

attains to completion in the mystical vision which is the 

end of man's search and the source of all Ilhf-piness. 

It might have been thought that Dante would have 

entrusted to one whom he called the Philosopher the task 

of expressing those truths which belong to his own method 

and theory. After all, the person of s. Thomas dominates 

three cantos of the "Paradiso 11 .< 2S) He explains, elucidates, 

demonstrates. He it is who extols the life of s. Francis 

moving among those flaming and glowing lights which are the 

sanctities of Heaven. Here we are made aware of the distinction 
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of Aquinas as a Christian thinker. It might have been 

thought that similarly Aristotle, whose work sums up the 

whole of the philosophical and rational endeavour of the 

ancient world, would have been given the opportunity of 

declaring in the Elysian meadows the fame and disappoint-

ment of his own achievement. But there is a certain con-

fusion of thought in what Dante says. We become conscious 

of those prosaic passages in the earlier cantos of the 

"Inferno" and suspect the poet of a mood of indecision. 

Moreover, in the great poem it was to Virgil that he had 

committed the expression of the purely rational and human 

point of view. Conscious of himself as a modest disciple, 

Dante does not venture to question Aristotle, even though 

in the earlier work he he.d referred to him as "my master" 

and employed many flattering phrases to describe his pre

eminence in learning.(Z9)From afar, he had seen the philoso

pher, from that place which is "luminous and highn, the hill 

from which all could be seen in the green meadow. Here 

Aristotle is apparently engaged in conversation with the 

philosophers who surround him. Yet Dante does not attempt 

to listen, nor does he presume to draw nearer to this 

brilliant assemply. It may be that he wished to show 

respect to the melancholy of that desire which there exhib-

ited itself as without hope and without consummation. It 

may be that, despite his pretensions to be a philosopher, 

he recognized that his place was among the poets who 

greeted him with such signal honour. 

Howev~r, there are certain passages in the "Divina 

Comrnedia" as in the earlier work which suggest the poet's 

implicit belief that the effort of human knowledge is 

aided by the light of the Aristotelian doctrine. Inf3pite 

of his theology, he is so much under the influence of the 

Peripatetic philosophy that we sometimes discover verses 

which recall the atmosphere of the 11 Convivio 11
• An example 



of this occurs in the third circle of the "Inferno", where 

the rain falls pitilessly, relentlessly, cold and squalid;. 
(30) 

etterna, maladetta, fredda e greve. 

Dante turns to the Roman to ask whether the torments which 

he sees the gluttonous enduring will be increased after the 

Last Judgement. Virgil answers him clearly, &n the manner of 

the Scholastics of the time, telling him to remember that 

according to the perfection of a creature so it experiences 

more both of pleasure and of pain. 

Ed elli a me: 1Ritorna a tua scienza,. 

che vuol, quanto la cosa e piu perfetta, 

.. , 
sent a il behe, ' la doglienza. 

(31) 
piu e COSJ. 

This is an obvious allusion to the Thomistic-Aristot-

elian view. The doctrine of the resurrection of the body 

which is here affirmed is of course part of Christian teaching 

and as such is expressed by s. Thomas. But the belief that 

the greater the degree of perfection which a creature manifests 

the greater is its capa~ity for joy or sorrow is a piece of 

Aristotelian psychology. 

Again, in the XIth. canto of the "Inferno 11
, Virgil 

himself in order to explain what sins are punished in the 

various circles of Hell, is constrained to quote Aristotle. 

Our poet has asked the question why different sinners are 

made to suffer different kinds of punishment--the storms, 

the wind, the dark, abject misery of rain and snow and hail, 

the fiery sepulchre. He asks why they are not all gathered 

together into the city of Disrwith its burning pinnacles, its 

mosques glowing red against the storms of nether Hell, its 

imperious and contemptuous garrison in mockery of the proud 
. ( 32) 

city of Florence. Virgil's reply to this is to quote, in 

the manner of Dante himself in the 11 Conv1vio'\ the substance 

of a chapter from the 11Nicomachean Ethics 11 .(33) This we 

must consider a little more carefully. 
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,: ' IV. 

· · l•,. ~r~ Cff.p~1 ~.L:.1 ~hC' 'l ci~1 ·non volo, 

It w1'-J:l., 1he!.1remembere·d'.!itha t, the 1psychology of 
-~.....: . • ( A\ . . 

Aristotle ihad~;di's'cerne·d i?i·· the human soul· three evil 

dispositions: 
.£.~· ·eonfor."1ity wfth. this vietf · a.rtd uith his own viou · 

1. intemperance . 
t"' ··'... tr· ·.:1 c~:r.~ticutea °: gre.:-.te1• ·ov11 than bestinlity .. 

2 •. malice . . · 
:a. ~:t.~ di:it ;;-if, At;$· tlio- ·soul13 of tho d~Gd throughout '~he 
. 3 o bestiality o • · • · 

v~ioe~ '~..: .. ~icnu"ot .. tfoii.- ·To· Hii intemperate, .ho ·eaa1"Ifrl 
In this system, intemperance consists in the inordinate 

ti'i~ · i;-ecfui::·-~:~ t,; ~ ··t!ith cirol...Jo-. - Zho~e riuilty of i::.t:lco 
pursuit and following of the pleasures of the flesh 0 It 

t"1;.:··L::·. ~~~~t«':~~: iiio --coni.l6i6u- fu. fate -un:..~ninff city oz t>io ,. 
can, however, exist in more complex formo It can be present 

ul'~~ "'.~..:: cc~~.~ ·r-rc~(; fta· ·~ei.t!l, frnu eni~·L:.-.:;:-, .. - Tho~o 
in these activities which are in themselves· permissible 
. · ·~')u:n.JcJ ,~;! ::::.t.v of ·Vlo1ane'o C• :.J.1cat t..nanwel\.·ci( 34"-)minst 
but which-in this vice get carried to excess., - Thus the 

t:.:iiir r::)1i~t;~·3 wtd.. ago.ina_t_ God o.r~ ·aiscovored.1.n tlie ·. · . 
emotion of anger may be justo It may constitute a nee- . 

ro:ifon.:;- lti1~rtioned out" to·' 1i!i::: c0vc-nth (13'5·)~:.o· .. ---· the dnrk 
essary state in certain circumstances, but it may also· 

. _: .~};· · --.:.:·· br~1n;,: ·uaiid,· .. tlio r.:lvor-. of bloO<i, til.~· ·rocky 
be evoked on tr1vial occasions and for the wrong reason 

'P-:::'..>iµ!cc~·-. tn· tiiG'-o~th clroio c·re tlie 1·r!iud.ulent.., 
and become vehement and dangerous. Malice may be defined 

wlii_.1,: :~1~·-iiinhli" cfrclo io-·reaor>r~c~-. fol; thooa -~11.io h~vo cci:i
as the impulse to violate the principle of reason. In the 

,~f;:f~:·~ "t,J·:~t. \';oi>at' and ~tint ii~n:ipfcablo "tt>rm 'o.r. f'rnuci, . 
view which he takes of this vice, however, Dante is in-

t:..~t::~e~·;:::f.v·. ~-i:>irite •l'J-·v1eti of. cin"G "ic , .. .:~.: cor-::o-0. intlu~ .. i~6~d 
fluenced or confused ,by th~' moral teaching of Cicero and 
... __ _.. ... ~o1 r..... _,.._ ·-~ ... · - ,..... ~- .......... •· - - ....... - - + ..... , • 

by tb:'; bi t~e~-SJ or ·P-eraor1a.l e.toe'.rioneo •. Hs wa.s Orlt;ngcd 
come's t·o ide.ntify malice with ·the practice of fraud-- the 

tn i 6.¥9!--~~:·;to· -tU:i<:f~P'1'«136·hte!1 5:;;?-vii:-10".to ··otitnbiinn ju.;tic ~ .. 
sin against justice.. Bestiality ~ncludes all those · 

"· ~ ~--.. ~· ·cfu,;'.1ti-!ln.1Jocf~ty- itno1f .. Md in 
1the aec~."nr (!O'V-Orn

. offences which are committed against the dignity of man, 
. ':.:~t' o:: t:n.~ Gt(;.te • tha.t polity of t./ectorn LU!•op.o ~:~lrl.oh · 

as, for example 1 cruelty and sins against nature. Dante 
constituted th-o lioly Roman ll'!npiro .- ptrom ·this point -0t 

maintains this three-fold distinction in verses which 
vioti,l:o:ltin1,.t.r mif'Pllt cri?oar lsc.:t destruetivt1 of hu."lBn 

recall the more didactic and hortatory passages of the 
vnluos .. loi:fr.; sutiversi"Vf\' :1esa crmt<"r-::&tibla th!.\n frc ud· c.nd 

Third Canzone of the "Convivio", (Le dolci rime d'amor 
'-· l'-1.bl)!'n~:o me)ico.. T'.no·'heretic.n~ tlit')"reforo~ receive th$1r I 

ch'i'solia ~ercar ne' mei pensieri, • 
..,,~:.tl2; _.;.~ --:~ .iri tho burniri~ ton:.A>:;. "or the sixth c·1rcle, Yhioh 

Virgil's are the lips which expound the teaching of the 
.:.:o-·.'¥0$~0··c; birizlnrt xr..orniment "or. rotril'\'.ltion in th:i.t· d '30--::>lnto 

''.N~co~i:-~~-~9.-n .. ~t~~cs '~;but the view is of course proper to 

"~t1~ ¥~o~~1n\"ine ~oet. < 37) 

Sl cor:o ad-Ari1;· 0 1ro ~ott.~.no -ote,rm:\, 
Non·ti rimembra di quelle parole 

of co::i. ·; a . iO i a . . i;i.'.:) C. r. o c1. 01 c nrr. r.i-o . -
con le quai 'la·tua Etica pertratta 

ci·. 'Ito.lie ch1udo o ou.oi to.mini bngnn, 
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Notes to Chapter Eleven& Philosophy Re-affirmed. 

j.,. Inferno: IV:68-69. 
io vidi un f oco 

ch'emisperio di tenebre vincta. 

2. ·Inferno: IV:33-36. 

3. Paradiso: XIX:70-77. 

4. 

For thou saidst: 'A man is born on the banks of the 
Indus, and none is there to speak, or read, or write 
of Christ, and all his desires and doings are good, 
so far as human reason sees, without sin in life or 
speech. He dies unbaptized and without faith. 
Where is this justice that condemns him? Where is 
his fault if he does not believe?' 

Job XXXVIII. 1 and 2 sqq. 

Respondens autem Dominus Job de turbine, dixitc 
Quis est iste involvens sententias 
sermonibus imperitis? 

ibid: XLI: 24 and 25. 
Non est super terram potestas quae comparetur ei, 
qui f actus est ut nullum timeret. 
Omne sublime videt: 
ipse est rex super universos filios superbiae. 

5. Convivio: IV:V:9. 
E oh stoltissime e vilissime bestiuole che a guisa 
d 1uomo voi pascete, che presummete contra nostra fede 
parlare e volete sapere, filando e zappando, cib che 
Iddio, che con tanta prudenza hae ordinato! . Maladetti 
siate voi, e la vostra presunzione, e .chi a voi crede! 

6. ~aradiso:XIX:79-81. 

Now who art thou that wouldst sit upon the bench and 
judge a thousand miles away with sight short of a 
span? 

ibid: 85-90. 
O earthly creatures, gross minds! The Primal Will, 
which in itself is good, from itself, the Supreme 
Good, never was moved; whatever accords with it is 
in that measure just; no created good draws it to 
itself, but it, raying forth, creates that good. 

7. Paradiso: XIX:97-99. 
Wheeling, it sang, then spoke: UAs are my notes to 
thee who canst not follow them, such is the Eternal 
Judgment to you mortals." 

8! Epistola ad Romanos: XI:33. 

9. S.Thomas Aquinas: Comment: I Corinth: (ii) lect: 3. 
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10. Purga.torio: 111:34-36. 

Foolish is he who hopes that our reason can trace 
the infinite ways taken by one Substance in three 
Persons. 

;ll:, Cf. E. ·Gilson: "Dante, the Philosopher." ·p. · 121 sqq;. 

12. Rudolf· Otto: '"The Idea. of the Holy. 11 
·- (Translated 

by John W. Harvey). (Oxford:l928)·pp.1~73. 

13. Convivio: II:lV:S. 

II:VIII:lt;. sqq. 

Ancora:l, n 1 a.ccerta la ~?ttrina. veracissima. di Cristo; - -
la qua.le ~ via., verit~e luce: via.; perchb per essa 
sanza impedimento a.ndiamo a la felicitade di quella 
immortalita.de: verit,, perch~ non soffera a.lcuno errore: 
luce, perch~ allumina noi ne la tenebra de la ignoranza 
mondana. 

14. It may be pointed out that the immorta~ity of the 

soul is not a truth'of revealed religion for S.Thomas 

but inherently a truth which can be demonstrated by 

philosophy, since it is included in the definition 

of the soul as a. spiritual substance. For Dante, 

however, while there are strong philosophical arguments 

in favour of this doctrine, it is not absolutely clear 

and certain by the principles of logical and metaphysical 

proof. Faith makes it intelligible; indeed,- faith · · 

makes evident what would otherwise be obscure. The 

Latin Averroists said that the weight of philosophical 

argument was against the idea of the immortality of 

the soul, but in this matter faith possessed superior 

claims to authority. Dante's position has been compared 

to that which was later maintained by Ockham·and Duns 

Scotus, who declare that on rational grounds the immortality 

of the soul is more probable tha.n-the•contrary; but·· · ·' 

is only rendered certain by faith. It would be dangerous; -

to press this resemblance too far. 

Cf. E. Gilson: "Dante the Philosopher." PP• 123-127. 

15. Cf. Bruno Nardi: 11Saggi di Filosofia Dantesca.. 11 p.266. 

16. Convivio: III:XI:l4. 
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17. Cf. Bruno Nardi: "Nel Mondo di Dante." P• 228. ("Dante 

e la Fi losofia. 11
) 

"Questo d:issidio tra due affermazioni'., una apertamente 
mistica, l'altra tendenzialmente razionalistica, dissidio 
che riflett& il cara.ttere della cultura da.nt~•la nel 
'Convivio•, format.a. di elementi filosofici frammisti 
a elementi teologici, non ancora ben fusi tra. loro, 
anzi spesso discordanti gli uni dagli altri, uccider' 
la donna gentile, come simbolo unitario dell& F1losofia, 
e condurrl nella 'Monarchia.~ a una. netta sepa.ra.zione , -
della filosofia umana. do.lla. dottrina rivelata." 

18. S.Thoma.s Aquinas: Opus: XVI. Exposition: De Trinita.te 

11:3. 
Summa contra Gentiles: Lib: I Cap: IV: (p. 4 of Leonine 

ed.). 
Ad cognitionem enim eorum quae de Deo rationinvestigare 
potest, multa praecognoscere oportet: cum fere totius 
philosophiae consideratio ad Dei cognitionem ordinetur: 
propter quod metaphysica, quae circa divina versatur, 
inter philosophiae part.es ultima remanet a.ddiscenda. 
Sic ergo non nisi cum magno la.bore studii ad praedictae 
veritatis inquisitionem perveniri potest. 

19. Epistola. ad Roma.nos 1:19 and 20. 

20. Paradiso: VII: 115-120. 
For God was more bounteous in giving Hi~self so as to 
make man able toxaise himself again·than if, simply of 
Himself: he had pardoned: and all other means came 
short of justice save that the Son of God should humble 
Himself to become flesh. 

21. Epistola X. lines 618-628 (Oxford Edition: Moore and 

Toynbee). 

22. Cf. Cardinal Juan de Lugo, S.Jl 

XII: No: 50 sqq. 

De Fide: Disputatio 

23. Cf. S.Pier Damiani: De divina omnipotentia ed altri 

opuscoli ed. P. Brezza. (Italian trans. by B. Nardi). 

24. 

l 25. 

(Florence: 1943). 
O. J. Blum, O.F.M: "St. Peter Damian, his Teaching 

on the Spiritual Life•" (Washington: 1947). 

Bea.ti Johannis Dominici: Lucula. Noctis ed. by R~m:y 

Coulon, O.F.P.r (Pa.riatl908). 

f See especially chps. XXl-XXIll. 

S.Antoni~: Chronicorum sive opus historiarum part III: 

" tit: XXI: c. 11. P• 152. 
Quoted in Augustin Renaudet: "Dante Huma.niste. 11 (Paris:l952). 
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26. That S. Thomas is pre-eminently a humanist in sympathy 

may be seen not least in his ethical system. 

Cf. Etienne Gilson: 11The Christian Philosophy of S.Thomas 

Aquinas." (London: 1957). p.292. 

"And just as he does not despise his oim worth, neither 
does the magnanimous man despise the goods of fortune. 
The ma-da.r of the soul's greatness is honour; its end 
is the doing of something great. Now wealth attracts 
the crowd, itself sometimes a useful force, and wealth 
is a powerful means of action, at least in a certain 
order and for the attainment of certain ends. This 
eulogy of self-confidence, of love of honour and glory, 
does not come from the fifteenth century court of some 
prince of the Italian Renaissance but from a thirteenth 
century monk vi th vows of poverty a.nd<1obedience." 

28. Paradiso: X:XI and XII. 

29. Cf. Karl Vossler: "Mediaeval Culture." vol.I pp.151-174. 

(Dante as a Philosopher.) 
30. Inferno: VI:8. 
31. Inferno: VIsi06-108. 

Cf. Luigi Pietrobono: "11 Poema Sacro. '' . Pa.rt II Ch. I. 

(Lo Stige} pp.3-37. 

32. Inferno: VII1:70-75. 

E io: 'Maestro, gil le sue meschite 
ll entro certe nella valle cerno, 
vermiglie come se di foco uscite 

fossero. 1 Ed ei mi disse: 'Il foco etterno 
ch'entro l'affoca le dimostra rosse, 
come tu vedi in questo basso inferno.' 

Cf. Virgil: Aeneid VI: 280-1. 

ferreique Eumenidum thalami et Discordia demens, 
vipereum crinem vittis innexa~cruentis. 



277 

34. Cf. J. H. Muirhead: "Chapters from Aristotle's Ethics." 

(London:l900). pp. 116-135. 

Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethicst VII:I. 

6-rt. 1wv TT~p~ -r) 1ei. q9tuk T.:;v Tf'lo<. 
~l'3'7 k""{{{o<. J kpatcrfp i)'? flo-r~s. 

35. Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics: IIIsVII:lO. 

36. Cicero: De Officiis: 1:13. 

~uum autem duobus modis aut vi aut fraude fit iniuria, 
fraus quasi vulpeculae, vis leonis videtur; utrumque 
homini alienissimum, sed fraus odio digna maiore. 

37. · For an interesting espoaition of the doctrine of the 

Eleventh Canto of the "Inferno", the following•work 

may be consulted: 

Luigi Pietrobono: "Dal centro al cerchio." · (Turin: 1 • 

2nd ed: 1956). cap. I, La lezione virgiliana e l'ordin&.mento 

.ur,r... morale· dell' Inferno. pp.15-30. 

Cf. also: H.W.V.Reade:· "The More.1 System of Dante's 

Inferno."· (Oxford: 1909) • 

38. Inferno: XI:79-83• 
Rememberest thou not the words with which thy Ethics 
expounds the three dispositions which are ag&inat 
the will of heaven, incontinence, malice and mad brutish
ness, and how incontinence offends God less and incurs 
less. blame? 
Cf .• S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theol: II:ii:qu: 154, art 11. 

Bestialitas differt a malitie. quae humane.e virtuti 
opponitur~ per quemdam excessum circa eamdem materie.m, 
et ideo ad idem genus reduci potest. · 

Cf. Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics: VII:I. ' 

·Cf. E.Moore: "Studies in Dante." Second Series. p.152 

sqq: (Classification of Sins). 

Giovanni Busnelli: 11L'Etica·Nicome.chea e 1 1 ordinamento 

morale dell'Inferno di Dante." (Bologna.:1907). 

K.Witte: "Essays on Dante • 11 (E.T. London: 1898). 

Essay on -~The Ethical System of the Inferno and Purgatorio." 
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39. Inferno: IX:ll2-117. 

Just as at Arles where the Rhone makes a s"W'8.mp, and 
at Pola near Quarnero which bounds Italy and bathes 
its confines, the graves make the whole place uneven, 
so they did here on every side, except for their more 
grievous nature here. 

Zingarelli draws attention to the significance of the 

tombs in the symbolism of heresy. 

Cf. N.Zingarelli: "La vita., i tempi e le opere di Dante." 

vol.II: p.926. 

Notava il D'Ovidio i sepolcri esser tante conventicole, 
chiesuole, conciliaboli, ciascuno col suo eresiarca: 
ma il Poeta. nel gran numero delle tombe, nell'incredibile 
quantitA dei sepolti vede una tal diffusione e tanta 
varietl di eresie che ora ci riesce quasi nuova, pur 
sapendo della lor diffusione in Europ~a tra la fine 
del sec.XII e il seguente, in Lombardia e in Firenze 
stessa, centro assai importante •••••••••• Egli pone 
in questi sepolcri gli eretici che non porta.rono scismi 
e divisioni, non Si organizzarono in azioni rivoluziona.rie; 
ma nutrirono e se§uirono opinioni contrarie a.Ila diritta 
fede,rimanendo pi~ o meno cbiusi. 



279 

CaAPT:illH TWELV:B 

THE RATIONAI. AND 'l'HE JYSTICAL IN THE 'DIVINA COMTulEDIA' • 

I. 

If divine Justice in the "Inferno" establishes itself upon 

the principles of the Aristotelian ethic, the order observed by 

human societies in their constitution and laws must also conform 

to it. In the sphere of Venus which the poet describes in the 

Eighth Canto of ·!;he 11Paradis;l'on, he sees the souls of those who, 

having known sensual passion, have repented and found the divine 

mercy itself. He converses with the son of Charles IInd, King 

of Naples, the charming and courteous young man designated King 

of Hungary, who died in 1295, at the age of twenty four. The 

poet speaks of him with warm affection, obvio1'$ly in recollection 

of that gay and splendid time when, with his retinue of tvrn hun

dred knights, he came to Florence and stayed three weeks in the 

city. It must have been an incident of great brilliance, of pa-

geantry, of laughter, of amusement, with the golden lilies flut-
1. I 

tering in the breeze, wi~h the rose and silver, silk and gold of 

the pennants of chivalry. Writine; some twenty years after the 

event, Dante must have remembered vividly the expectation and pro-

mise of that day. He was himself distinguished among that group 

of young poets who had' lent such lustre to the name of Florence •• 

••• already famous, confident, and eager. If we may judge from 

what is related in the 11 Paradiso 11
, Charles Martel himself)handsome 

and accomplished
1
must have been drawn to Dante by every bond of 

sympathy and affection: 

Assai m'amasti, e avesti ben onde; 
che s'io fossi gia stato, io ti mostrava/ 
di mio amor pi~ oltre che le fronde. 2• 

The young prince enters into a lengthy discussion on the subject 

of the government of states, explaining hmv it is that families 

degenerate from their former competence and vigour, and hovr divine 

Providence guides the societies of men by those natural laws which 

can be ascertained by the light of reason. He goes on to ask the 
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question: 

' 'Or di: sarebbe il peggio 
per l'uomo in terra, se non fosse cive?' 
1 Sl 1 rispuos 1 io; 'e qui ragion non mi cheggio. 1 3·/ 

However, Charles continues with his expositionJin which he follows 

the Aristotelian doctrine, assigning a division of labour in the 

organization of society. 

'E pu~ elli esser, se gib non si vive 
diversamente per diversi offici? 
Non, se'l maestro vostro ben vi scrive. 1 4./ 

He declares that the social life of mankind calls :for a variety 

and harmony of talents in the pursuit of a common end. Nature 

has provided for this in the prodigality, in the diversity, in the 

variegation of the types that she has produced. This, Aristotle 

had explained~· as due to the influence of the whole process of 

generation, according to which the characteristics of a species 

tend to perpetuate themselves in the temporal order. This in-

finite repetition of an individual pattern is an imitation of that 

eternity vJhich belongs to God, the Prime 1iover. There is, how-

ever, a further explanation to be discovered in the heavenly 

bodies which communicate to men the various temperaments, disposi-

tions and aptitudes which they possess. It may be pointed out 

that the details of this philosophical digression, in so far as 

they involve that astronomical science in Vihich Dante was so in

terested, cease to be Aristotelian. 5 · l,'fe become aware of what may 
1he. 

be called~sociology of Dante. This must be taken to mean the 

poet's vievr that the happiness of a society depends upon the con

trast and variety of human types and the division of labour in the 

common tasks which the city exists to perform. This is the prin-

ciple of harmony in the state. It will be remembered that such a 

vieVT is strongly emphasized by the Greek genius and finds clear 
6./ 

expression in the writings of Aristotle. 

In his capacity as a philosopher as well us a Christian theo

logian, Dante does not hesitate to amend, to enlarge and criticize 

the views of Aristotle ·where they conflict with his own. 1'Jhere 

he does this, he does so always in the light of the Christian re-

vela ti on. In the eighth sphere, the poet under the guidance of 

Beatrice appears before the three leaders of tte Apostles. 

S. Peter questions him about faith, S. James about hope, and 

S. John, about that mystical and yet commonplace virtue of charity. 
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The rrdisciple whom Jesus loved" shines with so brilliant a glory 

that the shape of Beatrice seems almost to vanish.7·/In this way, 

the poet represents hovJ" rational and doctrinal theology are made 

dim by the brightness of that mystical theology which is derived 

from the F'ourth Gospel. So too the order of the rational and in-

telligible pales in::,to oblivion before the light which is charity. 

In reply to the demands of S. John, the pdet makes answer in the 

catechism of love: 

Mentr'io dubbiava per lo viso spento, 
della fulgida fiamma che lo spense 
usci un spiro che mi fece attento, 

tl 
dicendo: 'Intanto che tu~risense 
della vista che hai in me consunta, 
ben ~ che ragionando la compense. 

"\ 
~di ove s'appunta 

Comincia dunquep 
l'anima tua, e fa ragion che sia 8./ 
la vista in te smarrita e non defunta; 

The vision of love in all its glory has blinded the eyes of Dante 

so that he is hidden in the divine darkness which is yet excess of' 

light. In similar language, the author had spoken in the 11 Convi-

vio 11 of that element of the soul which participates in the divine 

nature by reason. The intellect is so completely divested of 

anything material that the light from God flows into it as into an 

angel, with that swiftness, that glow, that luminous comprehension 

which find no hindrance • (E quella anima ••••••••••••••••••••••• 

•••••••• participa de la divina natura a guisa di sempiterna intel

ligenzia; per1 che l'anima~ tanto in quella sovrana potenza 

nobilitata. e dinudata da materia, che la divina luce, come in 

angelo, raggia in g_uella: e perb ~ l'uomo divino animals da li 

filosofi chiamato.) 9•/so in this passage in the "Paradiso", the di

vine light bursts upon the soul of the poet>causing him to go mo

mentarily blind vii th its brilliance and splendour. It may be re

called how in the seventeenth century, S. Francis de Sales and the 

French spiritual writers expressed a similar idea concerning an 

element of the human spirit which is in communion with God and 

which they designated the flfine point of the soul.tt 

In the examination which he undergoes from S. Jo~~' Dante 

goes on to say that all his desire is directed towards the attain

ment of the Supreme Good. 

Lo ben che f'a contenta q_uesta corte, 
Alf'a ed 0 'e di q_uanta scri ttura 
mi legge amore o lievemente o f'orte. 10./ 
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l1i th this statement may be compared the words of the Second Can-

zone: 

Amor che ne la mente mi ragiona 
de la mia donna disiosamente, 
move cose di lei meco sovente, 
che lo'ntelletto sovr'esse disvia. 
Lo suo parlar s\ dolcemente sona, 
che l'anima ch'ascolta e che lo sente 
dice: 11 0h me lassa! ch' io non son possen:te / 
di dir quel ch'odo de la donna mia! 11 11

• 

As in these verse) and as in the reply which he makes to J3onagiunta 

in the "Purgatorio11 and as we may gather from other passages, it 

is no longer a question of that profane and romantic love to which 

he was at one time so passionately inclined. It is the infinite, 

omnipotent, eternal love upon which he now dilates, the love which 

has God for its ooject and no other, and which com1)rehends within 

itself all those lesser and mutaole loves of the human spirit. 12./ 

It is the love "which moves the sun and the other stars", and 

which diffuses itself so that all things may acquire that divine 

goodness in which they· are meant to participate. Thus they become 

the mirrors of His glory. 13 ·~hus they show ~·orth the excellence of 

their Creator. They represent His goodness, His beauty, His per-

faction. In the order of creation, their last end is the acqui-

sition of the divine likeness. Dante knows the teaching of 

S. Thomas. He repeats the lesson of the divine love in his own 

way and with all the ardour of great poetry. He has his own 

accent, his own emphasis, his own lesson to convey in all the 

glowing similitudes, the light, the colour, the immensity and mu-

sic of the celestial spheres. What he says is not substantially 

different from the teaching of S. Augustine. In one respect it 

might be said that the whole of the "Divina Commedia 11 is a commen-

tary on the famous text of Augustine in the 11Gonfessions 11
: 

11
Sero 

te amavi, pulchritudo tam antiqua et tam nova, sero te amavi~ et 

ecce intus er~et ago foris, et ibi te quaerebam, et in ista for-

mosa, quae fecisti, deformis inruebam. mecum eras, et tecum non 

eram. 

essent. 

ea me tenebant longe ate, quae si in te non essent, non 

vocasti et clamasti et rupisti surditfatem meam: corus-

casti, splenduisti et fugasti caecitatem meam: fragrasti, et duxi 

spiritum, et anhelo tibi, gustavi et esurio et sitio, tetigisti me, 
14./ 

et exarsi in pacern tu am. tt 

\·!hen the Apostle continues the examination, demanding the 
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reasons and motives for this love which the poet professes, Dante 

once more falls back on the Aristotelian philosophy. '.'Je need not 

wonder at this. Aristotle's influence was great not only in the 

mediaeval but in the ancient world. In matters of scientific 

theory, even Plotinus follows his doctrine and observation. In 

his interpretation of the beautiful myth of Eros, the Earthly Love 

is no rival and competitor1~i{h the Heavenly~ but rather its inef-

fectual and irresolute imitator. It is not surprising therefore 

that the influence ·of the Peripatetic metaphysic asserts itself 

again even in the most exalted moments of the poet's contemplation. 

The rational enquiry and scientific investigation so faithfully 

pursued by Aristotle have their· necessary place in the glory of 

Heaven. They are the necessary preparation for the revelation 

which makes perfect and which illuminates the darkness of this 

world. There is, of course, much truth in what Dante is trying 

to express. One has only to consider the affection of friendship 

or 11 Philia" so intimately and carefully described in the 11 Nico

machean Ethics 11 to discover anc·, emotion which is alien neither 

from the New Testament nor from the Old. It is there revealed 

not merely as the :friendship which binds two people together, as 

David and Jonathan in their heroic and impassioned devotion. It 

may be said that behind it stands the conception of the covenant 

between Israel and God. This represents an aspect of that 
11 philia" which Aristotle recognized and which he regarded as con-

stituting such an important part of human personality. In the 

New Testament it leads on to that richer, more complex emotion 

which we discover in the great discourses in S. John's Gospel. 

Dante develops his argument in the logical terms of' the Schools, 

expounding a metaphysic which is clear and def'inite, which is 

founded not only upon the revelation of the Scriptures but also 

upon the philosophy of Aristotle coloured by that neo-Platonisrn 

which was so widespread in the Middle Ages: 

E io: 'Per fi~osofici argomenti 
e per autorita che quinci scende 
cotale amor convien che in me s'imprenti. 

Che,.'l bene, in quanto ben, come s'intende, 
cosi accende amore, e tanto maggio 
quanta piu di bontate. in s~ comprende. 

Dunque all'essenza ov'~ tanto avvantaggio, 
che ciascun ben che fuon.di lei si trova 
altro none ch'un lume di suo raggio, 



piu che in al tra comrien che si mova 
la mente, arnando, di ciascun che cerne 
il vero in che si fonda questa prova. 

Tal vero all'intelletto mfo sterne 
colui che mi dimostra il primo amore 
did tutte le sustanze sempiterne. 

Sternel la voce del verace autore, 
che dice a Hois~, di s~ parlando: 
"Io to faro vedere ogni valore." lG./ 

In explanation of this passage, mosj; commentators refer to 

the "Liber de Causis", in which the author declares that God is 

the Supreme Cause, O.f all existences, to whom all spiritual beings 

are directed as constituting also their Final End. This is in 

virtue of the law which enjoift-1 that n.11 such entities endeavour to 

reuni~e themselves with their First Principle. This interesting 

work is described as an Arabic recension of Proclus' "Elementatio 

Theologica 11
• It consists in 32 propositions, expressing in the 

main the Neo-Platonic doctrine of emanationism. The Arabic origin 

of this book is referred to by S. Thomas in his commentary on it. 

He was equally well aware of its derivation from Proclus,having 

instigated its translation by Hilliam of Moerbecke. 17·/ 
In the 1rhird 1rreatise of the "Convivio 11

, Dante had written an 

exposition of this doctrine of spiritual attraction,citing a quo

tation which he attributed to the "Liber de Causis 111 ~u_..( which was 

actually derived from S. Thomas's commentary on that work. 

During the Middle Ages, the book was generally considered to have 

been composed by Aristotle. There is some justification for this 

mistaken opinion since, despite its Neo-Platonist colouring, it 

reverts in certain places to the .Aristotelian metaphysic. Dante 

himself appears to regard it in the light of those Christian and 

Aristotelian principles which he had learned from S. Thomas Aquinas 

and S. Albert the Great. 

After the philosophical arguments which he propounds, the 

poet clearly rests his authority upon the witness of the Old and 

New Testaments for the belief that the divine love, caritas, is 

alone truly deserving of the name. All other loves look to that 

one supreme love which is light and truth and goodness, just as 

every flame may be said to be kindled by the sun~9r:r~e Apostle him

self declares that, in the definition of charity, the Christian 

revelation must agree with the conclusions of reason. 



E io udi': 'Per intelletto umano 
e per autoritadi a lui concorde ('J.O) 
de'tuoi amori a Dio guarda il sovrano. 

Thus the Aristotelian metaphysic transformed and shaped by Pla

tonism is able to provide. the Christian mystic with a rational 

system in explanation of his belief's. In this process, it becornes 

illuminated and coloured by the mystical ardour of the poet. 

Nevertheless, it remains one of the constituent elements in his 

philosophy. It must always be remembered, hovirever, that it is an 

Aristotelianism which is seen in the light of the commentaries of 

S. Thomas, in which there are various modifications, adjustments 

and. alterations in order to reconcile it with those truths which 

belong to the revealed order. It is worth noticing, also, that 

in spite of the theological exclusiveness of the Fourth Canto of 

the "Inferno11 , Dante returns at times to the humanistic spirit of 

the Four Treatises. The calmness and serenity of that luminous 

rationalism of his earlier days makes itself felt in those pas

sages descriptive of the great men of the past. 

In the 11 Inferno" Virgil enters upon an explanation of 

religious aesthetic, suggesting that it may be established upon 

the principles of Aristotle. Of this it may be said, that such 

an aesthetic is capable of apprehending those values which are 

clearly seen because they are seen in God. The Roman poet, in 

the course of a long philosophical digression, refers to those 

texts of the Aristotelian corpus which support his views: 

'Filosofia', mi disse, 'a chi la'ntende, 
nota non pur¢ in una sola. pa.rte, 
come natura lo suo corso prende 

Da divino intelletto e da sua arte; 
e se tu ben la tua Fisica note, 
tu troverai, non dopo molte carte, 

che l'a.rte vostra quella, quanta pate, 
segue, come'l maestro fail discente; / 
sl che vostr' a.rte a Dio quasitnepote. 

21
• 

There is nothing in tl1is to cause any surprise • Vlhat we 

. discover here is the mood of the 11Convivio 1~ transformed and 

deepened. perhaps, but representing what is essentially the point of 

view of that classical Humanism which the poet then professed. 

Even at that time, in the Third. Treatise, Dante had asserted that 

Philosophy as the creation of the divine intellect may be spoken 

of as the daughter of God. 22 •/...rt is the endeavour to reproduce 
' some aspect or truth of nature. It rests upon a certain philo-

sophy of Nature, and indeed presupposes it. It is incapable of 



286 

reflecting upon its own ideals and significance apart from a philo-

sophy, a point of view, a contemplation of Nature. In tha;t re-

spect, therefore, it is proper to attribute to it an affiliation 

to Nature, which remains itself the creation of God. The origin 

of art, in all its manifold achievements, as also of the human 

understanding 1is God, who is disclosed in the process of aesthetic 

t . · t 23 • tn_ t . . . f . t ' t th . t t i$ tth"'.tt · G d 1·n,., ac ivi y. 1illa is signi ican aoou · is s a emen 
11
i is o •.'uo 

is :perct~ved as the originator and Prime Mover of those sublime 

creations of the Greek and Latin genius. ·The words of Horace 

fitly describe the poet's art)and Dan:Jte would not have disagreed 

with the invocation to Apollo in symbolic allusion: 

spiritum Phoebus mihi, Phoebus artem 
carminis nomenque dedit poetae. 
virginurn primae puerique claris 

24
./ 

patribus orti, 

In Christian art, however, what had formerly remained hidden, con.,. 

fused and obscure becomes clear and explicit. For in this, with 

all its beauty and glory, its music, its colour, its poetry, its 

philosophy, and in the Liturgy., vrhich may be regarded as the sacred 

art, the human intellect comes to recognize the divine law itself. 

It is the expression of that supernatural world which the artist 
25./ knows by intuition and vision. 



"---'· 

II. 

In the 11Convivio 11
, Dante seems to affirm that the first task 

is to restore the method a.nd procedure of Aristotle in his enquiry. 

Y·fi th this intention, the science of Ethics must acqtj,ire a proper 

order and form, a psychology and philosophy of human nature. It 

must, therefore, be established upon the principles of Aristotle 

which in a changing world we may regard as permanent and which are 

the result of observation and reflection. In this way, we are 

able to pursue the ideal which we have set before ourselves, which 

is nothing less than the realization of the highest and noblest 

type of humanity. As we have already remarked, the poet does not 

ignore the limits which must be set to rational knowledge. He 

endeavours to overcome such difficulties by means of an Ave~roism 

v1hich is implied rather than stated and which consists in a doctrine 

of knowledge adapted from the theory of the passive intellect ad-

vanced by that scholar. Dante, of course, never employs the po~ 

sition of the Latin Averroists despite his admiration for their 

illustrious master. Later, however, in the "Divina Commedia11
, he 

can no longer be satisfied with a Humanism which is purely Aristo

telian in inspiration and spirit. Lian ii;; not an end in himself. 

He is not~crea.ture whose life is circumscribed by the inevitable 
- ,. 

. _(2.;)(;tinction of all his hopes and fears in death. In the earlier 

work, following S. Thomas, he had written that the soul as a sub

stantial form is the direct creatiam of God. 
29~ had in impas-· 

sioned accent affirmed the Christian and philosophical belief in 

the immortality of' the soul. He knows by revelation ancl also by 

meditation of s. Augustine's profound and luminous doctrine of the 

soul that man is made for God. 27·~owever, he in no way rejects the 

classical Humanism vrhich for him includes all that glory of art, 

and the spirit of philosophical enquiry. •,:e have observed how·, 

in his description of Limbo, he feels compelled to assume an a.tti-

tude in some respects stricter than that of S. Thomas. In spite 

of this, his thought,as a Christian philosopher and theologian, 

discloses the influence of those whom he has by the canons of an 

inflexible orthodoxy condemned. In the Heaven of the fixed stars, 

in the presence of the three great Apostles themselves 1he appeals 

to the propositions of Aristotelian rationalism. S. John con

ducts the examination on charity very much in the manner of a 

I:.'Iediaeva.l Llaster in the schools. He recognizes that the human 
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intellect, in its reasoning, is able to arrive at such conclusions 
28./ 

as Revelation affirms in peroeiving the necessity of divine love. 

Again, we may recall, that with the aid of the Aristotelian philo

sophy in the irne Monarchia:(presumably contemporary with the 

earlier part of the nDivina Commedia"),the poet defines and estab

lishes t~e ideal order of Christian society.
29

•fn the course of 

this discussion, he sustains a lively argument against certain 

theologians and canonists who were insistent that the Bible and 

the Fathers were sufficient of themselves for all purposes of ex-

position. Thus, the principles of Aristotelianism still give 

light and form to his thought. He finds himself compelled to 

employ them in order to explain and elucidate the great Christian 

doctrines and to justify them to the critical intellect. 

Curiously enough, he had discovered certain unexpected simi

larities between the Nee-Platonic work, the 11Liber de Causis'\ and 

the Apocalypse of the Christian prophet. In the 11Convivio" there 

are certain tremulous and hesitant tendencies in the direction of 
30./ 

the irrationalism of the mystics. Tn the 11 Divina Comrnedia11
, for 

all the mystical theology of its concluding cantos, a certain 

clarity of intellectual perception is evident. It is moreover 

in the Empyrean, the place where we should least expect to find it, 

that this becomes most conspicuous. Here, the poet under the 

guidance of the great contemplative, S. Bernard, is enlightened 

with the revelation of the high mystery of the Christian Faith. 

The mystical intuition reaches its culmination in the thirty 

third canto of the 1~Paradiso 11 and brings to fulfilment the en

deavour of the mind to attain to the Supreme Intelligence. Here 

it is also that Dante's philosophy of love comes to fruition. It 

is usual to refer to S. Augustine, S. Anselm and S. Thomas as the 

aut\wri ties. for this theory in all its nlEt·t\;i tude. 
~ ' 

The influence 

of S. Francis vrnuld seem to be no less strong, however. But~111ain-

tained with some plausibility that the poet was a Franciscan 

tertiary u.nd this view was taken up and elaborated by P. A. Hart~ti~ 
'>'ii thout going into this question, it is not difficult to show the 

similarity of doctrine which exists between S. Francis and the 

poet. In the 11 Canticle of the Creatures 11
, the little poor man of 

Assisi exalts the principle of love as constituting a law of con

cord by vrhich all things are joined to their creator. 



Altissimu oftnipotente ban signore, 
lfue so le laude, la gloria e l '~onore et onne benedictione: 
Ad te solo, altissimo, se confano, 
Et nullu homo ene dignu te mentovare. 
Laudatu sie, mi signore, cum tucte le tue creature, 
Spetialmente messor lo frate sole, 
Lo qual 'e jorno et allumini noi per lui; 
Et ellu e bellu e radiante cum grande splen~o7r.e; De te, altissimo, porta significatione. 32

• 

Here S. Francis expresses in simple and artless terms, what the 

poet describes in philosophical phraseology. Dante alludes to 

the heart of the mystic rose as a kingdom that rests in such love 

and delight that desire can seek for no more ••••••• 

questo regno pausa 
in tanto amore ed in tanto diletto, 
che nulla volont~ ~ di pi~ ausa, 33./ 

In this felicity, in this triumph, love reaches its consum-

ma ti on. Throughout the 11Paradiso 11 this note of ecstatic joy in 

t11e divine love is clear. But Dante's religion is founded upon 

the knowledge of God: it is not a sentiment and emotion. The 

mysticism which he evinces becomes intellectual, ordered, directed. 

It is far removed from any idea of strange experiences and irra-

tional impulses. As it is expressed in his mature thought, it is 

the apprehension of the mystery of the divine omnipotence. Hence, 

it is represented as the perception of that light which shines 

throughout the universe before which the poet, dazzled, knows the 

ultimate secret of Being. 

Nel suo profondo vidi che s'interna, 
legato con amore in un volume, 
cib che per l'universo si squaderna: 

sustanze e accidenti e lor costume, 
quasi conflati insieme, per tale modo 
che ci'O ch'i' dico 'e un semplice lume. 

La forma universal di questo nodo 
credo ch'i'vidi, perch~ piu di largo, 
dicendo questo, mi sento ch'i'godo. 34./ 

The v10rld which is revealed to Dante, however, - its laws, its 

order, its complexity of relations - is always that which is des-

cribed by .Aristotle in his scientific t:r·eatises. The whole mys-

tery, bewildering in its vastness, comprising stars, sun, moon, 

celestial bodies, earth, may be reduced to the interdependence of 

cause and effect. As may be noticed from the above q_uotation, 
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even the activity of divine love is conceived in terms which con

form to the rigid definitions of the Aristotelian metaphysic, the 

conjunction of form and matter, substance and accident. 35·/ 
If we reflect upon the conclusions which the poet advances, 

it m~ght have seemed that there was no need for him to go beyond 

those limits which reason imposes on the intelligible. No doubt, the. 
effort to understand it would mean arduous intellectual labour, but 

nothing which is beyond the capacity of reason to determine nor 

indeed beyond the scientific theories of Aristotle. This, after 

all, is only another way of saying that such an endeavour does not) 

in the last resort, exceed the powers of the human spirit. This 

is the point of view of the 11 Convivion, this is its inherent ra-

tionalism. It assigns a glory to the human mind, a perfection, a 

dignity, an exaltation of that genius which was later to manifest 

itself in al1 its intensity in the worl-<1. of Leonardo da Vinci. 

;·:e have spoken a great deal of Aristotle ,and it will be admitted 

that in the major works of' the poet, his influence is considerable. 

But whether we speak of .F..ristotle, or S. Thomas or S. Bonaventura, 

we should do well to heed the warning of Francesco Orestano who 

declares that in discussing such doctrines as they: are represented 
. "'II. 36~/ in the work of Dante the poet employs and adapts them with" the in-

dependence of genius. 

It is significant that the divi:i1e essence which,in the third 

canto of the ttPurgatorio 11
, Dante had affirmed to be unknowable to 

the human intellectJis suddenly revealed to· him in Heaven. 37 ·1.n 

that luminous l!,irst Substance, which disposes and sustains the 

universal order, three circles appear, three-fold in colour, equal 

in circumference. The first is reflected by the second, while the 

third receives its light from the other tvro ...... as the light of 

the rainbow and as the fire issuing from it. Yli thin the second 

circle ap1Jears the image of a human face "the brightness of His 

glory and the express image of Eis substance". In this vision, 

the Blessed Trinity is represented in a symbolism which seems to 

owe something to the prophet Ezekiel and the Christian seer of the 

Apocalypse. The Son proceeds from the Father, the Holy Spirit 

proceeds from the Father and the Son. Furthermore the Eternal 

Ford becomes incarnate in the manhood of Jesus Christ, born of 

Uary 

••••••••••• la rose ~n/che il verbo divino 
carne si fece· 3 • 

' 
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Ho doubt, this is the simple affirmation of the Catholic 

Creeds and of the doctrinal formularies of the Church. However 

simple it may be in statement, its intellectual .apprehension is by 

no means easy. \7hat cannot be expressed by the propositions of 

logic, can nevertheless be suggested by the colours and symbols 

of the artistic imagination. Dante therefore combines the mathe

matical with the prophetic in his strange representation of the 

mystery of the Blessed 'I'rini ty: 

Nella prof onda e chiara sussistenza 
dell'alto lume :parvermi tre giri 
di tre colori e d'una contenenza; 

a l'un dall'altro come iri da iri 
parea reflesso, e'l terzo parea foco 
che q_uinci e quindi igual~nente si spiri. ........................................ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
0 luce etterna che sola in te sidi, 
sola t'intendi, e da te intelletta 
e intendente te ami e arridil 

' Q,uella circulazion che si concetta 
pareva in te come lume reflesso, 
da.lli occhi miei alc:.uanto circunspetta, 

dentro da s~, del suo col ore ::·-vstesso 
mi parve pinta della nostra effige; 39./ 

Nobody has ever been able to express so vividly the truths of 

the spiritual life in poetry and image. In the Second Treatise 

of' the "Conviviott, Dante had affirmed that certain experiences 

must be relegated to the category of the ineffable as being beyond 

description.4°·like Henri Bergson, he knows that we cannot think 

at all except by means of the concept of space and that we are 

obliged to express relationships and meanings through the medium 

of words.41.~ante makes the attempt, of course, and it is his task 

as a poet to do so. If he is not completely clear in the descrip-

tion which he gives us, that is because he has deliberately left 

certain details vague and obscure. It would have been a mistake 

to try to define vri th loeica.l precision vrhat in the nature of the 

case must transcend all human experience. The Nao-Platonist 

element in his theology and in the speculation of the Middle Ages 

generally would have taught him that God must surpass all the 

categories of human knowledge. That he has learned much from the 

teaching of S. Thomas is not disputed, though few would be pre

pared to concede that he finds himself in complete agreement with 

the Angelic Doctor. It might be said with some truth that the 
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tila=t 'lih-o theology og s. Thomas consists in the Platonist doctrine 

of S. Augustine shaped and coloured by a modified Aristotelianism. 

~!hat is intuition and vision in Augustine attains to metaphysical 

consistency and order in S. Thomas. Thus, in considering the 

various philosophical and theological influences which enter into 

the poet's thought, 718 must stress these ideas which he derives 

from Platonism. It may be remembered how S. Augustine came to 

the knowledge of God as the unchanging Light of eternal truth. 
,s'tl,e 

It came11~ culmination of the Platonic ascent of the soul from 

the lower to the higher, from the exterior colours, shapes, 

appearances to that interior liglj.t. The well-known arguments 

proceed in their accustomed manner. All ,iudgernents of value im

ply an absolute standard of judgrnent. The human reason which 

does not in itself constitute an absolute or changeless power yet 

attributes a higher value to the rational than to the irrational, 

to life rather than to the lifeless, to the eternal and. un

changing rather than to those things which are subject to change. 

It must therefore enjoy communion with that which is itself' un

changing and eternal and this must furnish it with an absolute or 

ideal standard of value. This argument, which is to be disco

vered in Plotinus12i~ one which Augustine is never tired of ex-

pressing. In the Third l.fodi tation, Descartes constructs a simi-

lar proof which may have been suggested to him by the great African 

doctor. It is sufficient to say that S. Augustine was confident 

not only of the truth of this demonstration but also of his ovm 

experience of the transient but umnistakeable glimpse of the eter-

nal Light. From the freg_uency of his allusions to a momentary 

insight or vision we may infer that this was an experience by no 

means isolated in his contemplation of God. 43 •fhis ~in some ways 

resembles the intuition described by Plotinus the contact, 

the vision, for, says that philoso1)her: 111,'fo may know that we have 

had the vision when the Soul has suddenly taken light. The light 

is from the Supreme and is the SupEeme; we may believe in the 

Presence when, like the other God on the call of a certain man, He 

comes bringing light; the light is the proof of the advent. 

Thus the soul unlit remains without that vision: lit, it posses

ses what it sought •••••••••••• for that which illuminates the 

soul is that which it is to see just as it is by the sun's own 

light that we see the sun. 11 44./ 
This is the lux incommunicabilis which illumined the soul of 
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Augustine. It is a moral and religious experience for in it 

the mystic becomes aware of his own sin. 

It ·will be evid.ent how deeply this tradition had penetrated 

the thought of Dante. The "Para.di so" refers constantly t,o light 

as the vehicle or medium of the divine manifestation. In the 

passage descriptive of the Blessed Trinity which we have quoted.·· 

above, there is nothing in the least strange in the image which 

the poet evokes, nothing which can be called alien to the mode of 

thinking ••••••• the three-fold circle, the fire insphered, the 

fading colours as of the rainbow. We may call it a vision but it 

is not unintelligible. It employs not only images dra:wn from the 

.Bible but also certain scientific notions with "'hich Dante -was 

acquainted. 

We discover here an aspect of the intellectualism of the poet 

disclosine; itself in the geometrical figures which are projected on 

to the canvas. The circle, constituting the most perfect shape 

that the Euclidean geometry could conceive, provides a symbol of the 

three divine Persons of the Christian Trinity.46 Here,therefore, 

the revelation of that mystery which must ever remain the most 

incomprehensible to the human mind is described_ in terms of tha.t 

science which claims to be the most lucid and assured in its 

conclusions. 

Mathematics propounds theorems and states propositions which 

are true even in the most d.istant orbit of the stellar universe. 

They are true, simply because the science of which they form part 

is founded upon reason. Perhaps Dante recalled to mind that 

P~ato, the master of Aristotle, had demanded of his pupils an exact 

study of geometry as an aid to the contemplation of the abstract 

and unchangeable.47 Dante himself had affirmed, in the Four 

Treatises, that ~eometry is the most certain of all the sciences, 

bei.:ng free from those imperfections which confuse the investigations 

of other forms of knowledge.48 Apparently, he felt the attraction 

of this science be~ause of the certitude ·which attached to its 

results. He points out further that the development of its theorems 

rests upon t·wo conceptions, those of the point and the circle. For, 

a.s Euclid delcares, the point is the beginning of Geometry and the 

circ1,, as the most perfect figure in that science, may be considered 

as constituting its end. 

Geometry ma.y, therefore, be represented metaphorically as 

moving between the point and the circle as between its beginning 

and its end. These two things might appear to be antagonistic 
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to its certainty. A point does not admit of being measured 

since it is by definition indivisible. Similarly it is impos-

sible to square the circle since it is curved and therefore inca-
4 9 j ''o"'eft."f f1.10 pable of measurement. ·As a science,

11
operates with these/\concepts, 

the point and the circle1which, in the language of Kant, may be 

termed analytical P,ropositions. Because of this, they remain 
50.7 

eternally true. Thus for Dante it would seem that the logical 

deduction of truths in Geometry proceeds from certain SJnnbols ·which 

do not constitute objects of human experience and are not capable 

of empirical verification. It is presumabl_y for this reason 

that Geometry commends itself t'o him as a way of representing that 

mystery which, while it does not contradict the deliverances of 

human reason>may be said to surpass if not to confound them. 

What is important to understand in this lengthy exposition is tlj.at, 

even when he is expressing the Catholic doctrine of the Godhead, 

Dante is not content to affirm the purely mystical element of 

that experience. Plotinus speaks of ecstasy, of being suddenly 

swept away by the crest of the wave and o:f the merging of Intellect 

and object of Intellection. Dante, however,·even in the supreme 

moment of his poem when he confronts the glory of the eternal 

Godhead, does not in any vvay repudiate Aristotle or Euclid. For 

the truths which they express must ultimately be reconciled with 

that divine Reason, which is the unchanging Light of the soul and 

the Life of the whole visible and sentient Universe. 
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Notes to Chapter Twelve: The Rational and the Mystical 

in the "Divina Com.media." 

1. Cf. M. Schipa.: "Carlo Martello, un principe napolete.no, 

amico di Dante." (Napless 1926). 

Mario Apolloniot "Dante, Storia della. 'Commedia'. 11 

vol. 2, p .. 808. 

Giovanni Villani: Cronica: VIIl:l3c(5). 

"duecento cavalieri a sproni d'oro, franceschi e provenzali 

e del Regno, vestiti col re di una partita di sca.rlatto 

e verde bruno, e tutti con selle d'una assisa a palafreno 

rilevate d'ar9ento e d'oro, coll'arme a quartieri a 

gigli ad oro e accerchiata rosso e d'argento, cio~ 

I' arme d 'Unghieria, che parea la pit1 nobile e ricca 

compa.gnia. che anche a.vesse uno giovane re con seco. 

E in Firenze stette. pi~ di venti dl a.ttendendo il re 

suoa padre e i fratelli, e da'fiorentini gli fu fa.tto 

grande onore, ed egli mostrb grande a.more a. 1 fiorentini, 

' · · ' · oh.e' e bbe mo 1 to la. grazia di tutti. 11 

-
2. Paradiso: vm55-57. 

Thou didst love me much, and hadst good cause;· for 

··had I been below I would have shown thee much more 

of my love than the leaves. 

3. Paradiso: VIIIsll5-117. 

No, truly, for I see that it would be impossible that 

nature should fail in what is needful. 

4. Paradiso: VIII: 118-120. 

And can he be unless men below live in diverse ways 

for diverse tasks? 

of this. 

Not if your master writes well 

Cf. Raffaelle Restas "Dante e la filosofia dell'Amore. 11 

(Bologna.: 1935). 

5. Cf. Paradiso: VIII:l21-148. 

Aristotle: Politics: 1:2. 

Edward Moore: "Studies in Dante. First Series." p.95. 

6. Sophocles: Oedipus Tyrannos~ 56-57. 

'.) J .- "l ,.\ / v )/ -~ vd Gs .... ou ~ £.V [. V"TLV DVT£ Tflj'~ GS bU I . 
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7. Paradiso: XXV:l36-139. 

Ahi quanto ~ella mente mi commossi, 

quando mi volsi per veder Beatrice, 

per non poter veder, ben che io fos~i 

presso di lei, e nel mondo felice! 

Ah, how troubled in mind I was when I turned 
' 

Beatrice, not to be able to see her, though 

her side and in t-he happy world. 

8. Paradiso: XXVI: 1-8. 

to see 

I was by 

While my extinguished sight perpiext me yet, 

A breath came forth that held me, hearkening 

Out of the effulgence that extingui~hed it, 

Saying: "Until thou hast again the sense 

Of sight which on me was discomfited, 
• I 

~Tis well that converse be thy recompense. 

Begin then; say whereto thy soul is wed. 

Consider, and be assured that· sight suppressed 

In thee is but confounded and not dead." 

(Laurence: Binyon' s translation). 

Cf. S.Bernard. In Cant: Serm: LXXXII:S. 

Caritas illa visio, illa similitudo est. 

9. Convivio: III:II:l4. 

I 

9A. S.Francis de Sales: Trait~ de 1 1Amour de Dieu. 1:15. 

10. Paradiso: XXVI:· 16-18. 

The good that satisfies this court is alpha and omega 

o.f all the scripture that love reads to me in tones 

loud or low. 

Cf. S.Augustine: Serm: 141:1. 

Veritatem et vitam omnis homo cupit: sed viam non 

omnis homo invenit. Deum esse quamdam vitam aeterna.m, 

immutabilem •••••••• nonnulli etiam huius saeculi philosophi 

viderunt. Veritatem fixa.m, stabilem, indeclinabilem, 

ubi sunt omnes rationes rerwn omnium creati;&.rarum viderunt 

quidem, sed de longinquo: viderunt sed in erroteposit~, 

et idcirco ad eam tam magnam ut ineffabilem et beatifica.m 

possess.ionem, qua via perveniretur, non invenerunt. 

Cf. Raffaele Resta: ibid. pp.32-33. 

With reference to these lines Signor Resta says: 

"Semplicemente, senza contorsione di commento, quest.a 

lapidaria terzina, significa che Dio 'lo Ben che fa 

contenta quest.a corte' ~ a.lfa. e omega d'ogni mio amore 
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e d'ogni a.more ch'~ nell' universo, cio~,'di quanta. 

scrittura mi legge a.more'. Il Bene, sempre bene per 

se stesso, come viene capito e sentito, cost accende 

di s~ a.more in noi e, tanto pi~, quanto pib di bontade 

in s~ comprende. Ma Dio ~ essenza prima e suprema 

d' ogni bene e conviene .che sia. l' a.more pi~ grande, 

perfetto dell'animo nostro, come prima di Aristottle 

dimostra Fla.tone per il quale Dio nel 'Timeo' e nel 

'Convito• ~ il Primo Amore di tutte le sostanze sempiterne." 

11. Convivio: Ca.nzone Seconds.: 1-8. 

Cf. Purgatorio: XXIV:92-54. 

12. Erigena: De Div: Nat: 11:28. 
"Eum a.mant quaecumque amant, sive scia.nt quia amant 
sive nesc.ia.nt, hoc est, sive motu intelligibili rationa.live 
a.mant, ducente gratia, sive simplici appetitu naturae. 

Cf. Raffaelle Resta: op. cit. PP• 33-34. 

Riassumendo, ogni bene deriva e si definisce dal Sommo 
Bene, dall'Et@rno Bene, da Dio: in modo inerente, 
ogni Bene in quanto tale, acc1.eP-ee 1 deve accendere, 
di s~ a.more; scala dei valori~c~e deve essere see.la 
dei val-0ri dell(amore, onde il Sommo Bene ~ il Sommo 
Amore. sqq: 

13. S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa contra Gentiles: III;18·sqq. 

Adhuc. Deus est simul ultimus rerum finis, et primum 
agens, ut ostensum est (cap. praec.). Finis autem 
per actionem agentis constitutus, non potest ease primum 
agens, sed est magis effectus agentis. Non potest 
igitur Deus sic esse finis rerum quasi aliquid constitutum, 
sed solum quasi aliquid praeexistens ob~inendum. 

The phrase which we find so often in S.Thomas - "omne 

a.gens a.git sibi simile 11 - appears to be derived from 

the Neo-Platonic philosophy. 

Cf. Plotinus: Enn: IV:II:lO. 

c. ..... 
'i,.c:J. u ,-&.V 

L. 

14. S.Augustine: Confessions: X:XXVII. 

Cf. Gustave Comb~s: "La Carit~ d'a.pr~a saint Augustin." 

{Paris: 1934}. 

15. Plotinus: Enn:·III:V:l,7. 

Cf. Charles Boyer: "Christia.nisme et n~o-Platonisme 

dans la formation de saint Augustin." {Paris:l920). 
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16. Paradiso: XXVl:25-42. 
And ll "By philosophic arguments and by authority that 
descends from here, such love must needs imprint itself 
on me; for the good,by virtue of its goodness, kindles 
love as soon as it is known, and so much the more, the 
more of good it contains in itself. To that Essence, 
then, in which is such pre-eminence that every good 
found outside of it is nothing but a light from its 
radiance, must be moved with love>more than to aught 
else, the mind of everyone who discerns, the truth on 
which this reasoning rests. This truth he sets forth 
to my understanding who established for me the primal 
love of all the eternal beings; the voice of the 
truthful Author sets it forth where speaking of Hiinself, 
He says to Moses:'I will make thee see all goodness.•" 

Cf. Plotinus: Enn: V:VII1:4. 

/ 
'°ITo{V Toi. 

Cf. W.R.lnge: "The Philosophy of Plotinus. 11 (London:l941). 

vol.2. PP• 118-132. 

17. Cf. Majid Fakhry: "Islamic Occasionalism." (I~ondon:l958). 

ch.IV: (iii). 
Cf. Etienne Gilson: "History of Christian Philosophy 

in the Middle Ages." pp.235-236. 

18. Convivio: III:II:4-7. 

Ciascuna f orma sustanziale procede de la sua. prima 
cagione, la qua.le ~ Iddio, ,sl come nel libro Di Cagioni 
~ scritto, e non ricevono diversitade per quella,che 
~ semplicissima, ma per le secondarie cagioni e per 
la materia in che discende. Onde nel medesimo lipro 
si scrive trattando de la infusione de la bont' divina: 
'E fa.nno (si).diverse le bontadi e li doni per lo 
concorrimento de la. cos& che riceve. 1 · 

Cf. Note in the Busnelli-Va.ndelli edition of the "Convivio". 

vol:I. P• 264. 6n the "De Ca.usis. 11 
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S.Augustine. Cf. De Trin: VIII:4. 

En: in Ps • .XXXI:ii:S. 

"Omnia boni bonum, unde omne bonum, bonum cui non additur 
quid sit ipsum bonum. Dicitur enim bonus homo, et bonus 
ager, et bona domus •••••• adiunxisti, quoties dixisti, 
bonum ex quo cuncta sunt bona." 

It is to be observed that the concept of God in Augustine 

is that of the bonum omnis boni: while in Plotinus the 

notion of God is that of the "Beyond-Good" ( 5 r/~/rl·'(d_{jo,)j, 
Who is "not to be identified with the good of which it is 

the source0 , but is "good in the unique mode of being the 

Good above all that is good." (Enn: VI:IX:6 tr. Mackenna). 

20. Paradiso: :XXVI:46-48. 

And I heard: "On the ground of human reason and of the 

authorities in harmony with it, the highest of all thy 

love looks to God; ••• " 

Cf. John Burnaby: .Amor Dei. p.107. 

21. Inferno: XI:97-105. 

"Philosophy, for one who understands," he said to me, 
"notes, not in one place only, how nature takes her 
course from the divine mind and its art; and if thou 
note well thy 'Physics' thou wilt find,not many pages 
on, th~t your art, as far as it can, follows nature as 
the pupil the master, so that your art is to God, a.s 
it were a. grandchild." 

The reference is to Bk: II: ch.II of the "Physics" of 

Aristotle. 

22. Convivio: III:XII:l3. 

Cf. S.Thoma.s Aquinas' Contra. Gentiles:T~. c. 12. 

In Deo sapientia. quidem oportet dici ex eo quod seipsum 
cognoscit. Sed quia non cognoscit se per aliquam 
speci~"' nisi per essentiam, quinit'Amo et ipsum eius 
intelligere est e-ius essentia, sa.pientia. Dei ha.bitus 
e.sa ipsa Dei essentia. 

23. Cf. Raffaele Resta: op.cit. p.60. 

"in molta pa.rte della letteratura teologica. e filosofica 
del Medio-evo virt~ ed a.rte sono sinonimi; per~, Roberto 
Grossa.testa,-nelle sue traduzioni delle opere dello 
Pseudo-Areopagita distingue il significato dei due 
te.rmini. Dante usa. la pa.rola.'virt\i'anche nell(ampio 
significato che Fla.tone le dA e Dante riferisce questo 
concetto di Pl a.tone: •••••••••••.• E la ci tazione si riferisce, 
come si vedet a Platone, non a.d Aristotele, com•~ sta.to 
detto: ma ~ concetto che ~ pure in Aristotele e lo 
rilevtL Dante in un passo seguente:. 'lluesta. perfezione"' 
intende lo filosofo nel settimo de la Fisica quando 
dice ••••••• '" 

24. Horace: Odes: IV:VI:29-33. 
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25. Cf.~ Monarchia: II:2. 

Sciendum est igitur quod, quemadmodum ars in triplici 
gradu invenitur, in mente scilicet artificis i,n orga.no 
et in materia f ormata per artem, sic et natura.m in triplici 
gradu possumus intueri. Est enim natura in mente primi 
~otoris qui Deus est deinde in celo tanquam in organo 
quo mediante similitudo bonito.tis eterne in fluita.ntem 
materiam explica.tur. Et quemadmodum, perfecto existente 
artifice atque optime organo se ba.bente, si contingat 

p~ccatum Din formlta~~t\~tI¥:~Vi-t~;."~~~~!1j.~~~°ln.~~~~s11\1ite pu~~i111tiS 
sic, cum eus u 1mum per1ec~1on1s~pa.~1a.~ur aexec~lln'I 
ut ex hiis patet que de celo phylotepba.mur, restat quod 
quicquid in rebus inferioribus est pecca.tum ex pa.rte 
materie subiacentis peccatum sit et preter intentionem 
Dei nat•~a.ntis et celi, et quod quicquid est in rebus 
inferioribus bonum, cum ab ipsa materia. esse non possit 
sola potentia existente, per prius ab artifice Deo sit 
et secundario a. celo quod orga.num est artis divine quam 
naturam communiter appellant. 

Cf. S.Thomas Aquinas: In :Meta.ph: XII:3. n~2444. 

differt autem ars a natura quia. ars est principium a.gendi 
in alio, na.tura autem est principium actionis et motus 
in eo in quo est. 

Cf. Karl Vossler: "Mediaeval Culture." vol.I. pp. 128-135. 

26. Convivio: m:I1:6. 

l'anima umana, che ~ forma. nobilissima di queste che 
sotto lo cielo sono generate, pi~ riceve de la natura 
divina che alcun 1 altra.. 

ibid: IV:XII:l4. 

IV:XXI:5 • 

. lV:XXIII :3. 

27. Cf. R.lolivet: "Dieu Soleil des Esprits." (Paris}. 

P• 166. 

Augustine expresses the doctrine that the mind or rational 

soul has been endowed by God with the capacity to perceive 

the truth by its own light ••• in quada.m luce sui generis 

incorporea. 

28. While allowing for the influence of Aristotle, it is 

well to remember the warning contained in an article 

by Herbert Grundmann which appeared in "Studi Danteschi" 

(ed. by M.Barbi} vol: 18 P• 277: 

"Questa. idea di una verit~ universale egli (Dante) 
non la vede incorporata in nessun singolo pensatore 
e in nessun sistema determinato, ma l'ha rf.specchiata 
e l'ha fatto dispiegare nella armonia degli spiriti 
dei grandi do'll:.ti nel cielo del Sole." 

' 
Quoted by Raffaele Res~: op: cit: P• 201. 

29. De Monarchia.: 111:111:9. 
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30. One may legitimately speak of irrationalism as surpassing 

or dispensing with the discursive methods of reason, as 

for example in certain of the poems of the great 16th. 

century mystic S.John of the Cross. e.g. 

Oh llama de a.mor viva, 
Que tiernamente hieres 
De mi alma en el mAs profundo centro! 
Pues ya no eres esquiva, 
Acaba ya si quieres, 
llompe la tela deste dulce encu•ofttro. 

sqq: 
(Poems of S.John of the Cross: 

ed: E.Allison Peers: 

London: 1947). p· 20. 

31. Cf. P.A.Martini' "Dante fra.ncesca.no." (Arezzo:l924). 

32. S.Fra.ncis of Assisi: Laudes Creatura.rwn. 

Italian Verse. (London:l952). p.l. 

Oxford Book of 

33. Paradiso: XXXII:60-62. 

34. Paradiso: XXXIII:85-93. 

In its depth I saw that it contained, bound by love in 
one volume, that which is scattered in leaves through 
the universe, substances and accidents and their relations 
as it were fused together in such a way •hat what I tell 
of is a simple light. I think I saw the universal form 
of this complex, because in telling it I feel my joy 
expand. 

Cf.·s.Augustine: De moribus ecclesiae: Lib: I cap: XXII:30. 

Amore petitur, amore qUMritur ••••••••••••••• ~ore denique 
in eo quod revelatum fuerit permanetur. 

35. It is interesting to compare Dante's philosophy of love 

with that of Hegel as a young man. In contrast to the 

metaphysical idea. of law in Kant, Hegel in his "Spirit 

of Christianity" elaborates the theory of the law of 

love as a universal principle of harmony. It may be 

said that, under the influence of Schiller, and of his 

unfortunate friend, HUlderlin, Hegel is the systematizer 

of the doctrine of love in the history of the Romantic 

movement. 

Cf. G. della Volpe: "Hegel roma.ntico e mistico. 11 (Florence: 

1929). 

36. Cf. Raffaele Resto.: op. cit. PP• 186-197. 

Cf. Francesco Orestanos "Discontinuita dottrinali sulla 

Divina Commedia." (Palermo: 1933). p .17. 

"Non ci troviamo pift nt! con S.Tommaso n~ con Bonaventura, 
me con Dante solo, solo con Dante, il qua.le rifA le 
a.pprese dottrine a modo suo, con l'independeza del genio." 
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37. Purgatorio: 111:34-36. 

38. Paradiso: XX1II:73-74. 

39. Paradiso: XXXII1:115-120. 

In the profound and clear ground of the lofty light 
appeared to me three circles of three colours and of 
the same extent, and the one seemed reflected by the 
other as rainbow by rainboy, and the third seemed 
fire breathed forth equally from the one and the other. 
••••••• O Light Eternal, that alone abidest in Thyself, 
alone knowest Thyself and known to Thyself and knowing, 
lovest and smilest on Thyself. That circling which, 
thus begotten, appeared in Thee as reflected light, 
when my eyes dwelt on it for a time, seemed to me, 
within it and in its own colour, painted with our 
likeness; ••• 

40; Cf. Oonvivio-: II:IValb 

che perb medtsimamente dovemo a.mmirare loro eccellenza 
~ la quale soverchia gli occhi de la mente umana, st 
come dice lo Filosofo nel secondo de la. Metafisica - > 
e affermar loro essere. Poi che non avendo di loro 
alcuno senso (dal quale comincia la nostra conoscenza), 
pure risplende nel nostro intelletto alcuno lume de la 
vivacissima loro essenza, •••••••• st come afferma chi 
ha li occhi chiusi l'aere essere luminoso, per un 

. poco di splendore, o vero raggio come passa per le 
pupille del vispistrello: ••• 

41. Cf. Henri Bergson: "Essai sur les.donn•~s imm~diates 

de la conscience." (8 e 'd: Paris:l916)-. p. VII. 

Nous nous exprimons n~cessairement par des mots, et 
nous pensons le plus souvent dans l''space •• 

"Creative Evolution." (English translation by Arthur 

Mitchell). (London:l911). P• 169. 

Concepts, in fact, are outside each other, like objects 
in space: and they have the same stability as such 
objects, on which they have been modelled. 

42. Plotinus. 

As an example of this argument of an absolute standard 

Cf: Enn: V:I:ll. 

43. S.Augustine. 

Of many such usages the following may serve to illustrate 

the point: 

En: in Ps: XVI:lO. 

utcmmque nebulis diffugatis •••••• ad hunc sonum pervenerimus 
interdum ut aliquid de illa domo Dei nitendo capiamus; 
onere tamen quodam infirmitatis nostrae ad consueta 
recidimus •••••• Ecce acie mentis aliquid incommutabile, 
etsi perstrictim et raptim, perspicere potuimus. 

De Trinitate: Vlll:3. 

In Jo: Ev: Tr: 18:11. 

XII:23. 
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44. Cf. Plotinus: Enn: V:(iii):l7. (McKenna's translation). 

45. Apoc: IV:3. 

et iris erat in circuitu sedis, similis visioni smaragdinae. 

Prophetia Ezekielis X:I. 

Et vidi: et ecce, in firmamento quod erat super cherubim, 
quasi lapis sapphirus, quasi species similitudinis solii, 
apparuit super ea. 

46. Convivio: ll:XllI:2,. 

sl come dice Euclide, lo punto ~ princ1p10 di quella, 
e, secondo che dice, lo cerchio ~ perfettissim~figura 
in quella, che conviene pera avere ragione di fine. 

47. Cf. Plato: Republic: Vll:526 E. 

48. Convivio: II:XIII:25. 

E lo cielo di Giove si pub comparare a la Geometria •••••• 

ibid: II:XIII:27. 

E ancora la Geometria ~ bianchissima., in quanto ~ sanza 
ma.cul& d'errore e certissima per s~ e per la sua ancella, 
che si chiima Perspettiva. 

49. Convivio: II:XIII:27. 

lo punto, per la sue. indivisibilitade ~ innnensurabile,e 
lo cerchio per lo suo arco ~ impossibile a quadrare 
perfettamente, e perb ~ impossibile a misurare a punto. 

See Note 4. vol: I Busnelli-Vandelli edition: p. 209. 

50. W. T. Stace: "The Theory of Knowledge and Existence." 

(Oxford:l932). P• 257 sqq: ch. XI. Mathematical Knowledge. 

The following passage is relevant: 

ttGeometry is, as far as we see at present, in exactly the 
same position as a science which should take as its 
fundamental axiom or assumption the proposition 1 Uni~orns 
are one-horned horses•. From this we might deduce the 
theorems 'Unicorns have four legs', 'unicorns are mammals', 
'unicorns have two eyes', and the like. Such a science, 
if called true at all, must be called universally and 
necessarily true. For the axiom on which it depends 
is a definition or analytic proposition, and all the 
theorems deduced from the axiom are equally analytic 
propositions. But vhat such a science could not from 
its own resources tell us would be whether there are 
in the actual world any unicorns. To answer that 
question we must have recourse to empirical observation." 
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CHAPTER THilRTEEN 

TtlE PHILSO:t'HIOAL TRAD!l.J:IION 

I. 

As we have tried to maintain, the thought of Aristotle not 

only illuminates the doctrinal discussions of the 11 Convivio 11
, but 

also contributes largely to the philosophy, implicit and explicit, 

in the 11 Ih vina C ommedia 11
• The point of view adopted by the poet 

ii'\ psychology, in ethics, in metaphysics rests substantially upon 

the work of Aristotle. 1.7hen we say this, we mean that it is de-

pendent upon a version of the Peripatetic philosophy interpreted 

and understood in terms of S. Thomas Aquinas. Nor do we deny an 

occastonal sympathetic glance at the principles of Averroism, nor 

an occasional repudiation of certain Thomistic views. The Aris-

totelian influence, however, is ewrywhere. It is present even in 

those sublime flights of song in which the poet celebrates the 

glories and felicities of the mystic vision. Such experiences as 

he there describes are really a transformation of the metaphysical 

ideas which he ha' previously asserted - a prolongation and con-

clusion rather than an abrupt rejection of them. In the HDivina 

Commedia 11 , the masters of Greek wisdom ap):iear only fitfully and in 

the manner of transient, fleetine figures. They are there to 

illustrate, to indicate, to give point rather than to inform. 

Dante recalls the tradition of the Seven Sages in the "Convivion, 

though not without committing some mistakes.1./0f these, two only 

are conceded mention in the sacred poem. Thales is regarded as 

a member of the philosopgical court of Aristotle, the ruler of 

that domain which may be cilimpared to the territories of' the Chris

tian Emperor.2•/There is a brief reference to Solon as the ideal 

legislator, in3h{s resistance to tyranny. 

~e may observe that the primitive schools of Greek philosophy 

are only alluded to by way of reminiscence. Thus Thales exists 

only as a vague and abstract figure. Empedocles also cons~tutes 

one of the associates of Aristotle as he holds court in the 

Elysian meadow. His name seems to be more familiar to the poet. 

\'Jhen Virgil describes the earthq_uake which at the crucifixion 

shook the ea:rth event© the infernal abyss of night and its gloomy 

caverns, he recalls to Dante the doctrine of Empedocles. This is 
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the theory that the equilibrium of the universe is maintained by 

the discord of those elements out of which it is made and consti

tuted.4·/Heracleitus is an0ther of those illustrious men who is 

recognized as belonging to "la filosofica famigliatr. 

whom allusion is made else.where in the poem are: 

Parm'(-,nide, l.:Ielisso, e Brisso, e molti, / 
li quali andavano e non sapean dove: ). 

Others to 

\"Jhat is significant here is that Dante censures those lJhilo

sophers who have constructed their theories vii thout resorting to 

that exact method of observation and induction vvhich is the f'oun

dation of all science and which is expressed in the logical form 

of the syllogism. \;hen he speaks of the old physicists who were 

eager to propound a grandiose and impressive metaphysic evolved by 

the imagination, he employs all the severities of the Aristotelian 

criticism. 6·/And it is noteworthy that, just as in the sphere of 

the sun, he contrives to reconcile Siger of Brabant and S. Thomas, 

Joachim of Flora and S. Bonaventura, so in Limbo he composes those 

divergences which exist between the earliest philosoiihers of' the 

Greek world, with their dreams and visions, and the Easter of the 

critical and scientific method. nwherefore, as the Philosopher 

says, in the first book of the Physics, Nature wills that in our 

attainment of knowledge, progress should be made with order, that 

is, by going on from that which vrn know· better, to that v:1hich we 

know less vrell. 11 7 ./ 
Democritus only makes his ap_JJearance for a moment. The ex-

ponent of the Atomic theory had declared that he had no interest 

in the eternal silence of the Gods. But Dante does not disavow 

him on that account. In this mood of Humanism, he is prepared to 

reckon only with his enthusiam for science, his c.ontempt for 

worlctly opinion, and his asceticism. 80 /The reference to Anaxagoras 

is equally brief, equally transi toryJ though, in the Four Treatises, 

his theory of the Milky Vlay receives mention. 9 ./ 

Pythagoras, however, appears to have been one of those illus

trious names which impressed the poet, for there are frequent allu

sions to him in the nconvivio 1 ~ where he is credited with the inven

tion of the name 11 philosophy11
•
10 ·igain, Dante is conscious of the 

part that number plays in the Pythagorean theory of cosmological 

origins. It is, therefore, all the more strange that he does not 

figure in the 11 Di vina Co1n..rnediau under any aspect. 
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Dante is content to exhibit Socrates and Plato as among the 

most intimate of the family circle of the wise and learned in 

Limbo. In the Four Treatises, he does, indeed, record the fact 
11. I 

that Socrates despised his life in the service of truth. Yet, 

Socrates remains a mere name to which no definition nor illustra-

tion can be attributed. Again, a.s we have already seen, the ad-

miration which Dante seems to have felt for Plato is confined to 

the earlier work. There, it is a respect for the brilliance of 

his intellect, his love of truth, his theory of ideas, and his 

conception of human ends whli:ch inspires his description. Ho

where can we discover any proof that Dante had any first-hand 

acquaintance even with such limited portions of the Platonic 
12./ 

writings as were available at the time. lir'o doubt, in the !!Divina 

Cornrnedia 11
, the whole conception of Christian truth and of a Chris

tian philosophy expressed in terms which are predominantly 

Th~mistic, if not Aristotelian, imposed a certain reticence on the 

poet. Like Virgil and Aristotle, however near Plato may have 

come to the Revelation of God in Christ, he will experience 

throughout eternity the same insatiable desire to poss~ss and·en-

joy the Supreme Good. Dante who, in the .nconvi via", invokes the 

magnificence of his name, with many pious expressions, only alludes 

to him on two occasions in the great poem. ~!hen he does so, it 

is only to refute some particular teaching associo.ted with his 

philosophy. 

First, he repudiates the Platonic theory that the human being 

has three distinctive souls: 

quello error che crede · 
ch'un,anima so~r'altra in noi s'accenda. 13·/ 

He declares that, from the moment the Prime :Jover bestows 

life on the human el!1bryo, the soul posse.ms all its faculties: 

e fas~i.un'~lm~ ~ola, 14./ che vive e sente e se in se r1g1ra. 

In much the same vray, he refutes the idea expressed in the 

"Timaeus 11 which suggests in l'lato's dramatic and vivid fashion 

that souls originate in the stars and return there. This is a 

myth with which he is acquainted from the paees of S. Augustine 

and S. Thomas. 15 ·~e could, of' course, have read the cosmological 

dialogue or exposition, the "Timaeus 11
, in the Latin translation 

of Chalcidius, but it must remain doubtful whetner he had actually 

/ 
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done so. rJe have already discussed this q_uestion and it would be 

superfluous to consider again such arguments as exist on either 

side. i!hen Dante sees appearing in the heaven of the moon, -

coloured as the lustrous r)earl ,- the less perfect souls of the bles

sed, he naturally concludes that this is their eternal dvrelling-

place. :Further, he assuHies that the holier souls, the more con-

templative, the more virtuous, the more heroic, as for example, 

S. Thomas, S. Bonaventura, S. Bernard, are assigned to spheres 

which are more elevated and glorious. However, Bea.trice warns him 

that such a supposition is false. He must not adcept Plato's 

view. 

Ancar di dubitar ti d~ cagione 
parer tornarsi l'anime alle stelle, 
secondo la sentenza di Fla.tone. 

16./ 

But •here the exigencies of artistic order and of literary 

composition have dissuaded the poet from representing the whole 

company of the redeemed in one single vision, as in the famous al-

tar-piece of the Lamb by the brothers van Eyck. He is compelled 

by the needs of dramatic form to give an element of successiveness 

to the various personages vrhom he depicts in all the aspects and 

simil\tudes of light. There is symbolism in this and Dante em

ploys every device of art to make clear the significance of his 

representation. Moreover, the doctrinal conception of the work 

must imply a discrimination of reward, a difference of station. 

none star 11 says the Apostle ndif'f'ereth f'rom another star in glory": 

~lete must, therefore, be divergencies in holiness, in attribute, 

in disposition. The only way to represent this in poetry is to 

show the various persons in the 11 Paradiso 11 as occupying different 

spheres of light, as diffusing different manifestations of glory, 

as moving to a particular music. In no other manner can he give 

expression to his underlying belief than by describing the various 

heavens in their varying degrees of clarity: the Lfoon, with its 

pale, cloudy light: the Crystalline and tho Empyrean, with their 

brilliance and intensity. 

The poet, therefore, must disclose to his reaclers the· plan 

which he intends to follow. He does this through the lips of 

Beatrice who emphatically repudiates the Platonic doctrine. 
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Q.uel che Timeo dell'anime argomenta 
non~ simile a ci~ che ~ui si vede, 
per~ ch~, come dice, par che senta. 

Dice che l'alma alla sua stella riede, 
credendo quella quindi esser decisa18 / 
ctuando natura per forrna la diede; • 

However, Beatrice goes on to suggest an ingenious interpre

tation of this passage in the 11Timaeus" which reconciles it with 

the Aristotelian teaching. 

e forse sua sentenza ~ d'altra guisa 
che la voce non suona, ed esser puote 
con intenzion da non esser derisa. 

S'elli intende tornare a queste ruote 
l'onor della influenza e'l biasmo, forse / 
in alcun vero suo arco percuote. '-3-9. 

Here, she propounds an opinion about the influence whicn the 

heavenly bodies exert on human beings. If the interpretation 

which she gives were accepted, it would mean that, after death,· 

the forces, vrhether good or bad, beneficent or malevolent, (which 

had determined the actions of' individual men) would return to those 

spheres from which they had originated. That such influences 

exist, is for Dante a matter of certainty. There can be no dis

pute about it since the evidence from all sides seems to him so 

strong,a.nd learned men generally agree that it constitutes a scien-

tific and metaphysical truth. Indeed, as far as there is a ra-

tional system of the universe, such influences must be recognized. 

Ii'v.rther, they must be the ·objects of empirical science. Beatrice 

herself assun1es the correctness of this point of view and attempts 

to interpret the myths of Plato by means of the Aristotelian 

method. Though the effort may seem to us pedantic and illusory, 

it is employed by the poet in the interests of what he believes to 

be a rational and philosophical interpretation. 
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II. 

'.'le have space only for a brief review of those passages in 

the trDivina Co1mneclia 11 which relate to the doctrines of the other 

philosophical r.:whools. Diogenes, the Cynic, makes his arJpearance 

momentarily in the retinue of Aristotle in the Elysian fields of 

Limbo. In the 11 Convivio 11 , the Stpics occupy a place of some pro-

minence. Zeno, their founder, is obviously regarded by the poet 

with veneration as the promulgator and prophet of a lofty and 

austere morality. He is described as counselling above all things 

the pursuit of justice and truth. Furthermore, with him is asso

ciated that passionless state in which is neither joy nor sorrow, 

delight nor grief, but only the inflexible resolution of the moral 
20. I life. 1rhe Stoic philosophy seems to have excercised a great 

attraction for Dante in the days of his sorrov1 and exile. It was 

an inspiration, a light and example to him. Certainly the 11 Con-

vivio 11 discloses this particular ethic in its higlj. seriousness, 

its luminous purpose and rationalism. It is ·what brought him to 

read the books of Cicero aud Boethius, for their grave and solemn 

purpose is in itself a consolation. It is, of course, true that 

Boethius was a Christian; but that makes no difference to the 

moral attitude which he takes up in the "De Consolatione Philo

sophiae'; which is austere, resigned, reticent. Cicero's more 

philosophical writings are, of course, coloured and shaped by 

Stoic conceptions. 210~he Stoic note is soundeu in the Canzone: 
22./ 

Tre donne intorno al cor mi son venute; 

Ed io 1 che ascolte nel parlar divino 
consolarsi e dolersi 
cos\ alti dispersi, 
l'esiliot_c.m'~ data, onor mi tegno: 
ch~, se giudizio o forza di destino, 
vv.ol pur che il mondo versi 
i bianc~ fiori in persi, 
cader co'buoni ~ pur di lode degno. 

E stnon che degli occhi miei'l bel segno 
per lontananza m''°e tolto dal visa, 

che m'have in fuoco miso, 
lieve mi conterei ci~ che m'~ grave. 

Vossler has pointed out, with some justification, that Dante's 

mood of Stoicism was more an innate disposition of the mind than 

a philosophy which he acquired from books.
23

·1ndeed, his acquain

tance with the writings of this school was not by any means 
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· 24. I 
considerable. S h k 41s 1 If , eneca e nows • • • • • eneca mora e ••••••••• 

though he has nothi:ng to say about the work of its pre-eminent 

thinkers Cleanthes and Chrysippus. His knowledge of' Stoic doc-

trine is generally speaking derived from Cicero who, of course, 

represents other elements of thought which modify that teaching. 

Perhaps it is not unfair to add the name of Boethius, who repre

sents a philosophy at once Christian and P}atonist, and a morality 

v~hich is touched with the Stoic ideal of stj.bmission. In so far 

as Dante is Latin and Roman in outlook, he finds the Stoic ethic 

congenial.. Vle should observe, however, that in spite of the 

grandeur of his philosophy, in spite of the encouragement of his 

teaching, in spite of the influence which his school at all times 

exercised upon the poet, Zeno himself is relegated to comparative 

obscurity in the meadow of the Castle of Learning. He is a name 
\\ ~ . which fills the line and supplies the rhyme: Empedocles, Eraclito ,, 

e Zenone:25./ 

In the green meadows of this Elysium, two lfathematicians are 

assigned that place wlj.ich belongs to them on account of their 

intellectual distinction. 
" 26. / e Tolomeo, 

The poet refers to: '' Euclide geometra 

Eu~lid, who in the rrconvivio 11 is remembered as propounding 

the two insoluble problems at the end of his geometric studies,is 

here, like most.of the other eminent members of his company, a 

• 

name, a wandering voice. Ptolemy, however, though he too receives 

only casual mention)is everywhere present. He is the luminous 

and exemplary teacher to whom the poet owes the plan of the nine 

heavens through which Beatrice will conduct him before he attains 

to the sphere of living fire, the Empyrean, the heaven of perfect 

light. The latter, as we have seen, is postulated by Christian 

theology and by the realities of the spiritual life. In the per-

son of Ptolemy, it may be said that Greek Science accompanies, 

guides, enlightens Dante as far as the Primum lfobile, that is, as 
27./ 

far as the supernatural world of the dli:rect vision of God. 

Dante's i)rofound km.ovlledge of the science of Astronomy, as it was 

understood and practised in his own day, is evident on every page 

of the llJJivina Comrnedia". In the Four rr•reatises, however, repre-

senting a mood ilif youthful enthusiasm for a newly acquired science, 

he discourses with erudition and v:i th a sensitive g·race of prose 

on the Ten Heavens. The "Divina Commedia 11 discovers him with the 
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-
same profound interest in Astronomy, but with a mature understan-

ding and employment of its esoteric theories. IIe is obviously 

fascinated, compelled, attracted by its singularly aesthetic de-

monstrations. It is one of the sciences which he regards as of 

the greatest importance in its significance for human life. The 

movements of the planets, the alternation of the light, the astro

logical interpretations, ••• all these engage his attention and 

enq_uiry. 

There is only the most cursory reference to i~edicine and to 

what may be called the Science of Nature in the poem. Diosco-

rides, Hippocrates and. Galen are among those mentioned in Limbo 

rather in the manner of the less distinguished guests at an ambas

sadorial reception. Discorides is extolled for his investigation 

into cause and effect. He is the learned empiricist who in his 

five treatises on the use of the various herbs in I.Iedicine has 

defined with exactitude and care their properties as far as these 

may be of use in therapeutics. Galen exists only as a nrune: 

H. ' . 1 . lJ . 28 •bH t d ippocra11es receives on y a passing a .. usion. owever, ·owar s 

the end· of the npurgatorion, Dante does recall to mind the founder 

of Greek 11Iedicine. In the mysterious and (one might add) extra

vagant procession which winds its way through the Earthly Paradise 

are various personages of allegorical significance. Arnone these, 

S. Luke appears dressed as a doctor, in conformity with the tradi-
29./ 

tion which is derived from S. Paul's Epistle to the Colossians: 

L'un si mostri:va alcun de' famigliari 
di q_uel somnof1{X1c:r6.te che natura 30 / 
alli animali fe ch' ell' ha pi~. cari; • 

In Dante's time, doctors were no more :free than they are today 

from the accusation of looking for lucrative rewards in the exer-

cise of their profession. In the 11Convivio 11
, the poet classifies 

them among those who study, not for the sake of knowledge as an 

end in itself, but merely for the sake of acquiring riches. They 

are unworthy of the name of' philosopher, for the true philosopher 

is a lover of wisdom without thought of earthly advantage. 31.,ut 

the art of healing, as practised by a Hippocrates, may be termed 

a divine art, and it is for th~t reason that the poet evokes the 

memory of S. Luke the physician. He vmnts the art of Eeclicine to 

brine men to participation in those gifts which God bestows through 

nature. Furthermore, he wants the practitioners of so lofty and 
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noble an art to renounce the love of money, which defea.ts the 

true purposes of their calling. 

In the "Convivio11
, we discover those Latin writers who adap

ted Greek philosophy to the needs of a less sophisticated audience. 

Cicero aJ..l.l>ears in the Second Treatise as the writer who first 

roused that faint and tremulous interest in philosophy to which he 

confesses. It was, as he tells us, in the darkness and bitterness 

of sorrow, in the desperation of grief after the death of Beatrice 

-that, almost as a last resort, he took up the books of Cicero and 

Boethius. He read the 11 De Consola ti one Philosophiaeu of Boethius) 

with its calm and patient confidence, its ethic so strangely 

blended of Stoicism and Christianity, its Platonism, and the 11 De 

.Amici tia 11 of Cicero. 
11And hearing besides,n he declares, with candour and modesty, 

11 that Tully ha.d written another book, in which when discoursing 
116n Friendship 11 ~ he had introduced words of consolation for Laelius, 

a most excellent mo..n, on the death of his friend Scipio, I set my

self to read that. And although it was hard for me at fi.rst to 

enter into their meaning, yet finally I entered into it, as far as 

the knowledge of' Latin v•hich I possessed, and such slight ability 

as I had, enabled me to do, by which ability I already perceived 

many things in a dream as inay be seen in the 'New JJife' • 11 32 ·/ 

It may be, as Scherillo has suggested with some plausibility, 

that Brunetto Latini, Dante's o1d master and friend)had introduced 

him to these two works.33.;_{t is anyhow a likely conjecture that the 

latter would be well acquainted with the works of Cicero, since the 

section of his 11Tresor 11 whici'l discusses rhetoric is based on the 

llDe Inventionen of the great Latin orator. 

\'le can say, without contradiction, however, that the influence 

which Cicero exercised on the poet's mind, was considerable. 

The Four Treatises contain many allusions and Quotations from his 

:philoso:phhml writings •••• one has only to consult the index of 

the Busnelli-Vandelli edition to realize hovr many and how various 

they are~ Moreover, the ideal of human nobility which Dante pro-

poses with such solicitude in the Fourth Treatise owes much to 

Aristotle and Cicero. In th~s respect, it· may be said that the 
11 De Senectuten, the nne Officiis 11 and the 11 Tusculan Orations" are 

in fundamental agreement with the teaching of the 11Nicomaclj.ean 

Ethics". As we have already had occasion to observe, in the 
11 De Senectute", tl;i.e poet discovered an exquisite and charming 
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picture of an old age v1hich was made more serene by the approach 

of death. With evident admiration, he evokes the memory of 

Seneca, the famous Stoic v1ri ter and at one time Tutor and after

wards Hinister in the service of the Emperor Nero. Here, we 

become conscious of the sad, sweet music of sunset ••••• nThe 

springing music, and its wasting breath.'' 

But the author of the "Divina Commedia 11
, no longer eY...hibi ts 

any eagerness for the moral fervour and clear serenity of Cicero, 

nor for the elog_uence of Seneca. He views all things now from 

another perspective. ,He sees ev-erything in the ~ight of the mystic 

and theologian. Neither Cicero nor Seneca can be anything but 

writers of a past age whose glory has departed and whose bright

ness is tarnished and worn. He finds the ethic of Cicero inade-

g_uate 1 incomplete, unfruitful. It denotes a humanism which is 

entirely satisfied with human nature as it is, and which attri

butes to it a nobility whltch is proclaimed with easy tolerance 

and never properly explained. On the other hand, the Stoics, 

with all their noble idealism, their austerity, love of' truth and 

justice nev-er seemr to have been touched vii th that sense of com

passion which is the heart of the' Gospel. Though they were 

aware of the misery and grandeur of human existence, though they 

knew something of its tragedy, they were ignorant of the Saving 

Charity vrhich is Christ's coming in the flesh, and His lJ©st 

Blessed Passion and Resurrection. 
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Notes to Chapter Thirteen: The Philosophical Tradition. 

1. Convivio: III:XI:4. 

E dinanzi a costui erano chiamati li seguitatori di 
scienza non filosofi ma sapienti, sl come furono quelli 
sette savi antichissimi, che la gente ancora nomina 
per fama~ lo primo de li quali ebbe nome Solon, lo 
secondo Chilon, lo terzo Periandro, lo quarto Cleobulo, 
lo quinto Lindio, lo sesto Biante, e lo settimo Prieneo. 

Cf. Note 3. p. 382 vol.I Busnelli-Vandelli edition. 

2. Inferno: IV:l37. 

Dtogen~s, Anassagora e Tale, 

Cf. J. Burnet: "Early Greek Philosophy". 

4th edition: 1945). 

3. Paradiso: VJII:l2~. 
' 

per ch'un n~sce Solone e altro Serse, 

(London: 

4. Cf. Werner Jaeger: "The Theology of the Early Greek 

Philosophers. 11 (London: 1947). p. 128 sqq: 

Cf. Empedocles: frag: 109. 

""'~Tl f'tv "'f \til'latv ov..~rtl.rt~, _8od.:~ f>'\fo""f> 
ti.~ 9{r cS" ~ rn ip.i SLov) -:,. Td.f ~ul' "'Jut: ~lfii>. ov ~ 
11Trt'ii J? ncyi~'lv, vitko• 6 £ TE vt<k CL Au"(; L. 

Quoted in "Texts to illustrate a Course of Elementary 

Lectures on the History of Greek Philosophy from Thales 

to Aristotle." Edited by Henry Jackson: {London: 

2nd.ed: 1914). P• 19 no: 35. 

5. Paradiso: XIII: 125-126. 

6. ~ Monarchia:III:4. 

Et quia error potest esse in materia et in forma argumenti, 
dupliciter peccare contingit: aut scilicet assumendo 
falsum aut non sillogizando; que duo Ph~losophus 
obiciebat contra Pann~nidem et Melissum dicens: •quia 
fa.ls~ recipiunt et non sillogizantes aunt•. Et accipio 
hie largo modo 1 falsum' etiam pro inoppinabili, quod 
in materia probabili habet naturam falsi. Si vero 
in forma sit peccatum, conclusion interimenda est ab 
illo qui solvere vult, ostendendO' formam sillogisticam 
non esse servatam. Si vero peccatum sit in materi~, 
aut est quia simpliciter falsum assumptum est, au~'.f"alsum 
secundum quid; si simpliciter, per interemptionem assumpti 
solvendum est, si aecundum quid, per distinctionem. 

Cf. Aristotle: Physics: 112. 

Cf. Gustavo Vinay's edition of the "Monarchia", Notes 

3 and 4, pp.212 and 213. 
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7. Convivio: II:I:l3. 

Onde, sl come dice lo Filosofo nel primo de la Fisica, 
la natura vuole che ordinata.mente si proceda ne la 
nostra conoscenza, cio~ procedendo da quello &8 ~9elle 
che conoscemo meglio in quello che conoscemo non cost 
bene: dico che la natura vuole, in quanto questa via 
di conoscere ~ in noi naturalmente innata. 

B. Inferno: IV:l36. 

Democrito, che'l mondo a caso pone, 

Convivio: III:XIV:8. 

Per che Ii filosofi eccellentissimi ne li loro atti 
apertamente lone dimostraro, per li qualiSapemo essi 
tutte l'altre cose, fuori che la sapienza, avere messe 
e non calere. Onde Democrito, de la propria persona 
non curando, n~ barb& n~ capelli n~ unghie si togliea: 

Cf. Cyril Bailey: "The Greek Atomists and Epicurus." 

(Oxford:l928). P• 117 sqq: 

9. Convivio: II:IV:6. 

IO. Convivio: II:XV:5. 

ibid: III :XI :5. 

Questo Pittagora, domandato se egli si riputava sapiente, 
neg& a s~ questo vocabulo, e disse s~ essere non sapiente, 
ma amatore di$a.pienza ••••••••••••••••• Da questo nasce lo 
vocabulo del suo proprio atto, Filosofia, st come de lo 
amico nasce lo vocabulo del suo proprio atto, cio~ 
Amicizia. 

Cf. An interesting study by P. Vinassa de Regny: "Dante 

e Pitagora. 11 (1956). 

11. Convivio: III:XIV:9. 

12. Inferno: IV:l34-135. 

quivi vid'io Socrate e Pia.tone, 
che 'nnanzi alli a.Itri pill presso 1i stanno; 

Cf. Seneca: Epistola: 58. 

13. Purgatorio: IV:5-6. 

the error that maintains that one soul is kindled above 
another in us; 

Cf. Aristotle: De Anima:III. 

14. Purgatorio: XXV:74-75. 

and becomes a single soul that lives and feels and 
itself revolves upon itself. 

15. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: XIV:l9. 

S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theologica: III: Suppl: 955. 

• 
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16. Paradiso: IV:22-24. 

Also, it gives thee perplexity that the souls seem 
to return to the stars, in agreement with Plato's 
teaching. 

Cf. Werner Jaeger: "Aristotle." (Oxford:1948). p. 142 sqq: 

17. I Ep. ad Co~inthios: XV:41. 

Stella enim a stella differt in claritate. 

Cf. Luigi Pietrobono: "Dal centro al cerchio." (Turin: 

2nd. ed: 1956). Cap. IX p. 206 sqq: (L'ordine dei cieli 

e dell' empireo.) 

18. Paradiso: IV:49-54. 

What of the souls Timaeus has to tell 
Is not like that which is apparent here; 
For what he says it seems he thinks as well. 

He says the soul returns to its own star, 
Himself believing it was severed thence 
When Nature made it form for flesh to wear. 

(Laurence Binyon's translation). 

For a. general explanation of Dante's conception of the 

Ten Heavens, cf. Giovanni Busnelli: ~ll concetto e 

l'ordine del paradiso dantesco." (CittA·di Castello, 

S.Lapi: 1911:1912). 2 vols. 

19. Paradiso: IV:55-60. 

Haply his opinion is of other sense 
Than his words sound, and may-be bas in it 
Import of no_derisory pretence. 

If to these spheres he means the souls remit 
The honour of their influence and the blame, 
Perhaps his bow upon some truth may hit. 

(Binyon 1 s translation). 

20. Convivio: IV:VI:9. 

Furonoiidunque filosofi molto a.ntichi, de Ii quali pnMo 
e prencipe fu Zenone, che videro e credettero questo 
fine de la vita umana essere solamente la rigida onestade; 
cio~ rigidamente, sanza respetto alcuno, la veritl e 
la giustizia seguire, di nulla mostrare dolore, di 
nu.Ila mostrare allegrezza, di nulla passione avere 
sentore. 

ibid: III:XIV:S. 

21. Cf. Karl Vossler: "Mediaeval Culture." vol.I. pp. 193-203. 

22. Ga.nzone XX. 

Oxford edition,Le opere di Dante. (Moore and Toynbee). 

p. 174 lines 73-84. 
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23. Karl Vossler: op. cit: vol. I, P• 193. 

24. Convivio: II:XIII:22. 

ibid: III:XIV:S. 

ibid: IV:XII:ll. 

25. Inferno: IV:l38. 

26. Inferno: IV:l42. 

Cf. E. Moore: "S-tudies in Dante. 

P• 126 sqq: 

First Series." 

P. Toynbee: "Dante Studies and Researches." p. 50 sqq.· 

The great work on astronomical speculation is of course 

by P. Duhem: "Le syst~me du monde: histoire des th~ories 

cosmologiques de Fla.ton ~ Copernic.," (Pa.ris:l913-17: 

5 vols: unfi),ished). to..,;}. 1 ~ IGJ55 
Cf • .also L. O. Wedel: "Mediaeval Attitude towards Astrology." 

(New Haven: 1920). 

M. A. Orr Evershed: "Dante and the Early Astrono~ers. 11 

(London:l913). 

27. Apocalypsis B. Joann.is: :XX1:23. 

Et civita.s non eget sole, neque luna, ut luceAat in 
ea,: nam clari-tas Dei illuminavi t earn, et lucerna. 
ejus est Agnus. 

ibid: XXI:23. 

Et nox ultra. non erit, et non egebunt lumine lucernae, 
neque lumine solis, quoniam Dominus Deus illumina.bit 
illos, et regnabunt in saecula. saeculorum. 

28., Inferno: IV:l43. 

lfict>crhte, Avicenna. e Ga.Ueno, 

ibid: 139-140. 

e vi.di il buono accoglitor del qua.le, 
Dtoscoride dico; 

Cf. C. Singer: "Greek. Biology and Greek Medicine • 11 

(Oxford:l922). 

29. Epistola ad Colossenses: IV:l4. 

Sa.lutat vos Lucas, medicus charissimus. 

30. Purgatorio: XXIX: 136-138. 

the one showed himself of the household of that great 
Hippocrates whom nature made for the creatures she 
holds dearest, •••• 

31. Convivio: III:XI:lO. 

N~ si dee c~~e vero filosofo colui che ~ amico 
di sa.pienza per utilitade, sl come sono Ii legisti, 
Ii medici e quasi tutti li religiosi, che non per 
sa.pere studi-.no ma per acquista.re moneta o dignita.de; ••• 
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32. · Convivio: II:XIII15. Jackson's translation. 

(II:XII :5 in Bu.snelli-Vandelli edition). 

33. Cf. M. Scherillo: "Alcuni capitoli della. biogra.fia 

di Dante." (Turin:l896}. P• 406 sqq: 
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I. 

It will be evident what a prominent place the pagan deities 

occupy in the "Divina Co1mnedia 11
, for on almost every page we meet 

some allusion, some reference or some metaphor implyine their 

existence. As a Catholic, Dante's belief is that the ancients 

were prevented by error and falsehood from recognizing the truth 

of that divine revelation which was manifested to the Jews. They. 

constituted a race which was deceived by various superstitions and 

which must be described as maliciously disposed towards the truth: 

ri.) 
la gente ingannata e mal disposta. \ 

Virgil himself recognizes the illusions and deceits practised by 

the pagan gods for, at his first meeting with the poet in the Dark 

Flood, he declares that he was born: 

al tempo delli dei falsi e bugiardi. 
(2.) 

The prol)lem for Dante was to discover the origin of these :false 

belief's whli:ch had obscured the light of the truth from those who 

should have been able to perceive it. For this, he sought, with 

impassioned longing, for some clear and rational ex1)lanatio11. In 

his works, there is no evidence anyvvllere nor any suggestion that 

he ever entertained that curiously perverse idea that the pagan 

gods are the demons of Hell anxious to allure a11d inveigle men 

with their sensuality. Such a view is, however, to be found in 

S. Augustine expressed occasionally with some hesitation and in 

tentative form~ 3 .)Later, in the stern ascetic 9 S. Peter Damian, 

it attains to explicit definition and resolute denunciation. It 

may be pointed out that such a theory, extreme in its identifica

tion of the pagan cults with the principle of evil, finds some 

sup);lort in the Vulgate version of a verse in Psalm 95: "Q.uod 

omnes dii gentium daemonia, 11 and in the New Testament, in such 

passages as s. Paul's famous argument: 11Q.uid ergo? dico quod 

,. idolis irmnolatum sit aliquid, aut quod idolum sit aliauid? Sed 

quae imrnolant gentes, daemoniis imrnolant et non Deo. 11 ( 4~his 
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opinion Dante obviously rejected with vigour. No man could have 

written as he has written, no man could have used so many of the 

myths and legends of the ancient world, no man could have intro

duced the old gods in so many circumstancea and in so many colours 

,ot the imagination without a conviction that there were aspects of 

truth and of beauty which were suggested by such beliefs. Here 

again the poet maintains the attitude of the·Humanist, the scholar, 

the poet, the artist with his delight in the glory and achievement 

of the classical civilization. 

Again, there is no trace of' the rationalizing theory in Dante. 

This idea, popular since the days of Alexander, held that the 

Olympian gods are really the heroes of the human race who have 

been elevated to divine honours by general esteem. They are the 

kings, the legislators, warriors, poets, inventors of arts and 

crafts of' all kinds. While Aeschylus himself professes no such 

interpretation yet nevertheless the figure of Prometheus in his 

great play might be regarded as a S1Jllbol and image of the gods as 

benefactors of the human race. Obviously, Zeus himself' in the 

ferocity of his dominion represents no such compassion. Prome

theus, however, is a saviour, the bringer of fire, the teacher of 

all arts who in the hollow fennel stalk hid tbe(e~cret flame, the 

source of all inventions1and brought it to men. 5 He represents 

the work ~of enlightenment which the gods ought rightly to under

take. Presumably we shall never know how Aeschylus reconciled 

Prometheus to the father of gods and men in the two lost plays of 

the trilogy, but one may recollect the prediction which assures 

us of this when Zeus, mild of mood,shall make peaoe with his 
victim. (6 ) 

The rationalizing theory was advanced by the old Roman poet 

Ennius who translated into Latin the book written by Euhemerus in 

which it finds expression. It is stated by Varro and elaborated 

with all the sublety of genius by Cicero in his philosophical 

work, "De Natura Deorum". However, Dante does not seem to have 

considered it worthy of attention. He was aware that Saturn was 

the first king of Crete and that his reifn constituted a golden 

age in which all the virtues flourisijed. 7)But from that tradition, 

he drew no inference nor conclusion about the deification of fa-

mous men. For him, the legend in the form in which he had first 

heard it, was sufficient. Saturn, therefore, remains a god who 

was driven out of heaven.by a strenger and more resolute rival, 
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of 
and who, for the love~men, came down to ordain laws and customs. 

We may say that the doctrine of Euhemerism finds strong support in 

the ancient Egyptian practice of regarding the gods as kings of 

long a.go. 

Pagan thinkers had also sought for an explanation of the 

origin of religion in an allegorical interpretaion of the various 

myths. In the Second Treatise of the "Convivio'', Dante maintains 

this view, attempting to define the significance of allegory in 

its various employments. Legends, he assures us, conceal acer

tain truth hidden beneath the form of a charming dissimulation. 

Thus, the story of Orpheus, who with the sweetness of his music, 

tamed the wild beasts, and made even trees and stones to move, 

possesses a symbolic meaning.(S)For, surely, it must denote a 

spiritual and moral truth, namely, that he was a wise man who, by 

his words, persuaded the ha.rd hearts of men to gentleness and 

taught them humility. Moreover, he bent to his will men who had 

no aoqu~ntance with a.rt and science, and who, alien to the promp

tings of reason, were as stones in their uncouthness. The poet 

announces his intention of developing this theme in a later trea

tise of the book. (9)This should have been the Fourteenth Treatise, 

which was intended to contain an exposition of the nature of Jus

tice. As we know, it was never actually written, so that we can

not say how the author would have elaborated his argument, with 

allusion and image, and, one may suppose, with lucid definition. 

It is, however, not difficult to imagine how Dante would have pas

sed from a philosophical and abstract discussion on Justice to the 

theory that certain types of myth had been invented by the legis

lator in the commonwealth in order to assure his subjects of the 
triumph of virtue. This, 0£ course, was a well-worn and familiar 

theme among certain classical writers. It is intellectualist, 

reflective, expository. We find it in the pages of Cicero and 

Plutarch, and, later, it receives impression in various forms and 

in varieus degree• of eloquence by those Fathers of the Church 

whose sympathy is engaged by the old Greek culture. These a.re 

the writers and thinkers who remain true to the philosophical 

traditions of Athens, men like S. Clement of Alexandriarwho can 

still speak of philosop,. as ttthe clear image of truth, the gift 

of God from the Greeks". 10tt may be said, at this point, that the 

allegorical interpretation of the myths was as commonplace to the 

Greeks as the form of the myths themselves. It is a practice 
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which becomes clearly apparent in the wrttings of Homer (as they 

have come down to us in their present text and no doubt as they 

were composed by the author~ in Aeschylus, Sophocles, and in the 

impassioned sincer•ty of Euripides, combining the critical and 

romantic elements of tragedy. It is, of course, more evident in 

the work of the philosophers, in Pfato, in the Stoics, and in the 

later schools of Nao-Platonism. It is a poetic expedient of 

colour and image in Virgil and Ovid. In later writers, both 

pagan and Christian, it is a theory which assumes a certain extra

vaganc~ as, for example, in Apuleius, Macrobius and Lactantius. 

Most obviously, among these exponents of such a method, Cassidorus 

employs it self-consciously, while .Fulgentius makes of it a recon

dite and fantastic invention. 

This is a view which is expressed by s. Augustine, with his 

accustomed vigour and lucidity, in the "De Civitate Dei".<
11

h.om 

thence,it flows like a river, now broad, now deep, now shallow, 

now winding a devious way through the writers of the Italian 

Renaissance of the fifteenth century. It is propounded by 

Machiavelli in his "Discorsi sopra la prima deoa di Tito Livio", 

who finds in it the means by which Numa imposed upon the Romans 

beliefs which he knew were false in order to teach them the duty 

of public concord and the arts of peaoe.<12~ch a theory, one may 

well suppose, might have been developed by Dante in the Fourteenth 

Treatise of the "Convivio" and conduced to speculation and example ... 

In the Second Treatise of that work, however, the author is content 

to make only passing allusion to his intention. That he never 

realiaed it, is, of course, due to his dissatisfaction not only 

with the form but also with the philosophy which it was meant to 

express. We have, therefore, no logical and formal exposition of 

his ideas on this subject. 

Like all Mediaeval writers, with their rationalism and scho

lastic interpretation, Dante was unable to conceive of the creative 

and imaginative power of primitive peoples. Indeed, it was not 

until the eighteenth century that such a notion was brought to 

light. This corresponds to the initiation and development of the 

historical method with Vico and Herder. It is Herder who speaks 

in such vivid and glowing language of the poetry of ancient 

peoples~lJ)For him, history is intuition, imagination, insight. 

It consists in that quality of "Innigkeit", whtch he is never 

tired of expounding and which he regards as the real and living 
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way of understanding the past. He claims to know by blood and 

instinct and to enter into communion with the strange and power

ful forces which shaped the myths and legends of ancient peoples. 

In the present century, the work of C. G. Jung in psychology has 

revealed many interesting phases of experience in the mythologi

cal symbols and images of the "race unconscious". This is, of 

course, another study and another discipline altogether but it 

supports some of the conclusions advanced by Herder in his own 

brilliant and ebullient fashion. 

Dante, however, in spite of a mind which was by nature sen

sitive and alert to every spiritual imP11lse, attempts to explain 

primitive myth by a theory which excludes every religious and 

imaginative motive. ~ootrine such as his which tries to inter

pret the myths of re~igion as the inventions of wise and prudent 

legislators stands condemned at the outset as artificial. Nor 

could any Mediaeval Christian writer apply it uniformly to all 

the stories, legends and narratives of religion. By his own 

theological presuppositions, he was precluded from employing it 

to explain the more primitive elements of the Bible. For if the 

Scriptures are indeed the oracles of God, then they must be re

garded as providing an in:f'allible revelation in which no such 

human imperfections could be admitted. Mediaeval scholars were 

aware of the difficulties of interpretation, and the allegorical 

and symbolical method f'u.rnished them with a means of evading some 

of the more obvious problems of exegesis. It was not until the 

rise of the critical method in the eighteenth century that the 

literature of the Bible came to take on a new significance, a new 

colour, and a profound imaginative and psychological pattern. 

We find this approach in Herder's famous "Spirit of Hebrew Poetry", 

in whioh he employed a critical and rational jud&ment allied to 

that intuitive sympathy which is the mark of his genius. This 

work may claim to be the forerunner or tne 1nrormed critical study 

of the Old Testament in the nineteenth century. 

There is, however, throughout the whole of the "Divina Oom

media", no evidence of this formal and artificial theory of myth. 
h·s 

It may be presumed that since~earlier statement in the philoso-

phical work which he composed, the poet has reflected upon it and 

dismissed it as unsatisfactory. As a me.tter otfraot, two expla

nations are advanced by him in order to account for the origin 
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of the ancient religious cults with which he is acquainted. The 

first may be called rational and logical. It is sketched in 

vaguely and with not very much illumination in the Second Treatise 

of the "Convivio".(l~is view does not appear ever to have been 

repudiated by the poet. In this passage, he recalls to mind 

Plato ts doctrine of the Forms, al.ear, luminous, eternal and un

changing. Unable to comprehend such abstraction and incapable of 

metaphysical reasoning, men were, however, aware of certain uni

versal principles in the world. These the) erected into divini

ties of various kinds and of common employments, making gods and 

goddesses whom they could clearly recognize and worship. Thus 

to the Fire and the Corn, there is assigned a protecting and 

guardian deitys while Wisdom receives its own bright and glo

rious spirit. In this very interesting passage, Dante declaress 

•'There were others (i.e. philosophers), like Plato, a most eminent 

man, who assumed not only that there are as many- Intelligences as 

there are mGvements of the Heaven, but also as there are species 

of things, just as there is one species for all men, and another 

for all gold, and another for all riches, and so ons and they 

would have it that as the Intelligences of the heavens are prO

ducers of these movements, each with one of its own, so these 

other Intelligences are producers of everything else, and exem

plars each one of its own species; and Plato called them 'ideas', 

which ie equivalent to calling them universal forms and natures. 

The Gentiles call them Gods and Goddesses, although they do not 

think of them as philosophically as Plato; and they adored their 

images and made for them splended temples, as for Juno whom they 

called Goddess of Power, or of Vulcan whom they called God of 

Fire, or of Pallas or Minerva whom they called Goddess of Wisdom, 

and for Ceres whom they called Goddess of Corn." 

According to this interpretation, therefore, the pagan dei

ties are images, symbols, an~ similitudes of the Forms. They are 

shaped and moulded by the minds of men to give visible e~ression 

to those philosophical principles by which the universe is ordered. 

A Critical examination of this theory must reveal a certain 

confusion between categories of the psychological and the idealo

gical. On the one hand, we discover Juno, the embodiment of 

power and jealousy,1lftj Pallas, the figure of benevolent Wisdom. 

On the other hand, there are such deities as Vulcan and Ceres, who 

serve as characterizations and distinctions of the powers of 
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Nature. Vulcan, under the aspect of fire, and Ceres, under the 

aspect of the corn, must be taken to represent those necessities 

which pertain to human existence. One feels that Dante's expla

nation was hastily contrived, and that such confusion as we find 

in the details of the theory were due to the obscurity in which he 

f'ound himse1.f in expl.ahing such phenomena. It is obvious that he 

had not been able to make up his mind on the problem. What does 

he really say? The pagan deities are the shadow of certain ideal 

abstractions. By them, we grasp certain universal principles or 

forms which otherwise would elude our intellectual perception. 

They are also symbols of certain psyohologioailstates which we 

recognize in ourselves. Again, they may be regarded as images of 

the processes and provision of Nature. This is all far from 

clear and would need a great deal of careful ex.position in order 

to present a logical argument and conclusion. In this passage, 

we seem to get reminiscences of the doctrine of S. Augustine as 

that is presented in his vast, turbulent, many-coloured philoso

phy of' history. It is the great African doctor who writes: 

"Vulcanwn volunt ignem mundi, Neptunwn aquas mundi, Ditem pa.tram, 

hoc est Oroum, terrenam et infimam partem mundi. Liberurn et 

Cererem praeponunt aeminibus •••••• Et hoc utique totum refertur 

ad mundum, id eat ad Iovem, qui propterea dictus est progenitor 

genitrixq_ue, quod omnia semina ex se emitteret et in se reoiperet. 

Quando quidem etiam Matrem Magnam eamdem Cererem volunt, quam 

nihil aliud diount esse quaij terram, eamque perhibent et Iunon~m, 

et idea ei seounda.s oausas rerurn tribuunt, cum tamen Iovi sit 

dictum progenitor genetrU'que dewn, quia secundum eos totus ipse 
et mundus est Iovis." sqqs (l5) · 

From the various references and expressions of this view in 

the "De Civitate Dai", it would seem therefore that Dante derived 

suoh suggestions from s. Augustine. He confuses this theory 

even further by ~ntroducing the notion of those mysterious and 

universi;\ powers by whose operation all things are maintained and 

preserved in existence. What he implies is that, by the unaided 

light of reason, the ancients were able to recognize the various 

spiritual intelligences which only the Christian revelation could 

explall?~ On th!;s showing, therefore, the pagan rel,gions would 

seem to have originated from an intuitive perception of Christian 

angelogy. While this was inadequate, fragmentary, distorted, as 

in some broken mirror, it was not necessarily false in all the 
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particulars whioh it represented. 

The poet adds to this another explanation derived from astro

logy. According to this, the ancients had been able to arrive at 

the pBroeption of certain truths but these were contused with 

error and illusion. They were not, therefore, efficacious truths 

but merely wandering lights. They could not lead to the knowledge 

or practice of true religion. Thia is a theory which Dante ex-

pounds in a manner which is avowedly scientific and which for this 

reason constitutes what he must have regarded as a serious argument. 

In his essay on the "Mediaeval Attitude towar~s Astrology"~l7) 
Professor Theodore Wedel attributes the origins of astrological 

belief in the Hellenic civilization to the work of Aristotle.(18) 

The notion of the fixed stars, according to the Peripatetic 

view, is introduced as an explanation for the changes and mutations 

of corruptible things in the sublunary world. The stars them

selves depend upon the Prime Mover, God, who imparts to them their 

motion. This theory, beautiful in its simplicity and magnificent 

in its contemplation of phenomena, was known throughout the West 

in translations from the Arabic. The first three books of the 

"Meteores" of Aristotle were put into Latin by tha* indefatigable 

translator, Gerard of Cremona, while the fourth book of that work 

was translated by Aristippus of Palermo.(l9~here is also reason to 

suppose that Gerard 0£ Cremona was the translator 0£ Aristotle's 

"De Generatione et Corruptione". Between 1134 and his death in 

1187, he is known to have translated about seventy works from the 

Arabic and was among the most acoomplished 0£ the Toledo group 0£ 

scholars who were responsible for so many versions from Islamic 

eources.(200f course, we cannot say whether Dante was familiar 

with these treatises in Latin. They wer4 available, however, 

and, in a man of his scholarly temperament, there is the antece
dent probability that he was. Beyond this statement, we cannot 

go. Nor is it any part of the task of thts essay to determine 

the precise degree of influence exercised by different works but 

rather to demonstrate what general elements of classical erudi

tion entered into his mind. It is also worth recording that 

this same astrological theory is expressed by Cicero in his well-

known work, "De Divinatione" 9 Whether this was a treatise with 

which he was acquainted must also remain a matter of conjecture. 

It is sufficient to say that suoh speculations were to be found in 

the pages of Cioero. Dante was certainly an admirer of the more 
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philosophical writings or the great Latin orator. '!'his we know 
from wha~ he tells us in'the "Convivio" of how his interest in 

philosophy began from the endeavour to seek consolation from 

sorrow after the death of 8~e!tice. Moreover, there are allu-

sions to various wibrks of Cicero in the "De Monarchia". 

Dr. Edward Moore, in his "Studies in Dante"~2~~intained that 

the poet derived this opinion from s. Augustine~ 22)'1'here can be 

little doubt that he knew this passage and that it provided addi-

tional testimony. It has been suggested more recently, however, 

that he could have encountered such an explanation in words more 

clear and explicit in two works of Apuleius, 0 De Deo Socratis", 

and the "De Dogmate Platonis"~23)'1'hese were both familiar at the 

time and'might well have been known to the poet. Once more, we 

have no direct evidence that Dante knew either of these two works. 

We have adequate proof from his own words and citations that he 

was an ardent student of s. Augustine's "De Civitate Dei". 

Moreover, there were certain words in Holy Scripture which might 

seem to support such a view. "Qui nwnerat multitudinem stella

rum, et omnibus eis nomina vooat. Magnus Dominus noster, et 

magna virtue ejus: et sapientiae ejus non est numerus."(2,q.he 

words are allusive even if they cannot establish any definite 

theory of astrological philosophy. 
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II. 

The astrological theory which Dante maintains assumes as its 

background those cosmological speculations which had been advanced 

by Aristotle, Ptolemy and the Arabs. It is outlined, brilliantly 

and clearly>in the "Convivio", and becomes fully articulated in 

the great poem of human destiny. As a philosopher and observer 

of human nature - and Dante always claimed to speak in this cha

racter - the poet was aware that the ancients had recorded and 

confirmed the planetary influences which they believed to control 

the actions of men and nations. In the mystical treatises of 

Dionysius the .Areopagit~~' discovered what may be called an 

astral angelology. "The Celestial Hierarchy'' of this writer was 

translated into Latin ~y the eminent John Scotus Erigena., the most 

original mind of his time. It was commented on by Hugh of 

s. Viator in the twelfth century, and by Robert Grosseteste and 

s. Albert the Great in the thirteenth century. The subject was 

one which continued to excite the fascination and contemplation of 

the Mediaeval mind. Indeed, the Scholastics took this work as 

seriously as William Butler Yeats took the myths and images of 

the later Nao-Platonic philosophy~ 26)Through Dionysius the strong 

influence of this philosophy found unquestioning acceptance among 

the great theologians of the Middle Ages. Again, in the great 

intellectual construction of S. Thomas Aquinas the poet discovered 

the names of those great spiritual intelligences who have received 

from God the power of guiding the planets and of employing the 

mysterious attraction which emanates from them for the good or 

evil of mankind.{ 27) 

Dante was obliged to maintain that, in the absence of &rl7 

specific revelation, the ancients attrib~ted to their own pagan 

deities those influences which they oould not ignore and which 

they must regard as of celestial origin. They were conscious 

or shall we say they had an intuition - of the truth that the 

crosmic spaces are not mere void, terrifying and luminous in their 
vastness. They are the habitations of certain spiritial beings, 

whioh act always in conformity to that Divine Will whose mini

sters and servants they remain. To them, they assigned the 

names of their gods, Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury, Mars, Venus. 

This is the explanation which Beatrice discloses to the poet 

during his sojourn on the sphere of the moon, that cloudy pearl 

of light which constitutes the lesser eff'ulgenoe of glory: 
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Questo principio, male inteso, torse 
gi~ tutto 11 mondo quasi, s\ che Giove,(2S) 
Mercurio e Marte a nomina:r trasooree. 

By way of digression, these speculations by which the Roman 

and Olympian gods assume the character of stellar deities appear 

much earlier than classical times. We know with what precision 

and ardour the starry heavens were investigated by the Babylonl&&l. 

They divided the year into months. Their conclusions are astoni

shingly accurate when we remember their lack of scientific instru

ments o• measurement and observation. The twelve constellations 

in the Zodiac as recognized today are substantially those which 

were defined so brilliantly by the Chaldeans. Moreover, the 

Zodiacal system which they invented was an attempt to delineate 

the circular movements of the heavenl' bodies in the mysterious 

influence exerted over events on earth~)O)They plotted the course 

of the moon and the planets with reference to the sun's eliptic. 

The five planets received the names of the high gods of the Baby

lonian cult who were most closely associated with the fortunee-of 

men. These were Ishtar, Nabu, Nergal, Marduk, and Ninib. 

Later, they came to acquire the names of their Roman counterparts 

- Venus, Mercury, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. The chief constel

lations recogni~ed by the Greeks were apparently derived from the 

Mesopotamian astralogy. 

It may seem strange that the stellar deities of the Babylo-
1hr. 

nians were thus transformed into the figures of ~Greco-Roman pan-

theon. Greek religion, on a superficial view, appears to be 

entirely anthropomorphic. It apparently has little connection 

with the austere sublimities of the star cult. Perhaps we are in 

danger of forgetting the origin of the Greco-Roman deities when we 

observe such a presumed disparity of sentiment. It is probable 

that the Indo-European homeland lies between the Oxu.s and the 

Danube. There, the gods of the storm and sky, the gods of the 

sun and the wind constituted the tutelary powers. When the Aryans 

founded their settlements in North-West India, their chief god, 

Varuna., was identified with the broad, sheltering heaven. The 

" "' Sanskrit name is the parallel of the Greek ovftA.vos meaning 

"Heaven". Together with his twin brother Mitra, the solar god, 

he was worshipped as an aspect and image of the Eternal Light. 

Indra, the god of thunder, and god of battles,was said to dwell in 
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the atmosphere, that luoid space between earth and sky. Agni, 

the god of fire, was subtle and pervasive, as the wind itself. 

The High God, (in Fr. Schmidt's sense),was the venerable figure of 

Dyaus Pitar, corresponding to the Greek Zeus and the Latin Jupiter. 

Dyaus Pitar in his character as the sky-god was regarded as the 

source of the fruitful rain and of the thunder. In the Rig Veda, 

however, we discover that he has become merely a name to which 

certain vague and confused ideas are attahhed. The nature dei

ties have acquired an importance and significance as being more 

familiar and more often invoked by men. In Persia, a similar 

development seems to have taken plaoe. There, Varuna, the god of 

the heavens,aesumes the position of the supreme deity. He is 

then worshipped as lord of the universe, the Creator, the con

troller of the actions of men. Under this aspect, as Ahura

Mazda, the god of wisdom and god of light, he is represented in 

the Avesta.(3l) 

When the Ind0-European peoples in the course of their wan

derings towards the West settled in the broad lands of Thessaly 

they brought with them their gods and their language. Their 

chief god, the Lord of Heaven, they venerated under many aspects 

and 'Qnder many nemes>all derived from the root nto shine". 

Finally, they gave him the name "Zeus", originally written 

-Z.91J us, with its obvious affinity to the Sanskrit word Dyaus 

meaning "skyu. On the cloudy heights of Mount Olympus, he was 

associated with the rain and lightning and thunder~32)In this oa

paci ty, he exercised a beneficlent function as the bringer of 

rain to the thirsty crops, hence as the giver of fertility and 

fruitfulness. What we find in the Homeric poems is that Zeus has 

become the king of the gods. He rules among them in much the 

same way as Agamemnon over his princes and warriors~33)Religious 
ideas develop. They are subject to the deliverances of the 

rational and moral c~nsciousness in its gradual enlightenment. 

Greek pGetry and philosophy constitute a valid criticism of the 

religious ideas associated with the Olympian deities~34)If Zeus 

still continues to be regarded as the cloud-gatherer, the 

thunderer, the giver of rain, later he comes to take on the 

features of father of gods and men. This idea assumes the mea-

ning of the moral govermnent of the world. In the great prayer 

to Zeus which Aeschylus gives us in the "Suppliantsn, we may per

oei ve how the criticism of Xenophanes has entered into the poet's 

conception of the Supreme God. Here it is plainly declared that 
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Zeus achieves his ends by the power of his will. His acts must 

be said to possess a moral as well as a ~osmic significance. 

If Apollo, under the name of Helios, guides the golden 

chariot of the sun, he is also the god of music, and of poetry, 

the god of prophecy and dark sayings who has revealed his mys-

teries to men. As is well-known,the Pythagoreans were closely 

associated with the cult of Apollo. This was no accidents there 

was an intimate connection between the science and philosophy of 

the school and those aspects of the worship of Apollo which were 

expressed in the mystical doctrine of numbers. 

It will be remembered that in the "Phaedrus'', P1ato brings 

together the four kinds of divine madness, associating them with 
-

:four different deities. The ncratylusn,however, offers a some-

what different account, referring to madness in all its forms as 

due to the influence 0f Apollo and the Muses~36)As the god of 

prophecy, he is Aplous, OtTTAOoS ) the speaker of truth. As 

the god who bestows purification of soul by means of lustrations 
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and mantic fumigations (k~B~f'~~k~s), who heals the body by means 

of medicines, (L;.Tf 'k:S ) he may be called the divintty who 

washes away (hio,\ouwv ) and delivers (.?t1TC1Auwv ) from evil. 

He it is who m~I the heavens to move together in harmony (o~ovJ 
1io~wv ) like rhythm and measure in poetry. From what Plato 

says in this passage, it is evident that he associates music with 

astronomy. Further, he introduces the interesting idea of that 

harmony which is preserved by the heavens (Tio~ 0(. ) • 

The love of wisdom is another aspect of the inspiration of 

Apollo,and the word "Muse" is shown to have originated from 

fr.. ~0"8o<' 
1 

which is taken to designate "enquiry and philos~~lf". 
There is an obvious employment of Pythagorean ideas in the asso

ciation of music and astronomy~38 )Not only was Apollo the god to 

whom the Pythagoreans had a special devotion. Plato dedicated 

his Academy to the Muses and to Apollo whose birthday in Thar~e

lion was also observed as the philosopher's own special festi~~~~ 
What is significant for us to notice here is the relationship 

between Apollo and the science of astronomy, the illumination 

brought by the god and the music, which constitutes the secret and 

inalienable harmony of the heavens. 

With the development of philosophy went also the development 
e>. 

of~religious cult which was transformed by various astrological 

conceptions. Franz Cumont has pointed out conclusively how 

various Oriental influences entered into the speculations and 

shaped and coloured them to new and divergent patterns~40)we can 

find an example of this interest in the stars in the "Epinomie" 

whioh forms a sort ot sequel to the "Laws" ot Plato. This 

curious and interesting work has been attributed with some proba

bility to Philip of Opus, Plato's secretary and assistant, wh.o 

edited his posthumous treatise "The Laws". It establishes the 

science of astronomy as the f'ounda.tioni .. for the more speculative 

disciplines of metaphysics and theology. The "Epinomis" is about 

the "visible gods" - those spirits which are the living souls of 

the stars. Vihat is expounded here is really only the logical 

conclusion from the Platonic belief that all motion must have its 

origin in the operations of a "soill 11
• The moon, the sun, the 

planets, and other celestial bodies do not perfectly express. such 

an order> for the visible and temporal belong to the world of phe

nomena. Yet they move in accordance with certain mathematical 

laws and thus exhibit a particular pattern. In other words, they 
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manifest order, imperfect perhaps as subject~o change, but never

theless recognizable. Order implies intelligence. Intelligence 
....... 

can only exist where there is an animating soul. It follows, 

therefore, that the planets are the glittering and fantastic 

shapes of the various divini,ies. They are to be regarded as 

living things which reveal the presence of mind. In this dia-

logue, 

nating 

therefore, we are conscious of an astral mysticism, fasci

and strange in its explanation of the starry heavens.(4l) 

It is significant that the author of this treatise repudiates 

the common Greek view that the knowledge of things divine must 

for ever remain outside the reach of the human intellect. "Let 

none of the Greeks", he declares, 11fear that it is not right for 

mortal men ever to busy themselves with matters divines they must 

be told entirely the opposite view.n(42ih.e discovery that the ce

lestial bodtes move4 in accordance with certain definite laws which 

could be formulated led, as we have seen, to the conclusion that 

there were stellar gods. They were responsible for such manifes

tations of order and intelligence as were perceived by the calcu

lations of the astronomers. At the Academy, the science of astro

nomy was pursued with enthusiasm and diligence. The reason for 

this was, of course, that it seemed to offer a knowledge of the 

"visible godstt and to make possible the construction of an intel

ligent and informed theology. 

Further, it must always be remembered ·that Aristotle grew up 

and taught in this atmosphere of astronomical speculation. His

torically, the theory of the Unmoved Mover and its application to 

the problem of the motion of the stars was stated by Aristotle and 

belongs to his metaphysical system. We shall never be certain, 

however, that he was the first to propound it. We know that the 

studies undertaken at the Academy were regarded as a common enter

prise in which various members participated. It is therefore 

impossible to assign responsibility for any particular theory or 

scientific project. ]4-. Werner Jaeger has shown how thoroughly 

Platonic the idea of the Unmoved Mover is~43 ).Arietotle's contri

bution seems to have been that he establishes it as the supreme 

principle. It is separate from the world, yet it moves itself as 
( 

l~ ... e ., ,, ) 
desired n l.Vtt. "'3S lf t.> r'i.vov 1 while the stars revolve by 

the action of those animating intelligences whblh are the "visible 

gods". 
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From the fourth century B.C., the planets began to be called 

by the names of the principal gods in the Pantheon. The Helle

nization of the East which followed the conquests of Alexander the 

Great brought with it also an effect that was contrary to the ex

tension of Greek rationalism. This was the profound influence of 

the astral theology of' the Chaldeans on the legends and mythology 

of the Greeks. Franz; Cumont's well-known phrase, "astral mysti

cism", denotes this attitude of religious contemplation in the 

observation of the stars. It was widely diffused in the later 

Hellenic culture. "I know that I am mortal and the creature of 

a da.yJ' says Ptolemy, ttbut when I track by my mind the winding 

courses of the stars, I no longer tread the earth but am with Zeus 

himself, and take m;y fill o:f ambrosia, the food of the gods.n 

It was in the kingdom of' the Seleucid.a that these divergent 

traditions appeared to blend together in strange, many-coloured 

brilliance. The Stoics played an important part ~ this movement, 

which must be designated as theological as well as philosophiv~) 
Seneca, in describing the felicity of the soul after death, men

tions as one of its principal joys the contemplation of the stars 

and the beauty and harmony of their revelutions~45)Moreover, the 

great classic of Stoicism, the "Meditations 11 of the &peror 

Marcus Aurelius, with its faint melancholy, its austere and noble 

ethic, discloses a fatalism which is characteristic of the movement. 

It is not perhaps altogether absurd to see in this a determination 

which may have been derived from the view that the stars control 

human destiny. Babylonian astral philosophy was not without its 

influence on StoicismJparticularly in its strongly held conviction 

that the actions of men are predetermined in accordance with the 

stars in their courses. 

Again, we find many mystical tendencies in the Neo-Pythago

reanism which flourished with vigour from about 100 B.C. onwards. 

This movement, as is common knowledge, exercised a considerable 

influence in many directions. It combined asceticism with the 

practices of thaumaturgy and magic. It cultivated the science of 

mathematics and entered into various astrological speculations. 

In t~s, the movement may be said to have anticipated the Platonism 

of the second century A.D. with its syncretism, and also ~the 

more esoteric Nao-Platonism. Stoicism also became modified and 

coloured by the views of a predominant Platonism. What we dis-

cover is that Egyptian and Greek elements are f'used together, 
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gofleJ,f different cults are invoked indiscriminately, and religious 

practices and ideas borrowed without compunction. Not only was 

this the custom of the ordinary man in the street. It was also 

the habit of those who sought a more philosophical and enlightened 

way of life. We get a good example of this in the "Golden Ass" 

of Apuleius, that brilliant evocation of the religion ~nd philo

sophy of the second century A.D. Here we find magic, romance, 

illuminism, the rites of Isis and Sarapis, eroticism, humour, ad

venture, mystical prayer, and meditation combined together in a 

pattern of changing colours. The hero, Lucius, is required to 

put away the pleasure of his extravagant and wine-flown youth, his 

loves and passions, his delight in the delicate flesh. For such 

things, the old priest who counsels him has only words of reb~~~ 
Nowhere else are the mysteries of initiation described so vividly 

and so fully. We observe here that the experience of the mystic 

death constitutes a dramatic and memorable element of the pro

oeedings~47)Lucius sees a vision of the goddess herse~t, he beholds 

the :fifrY heavens, the revolutions of the planets, the blazing, 

mysterious apocalypse of fulfilment. Not only is there a syncre

tism which is ecstatically caught. There is also a moral purpose 

which is shown forth in the mystery religion there revealed. In 

this work, too, we may notice the element of speculation about the 

stars and planets and their significance in human destiny. 

Associated with the astral mysticism of the time, is the so

called Hermetic literature, i.e. works on various subjects com

bining in Cumont's phrase "the religious and sc.ientif'ic traditions 

of Egypt at one and the same time with the astrology which came 

from Babylon and with Greek philosophy."(48~hese writings pro

fessed to express the opinions and philosophy of Hermes Triemegis

tus, the Greek name for the Egyptian god Thoth. It seems to be 

the considered view of scholars who are competent to judge that 

these works originated in Egypt in the second and third centuries 

A.D. and were composed in Greek~49)Most of the writings in this 

collection are in the form of dialogues in which the protagonists 

are Hermes Trismegistus and his son Tat and Asklepios. The 

views which are expounded in the various books are not the same. 

Nevertheless, there is an underlying unity. They are in the main 

a curious blend of astrology, Stoicism and Platonism •••• a seeking 

for a religion and mystical experience. They are inspired and 



336 

illumined by many noble ideas. And so it was tha~ during the 

first few centuries of the Christian era, paganism itself was 

deeply moved, was indeed profoundly influenced and penetrated, by 

Greco-Babylonian astrological speculations. Paganism is no 
doubt an amorphous term to describe that welter and conglomera

tion of religious ideas, of aspirations, of philosophical theories, 

of symbolism and practice. It was not without its moral stri

vings and precepts. It oame to develop a theology and a mysticism 

at once strange, and thaumaturgic. 



337 

Notes to Chapter Fourteen: The Pagan Cults. 

1. Paradiso: XXII:39. 

2. Inferno: 1:72. 

This phrase may have been suggested by S.Augustine's 

phrase in the "De Civitate Dei", II:XXIX. 

Noli deos falsos fallacesque requirere: abice potius 
atque contemne in veram emicans libertatem. Non sunt 
dii, maligni sunt spiritus, quibus aeterna tua felicitas 
poena est. 

3. Cf. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: II:XIII, II1XXIV. 

ibid. II:X. 

Sed maligni spiritus, quos isti deos putant, etiam 
flagitia quae non admiserunt, de se dici volunt, dum 
tamen humana.s mentes his opinionibus velut retibus 
induant et ad praedestinatum supplicium secum trahant, 
sive homines ista connniserint, quos deos ha.beri gaudent, 
pro quibus se etiam colendos mille nocendi fallendique 
artibus interponunt; sive etiam non ullorum hominum 
illa crimina vera sint, quae t~en de numinibus fingi 
libenter accipiunt fallacissimi spiritus, ut ad scelesta 
ac turpia perpetranda velut ab ipso caelo traduci in 
terras satis idonea videatur auctorita&~. 

4. a. Psalm: XCV:V. 

b. Ia Epistola ad Corinthios X 19-20. 

- -... ' '· .... ...., ... 
.; 
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s k V..rr ,ffi.~>. 
6. Aeschylus: Prometheus Bound: 189-195. 

( )/ \ 
DLW) 

It is perhaps worth while recalling Boccaccio's interesting 

suggestion with respect to the classical mythology that 

Prometheus had once been an illustrious teacher of mankind 

who imparted to the rude Assyrians the knowledge of 

astrology and meteorology. 

Cf. Giovanni Boccaccio: Genealogia Deorum Gentilium 

Lib: IV:44. 

7. Inferno: XIV:96. 

sotto'l cui rege fu gi' il mondo casto. 

8. Convivio: 11:1:3. 

L'altro si ch~a allegorico, e questo ~ quello che 
si nasconde sotto'l manto di queste favole, ed tuna 
veritade ascosa sotto bella menzogna: sl come quando 
dice Ovidio che Orf eo facea con la cetera mansuete 
le fiere, e li arbori e le pietre a s~ muovere; che 
vuol dire che lo savio uomo con lo strumento de la 
sua. voce fa.ria ma.nsuescere e umiliare li crudeli cuori, 
e fa.rl'Ci. muovere a la sua voluntade coloro che non hanno 
vita di scienza e d'arte: e coloro che non hanno vita 
ragionevole alcuna sono quasi come pietre. 

9. Convivio: 11:1:4. 

E perch?? questo nascondimen.to fosse trove.to per Ii 
savi, nel penultimo trattato si mosterrA. Veramente 
Ii teologi questo senso prendono altrimenti che Ii 
poeti; ma perb che mia intenzione ~ qui lo modo de 
Ii poeti seguitare, prendo lo senso allegorico secondo 
che per Ii poeti ~ use.to. 



IO. S.Clement of Alexandria.: Strom: 1:2: 20. 
VII:::l: 13. 

Cf. C. Bigg:"Christian Pla.tonists of Alexandria." 

P• 123 sqq: 

11. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei:'XJXJ:22. 

lpse est Deus, quem Varro doctissimus Romanorum lovem 
putat, quamvis nesciens quid loqua.tur; quod ta.men 
ideo commemorandum putavi, quoniam vir tantae scientiae 
nee nullum istum Deum potuit existimare nee vilem. 
Hunc enim eum esse credidit, quem summwn puta.vjt deum. 
Postremo ipse est Deus, ~uem doctissimus philosophorum, 
quamvis Christianorum acerrimus inimicus, etia.m per 
eorum oracula, quoa deos putat, dewn magnum Porphyrius 
confitetur. 
This may serve as an example of the allegorical interpretation 

in Augustine. 

12. Machiavelli: Discorsi sopra la prima Deca di Tito 

Livio: 1:11. (ed: Flora-Cordi~: P• 125), where it 

is suggested of Numa: 

11 qua.le trovando un popolo ferocissimo e volendolo 
ridurre nelle obedienze civili con le arti della pace, 
si volse a.Ila religione some casa al tutto necessaria 
a volere mantenere una civilt,. 

13. Cf. J. G. Herder: "Thoughts on the Philosophy of the 

History of Mankind." 

This brilliant and uneven work has exercised a profound 

influence not least on Hegel, whose "Philosophy of 

History" discloses an obvious indebtedness to its fundamental 

concepts. 

Cf. Emery Neff: "The Poetry of History." (New York:l948)~ 

14. Convivio: II:IV:4. 

15. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: VII:l6. (as quoted) 

See also ibid: VI1:28. 

Dicit enim (Varro) se ibi multis indiciis collegisse 
in simulacris aliud significare coelum, aliud terram, 
aliud e:x:empla rerum, quas Plato appellat ideas: coelum 
lovem, terram lononem, ideas Minervam vult intelligi: 
coelum a quo fiat a.liquid, terram de qua fit, exemplum 
secundum quod fiat. Qua in re omitto dicere quod 
Plato illas ideas tantam vim habere di.cit, ut secundum 
eas non coelum a.liquid fecerit sed etiam coelum factum 

sit. 
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16. Convivio: II:IV:8-9. 

ch~ pur per ra.gione veder si pub in molto maggiore 
numero easer le creature sopra dette, che non sono 
li effetti che da li uomini si possono intendere. 
E l'una ragione ~ questa. Nessuno dubita, n~ filosofo 
n~ gentile n~ giudeo n~ cristiano n~ alcuna setta, 
ch{elle non siano piene di tutta beatitudine, o tutta 
0 la maggior pa.rte, e che quelle beate non siano in 
perfettissimo sta.to. 

17. Theodore Wedel: "The Mediaeval Attitude towq:_rds Astrology." 

(Yale Studies in English: LX). 

18. Aristotle: Meteores: 1:2. 

De Generatione .et Corruptione: 2:10. 

19. .Cf. F. H. Forbes: "Mediaeval Versions of Aristotle's 

Philology'~ 1·an article contributed to "Classical Phi lo logy": 

1915: PP• 297-314. 

20. Cf. Paul Renucci: "L'Aventure de l'Humanisme Europ~en 

au moyeil 6.ge." (Pa.ris:l953). p. 66. 

21. Cf. Edward Moore: "Studies in Dante. First Series." 

P• 163 sqq: 

22. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: VII:28. 

23. This suggestion has been made by Professor Charles 

Osgood in his edition in translation entitled: "Boccaccio 

on Poetry." (Princetown: 1956). P• :XXI. 

24. Psalm: 146: 4 and 5. 

25. The works of Dionysius the Areopagite will be found 

in Migne's "Patrolo~ia Graeca.", vols: 3 and 4. 

26. Cf. F. A. C. Wilson: 11 W. B. Yea.ts and Tradi tion. 11 

(London:l958). 

This study contains an exposition of the mystical and 

neo-Platonic ideas of the poet. 

27. Cf. S.Thomas Aquinas: De Substantiis Separatis, seu 

de Angelorum Natura. 

An important but incomplete work on this subject. 

Summa contra Gentiles: Lib: III: cap: ILXXX. (De 

Ordina.tione Angelorum ad invicem). 

28. Paradiso: IV:61-63. 

This principle, ill-understood, once misled almost 
the whole world, so that it went astray, naming them 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

DANTE AND THE GRECO-ROMAN RELIGIONS 

I. 

We must now consider what part this view of the stars plays 
in the philosophical theory of Dante. There is no doubt at all 

that this astral mysticism constitutes an important element in 

the humanism which he professes. In the state of learning in 

Mediaeval times, the poet could not know nor could he be expected 
• 

to ]plow what was derived from Greco-Roman and what from Oriental 

sources. What he does understand, however, is that system of 

religion, Hellenistic and Latin• which Christianity encountered in 

its early history and expansion. For the most part, the Catholic 

Church was engaged in an active and bitter conflict with the pagan 

cults. Some part of that great heritage of metaphysical and 

moral teaching it was able to accept with various modifications. 

Many of the ideas of the Stoics and Platoniets were thus adopted 

into the Christian system. Indeed, it might almost be said - if 

the statement does not suggest direct borrowing from pagan 

sources - that in Europe Christianity itself became the mystery 

religion. Historical Christianity haw always preserved and care

fully guarded its sacraments of Baptism, and the Eueharist, the 

sacred drama of redemption. The parallel with the mystery reli

gions and their rites of initiation and of the drama of the death 

and resurrection of the cult-god is striking, though not exaot. 

No doubt some of the terminology of the mystery oults was intro

duoed into Christianity by converts from these faiths. In later 

times, when contact with Hellenistic thought had beoome closer and 

more vivid, Baptism was ,, 
"sealing", ( of (ci.(lS ) , 

/ 
described as "illumination", ( l;f.Jf;.,trf- 1.f ) , 

f"vr:-rf ri.oy '(£ 'A£1i ••••• all of 

whioh are expressions derived from the pagan rites of initiation. 

It is wise, however, to exercise a certain amount of careful dis

crimination here. The terminology from the mystery cults was 

applied to a religious conoept and rite which had already assumed 

a definite form. There may have been, - there probably was - a 

certain Hellenistic influence in this development. It was not 

such as to transform and mould the Jewish lineaments of the Chris-

tian sacraments. The practioe of attributing Christian ideas to 
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the ttmysteriesu by such writers a.a Loisy and Frazer and then de

monstrati~ their supposed derivation is certainly not scientific. 
-t-ecu,t 

More
1
,schola.rship ha.a ref'uted this idealizecl picture of mystery re-

ligions in general and shown that such a universal cult "never 

actually existed least of all in Paul's day", in the words of 

Dr. Sohweitz~i~ Cicero's charming picture of men coming to Eleusis 

from all parts of the Hellenistic world to receive the light of 

initiation does not suggest any particular moral or theological 

doctrine~2) What instruction was given beferehand was probably 

ooncerned with the due performance of the ceremonies. Synesius 

ascribes to Aristotle the observation that the purpose of the ini

tiation was that the worshippers should experience a certain kind 

of emotion~3) This is, of couflse, a digression on the theme of 

Paganism and the Christian mysteries which finds no mediaeval 

counterpart. Indeed, the very notion of common ideas of salva

tion and rebirth and the shaping of the sacred story to a prede

termined general pattern is pa.rt Qf the Form Critism of the present 

century. (4) tc 0 wt" 

To return discussion, Dante finds no embarrassment in a syn-
1\. 

thesis which is made up of so many disparate elements. In the 

manner in which they are related in the "Divina Commedia", the 

myths about the pagan gods disclose a certain ambiguity. Some are 

ot Hellenic origin and a.re thus to be seen as anthropomorphic 

legends about the natural powers of sun and moon, stars and clouds, 

trees, and springs, rivers and caves, and all the wonder of earth. 

In this respect, they were developed and idealized in the light of 

imagination by the poets or interpreted in rational terms by the 

philosophers. It is well known, what beauty and vividness they 

exhibit under this form. We have only to remind ourselves of 

some of the choruses in Sophocles and Euripides to understand with 

what lyrical passion the poets were able to clothe these images of 

religion. It would be superfluous to mention the great myths of 

Plato, with their dramatic power, and brilliant symbolism, as 

illustrating how Orphic legend and Greek tradition a.re made to 

take on a moral earnestness by the philosophioa.1 genius of the 
author. (5) un'rC.. 

Others of the myths 1~hioh Dante is ao~uainted vR:4b: a.re the 

products of that astrology which came originally from the East. 

As such, they have been subjected to a process of Hellenization. 

They have been steeped in the colours of that creative imagination 
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whioh gave them a beauty and a significance which they did not 

formerly possess. As in what may be termed Greco-Boman theology, 

the various elements reveal themselves in the 0 Divina Commedia11 in 

uneasy proximity. They exist side by side. They are not :f'used 

together in the fires and splendours of a Christian philoao1', 

no~, indeed, could they assume such a complete unity of thought. 

For the poet, however, the astrology of the ancient.world, 

with its strong religious and philosophical implications, rested 

upon certain truths of observation and deduction. These, at any 

rate, could not be disputed. What was false was the interpreta

tion which adapted them to a particular system of knowledge. In 

one rewpeot only could it be said that the ancients were not en

tirely deluded. While they were ready and, indeed, anxious to 

ascribe divine powers to various abstract notions, they succeeded 

in getting a glimpse of the celestial. They discerned dimly 

that luminous world of spiritual essences which Plato expressed 

in his doctrine of the Forms. But they did not understand the 

nature of this discovery. What they saw was really the host of 

supernatural intelligences which maintained the stars in their 

orbit according to the divine laws. Their knowledge was defi

cient, however, and no revelatio~ad been conceded to them. For 

these reasons, therefore, they were incapable of giving an exact 

description of their observations. They could not rise to the 

notion of spiritual powers subordinate to the Omnipotent Will. 

Sometimes, their philosophers had come near to the idea of the One, 

true God, the Lord of the whole earth. The religion of the city 

presented them with certa.iifrinoiples essential for the construc

tion of a cosmology. On the one hand, they had the idea of a 

supreme Spirit who orders the whole world to its appointed end. 

The teleological argument was, therefore, given some recognition 

by their thinkers. On the mther hand, they were able to reach 
the conclusion that there is an indwelling power which sustains all 

existences. Perhaps this might be described as a version of the 

argument a contingentia mundi. 

Beyond, this, the ancients were never able to go. They were 

never able to progress to the idea of that God who declared Him

self in the great theopbany at the burning bush to his servant 

Moses: "Ego sum qui sum. Ait: Sio dices filiis Israels Qui 

est, misit me ad vos ... (6 )In other words, they never attained to the 



knowledge of God as transcendent and immanent, the Creator of all 

things, the sustainer and life of the whole universe. All that 

they were able to do was to discern, under false names and under 

an illusion, some of those spiritual essences which inhabit the 

world. To these, they attributed properties and qualities which 

were fallacious. By the sheer brilliance of their genius, Plato 

and Aristotle were able to discover certain of those laws by 

which universe is conducted to its purposes. They never came to 

the knowledge of the true God, however. The gods of legend, 

seen through a golden haze of imagination, become the gods of 

metaphysics. The light is more critical but, as we ourselves 

may point out from various passages :from the works of Aristotle, 

there is no repudiation of the principles of polytheism. In dis

cussing the Prime Mover, the philosopher does not exclude a system 

of subordinate intelligences which move the spheres and which may 

also be regarded as divine.(7) 

It may, therefore, be said, with Dante, that the ancients 

never penetrated to the knowledge of the God of the Bible, Who 

revealed Himself as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God 

of Jacob, and Who is that Trinity of Persons recognized dimly by 

the prophets and fathers and manifested in glory to the Apostles. 

Their failure to recogni~e the One Holy God, the Lord of the whole 

earth, was not entirely due to the weakness of human reason. 

Only the most laborious and painful effort, the most anxious and 

careful endeavour could have brought them to this knowledge. 

The human intellect, considered in abstraction, might be able to 

form this conclusion at the end of a long process of syllogizing. 

But, of course, it would never advance :from this proposition to 

the truth of the Blessed Trinity. The unaided light of reason 

was insufficient for such a task, only revelation could convey 

such supernatural truth to men.(S)The truth of the divine nature 

was bound to elude the most learned and profound speculations of 

philosophers. There is something in Dante of the recognition of 

the burning light of Pascal's vision of the God of the Bible as 

implied in his own experience some three hundiied and fifty years 

earlier~9) Only Christians could know the name of the All-Holy as 

love. Yet, the pagan philosophers were sometimes able to con-

ceive the love of God for His work, as, for example, Plato in the 

"Timaeus". Without the grace of revelation, however, they could 

not imagine that compassion which manifested itself in the 
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Incarnation and the death upon the Cross. 

Dante's theory is, therefore, at once idealogical and astro

logical. It is not suff•cient of itself to explain all the myths 

aesooiated with the ancient religions. Nor can it offer any ex

planation of the adventures and exploits of the gods, as presented 

in the poets. We have only to turn to the "Metamorphoses" of 

Ovid to discover, in charming and accomplished verse, the record 

of the loves, the hates, the quarrels, the adsurdities, the follies 

and injustices committed by the gods. Together with these, as 

the occasion serves, are such delightf'ully told incidents as the 

Rape of Propserpine - bright as the colours of some picture by 

Fra Filippo Lippi. The poet has not developed arry theary by which 

such stories admit of interpretation. There is no evidence any

where that he shared the Euhemerism expressed by Varro and Cicero. 

Most often, as an artist, he has felt the beauty and delight of 

such legends as seemed to him to have been created by the genius 

of the classical poets. In the same spirit; Ariosto was con

strained to relate charming stories merely becauae they pleased 

him and he wanted to write them down ~~~~ •••• o gran bont\. dei 

cavalieri antiqui. •••••••• as the words affirm with nostalgic 

reminiscenee and sweetness. 

Dante whose mind dwells upon symbols and images, upon the 

expressive language of myth and story reflects upon the ancient 

legends, Re finds brightness and obscurity, darkness and light, 

grossness and delicacy, lust and love in the~r various forms and 

in~itions. In them, he comes to recognize a genuine effort to 

apprehend through the mists of error, the work of the One true 

God, the Maker of Heaven and Earth. 

-
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II. 

However, it is Dante's contention that the pagan religions 

were incapable of qffering a true and holy worship. Their prayers 

were idle& their petitions vain• their sacrifices mere shadows. 

It is for this reason that Virgil affirms, in almost the first 

words that he addresses to the Florentine, that he had lived 

"under the good Augustus in the time of false and lying gods"~ll) 
Not only were the pagans unable to recognize and know the true God 

and to follow the true philosophy. They were also deficient in 

the understanding of what constitutes the moral order. In this 

respect, the poet takes up a theme which the early Christian apo

logists had expounded and elucidated with all the vigour of con-

viction. Dante contents himself with a moderate and restrained 

criticism of the ancient cults. He is aware that human victims 

had sometimes been offered in sacrifice in their performance. To 

the immolation of Iphigenia by her father Agamemnon, he makes 

only a brief allusion~12 )The rash vow of Jephtha excites in him 

a feeling of revulsion.(l3) 

Again, he also condemns such orgiastic rites as were asso

ciated with certain other cults. He recollects the wild and 

frenzied songs of the Corybantes, priets of Cybele~l4)In the 

sphere of the sun, when s. Bonaventura has delivered his glowing 

pangyrio of the life and doctrine of S. Dominic, those treat 

teachers who by their intellectual labours have advanced~he truth, 

join in a sacred hymn. Like the colours of the rainbow that 

appear in two circles in the clouds, like the flame and the rose 

wreathed and garlanded, they begin their slow, grave movement of 

adoration before the Franciscan makes his courteous praise of the 

founder of the other great mendicant order. 

c.osl di quelle sempiterne rose 
volg\ensi circa noi le due ghirlande, 
e s1 l'estrema all'intima rispose. 

Poi che •l tripudio e 1' al tra festa grande 
sl del cantare e s\ del fiammeggiarsi 
luce con luoe'gaudiose e blandt,.; 

insieme a punto e a voler quetarsi, (15) 

After this discourse, the gravity and beauty of the motion of 

these e~ts, wheeling like stars in their orbit consort with the 
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hymn which they sing to the Divine Majesty. This is contrasted 

••••••••• strangely enough considering the place of their worship 

•••••••••• with the tumultuous sounds w~ch are associated with 

the festivals of Bacchus or Apollo: 

Li si canto non Bacco, non Peana, 
ma tre persona in divina natura, 
ed in una persona essa e l'umana. (16) 

In the same way, the poet descrtbes how the Thebans, during 

the celebrations held in honour of Bacchus, rushed wildly along 

the banks of the Ismenus and Asopus, invoking the god with shouts 

of ecstatic fervour. 

E quale Ismeno gia vide ed Aeopo 
lungo di se di notte furia e calca, (1 ) 
pur che i Teban di Bacco aveeser uopo, 1 

As an admirer of the Latin poet, Statius, Dante is here recalling 

a passage in the 11Thebaid11 where Ismenus, the god of those sacred 

waters, is addressed with the clamour and deprecation of his wor
shippers. (lB) 

It is on the fourth terrace of Purgatory, that Dante and 

Virgil encounter the ardent company of souls, eager to atone for 

the tardiness and negligence of their former state on earth. 

They rouse each other to further effort and endeavour by various 

examples. It will be remembered how at this point the poet com

pares them to the frantic crowae of adherents on the banks of the 

lsmenus and Asopus; (as we have already seen). This little 

band of worshippers, however, is conswned by a holy zeal. They 

incite each other to a new a.Jldour that "grace may grow green again": 

Tosto fUr sovra noi, perch~ correndo 
si movea tutta quella turba magnaJ 
e due dinanzi gridavan piangendo; 

tMaria corse con fretta alla montagna; 
e Cesare, per soggiogare Ilerda, ( ) 
punse Marsilia e poi oorse in Ispagna,' l9 

Of course, we know that the cult of Apollo had nothing in it 

of the orgiastic worship of Dienysus. In the light of modern 

scholarship, it is clear that, to the Greeks of the classical age, 

Dionysus was not solely or even mainly the god of wine. The 

evidence of Plutarch and the various oult titles by which the god 
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was invoked support this view~ 20)He is designated as 4€f{rfrn~ or ,, { 

~""(£vf(aS , the Pow:r in the tree. Again, he is AY&laS, , the 

blossom-bringer, I<~ f·fL' vtJ ! , the fruit-bringer: and more generally, 

o/Af {s or ~ ~ (J.s , which may be translated as "abundance 

or vigour of 11fe"~21)H~ realm consists in what Plutarch calls 
t "/ fD·l that broad '\JyriA. 1 vf'li - not only the jutoe of the grape, but 

the sap coursing through the young tree in stem and bough and leaf, 

the blood running tumultuously in the veins of a young animal, in 

fact, all the mysterious, violent, quickening forces in the life 

of Nature~22)Nowhere in Homer do we find any allusion to Dionysus 

as the wine-god. It is the Romans and the Alex.andrine.s who tamed 

the turbulent and passionate energy of Dionysus and made of him 

the "jolly Bacchus" that we know from the English poets. By them 

he is represented with his attendant Jl3IIlphs and satyrs whose only 

purpose is to promote that hilarity and good-fellowship which flows 

from the strong, red wine. As such, the great painters of the 

Renaissance portray him as a benevolent and florid figure, crowned 

with wine-leaves and garlands. But the pictures of Titian and 

Rubens, with their glowing colours, their golden light, and wande

ring flowers, their spilt wine and sensual movement lead us to 
'\ l 

forget one essential fact. This is that the Greek word 0 ((t~ 

means not orgies in our sense but specific acts of religious de

votion. The verb A kj f v~c.f' has nothing to do with pleasure 

and revellings. It deno•es a strange and dramatic form of re

ligious experience, •••••••• in other words, that ecstatic commu

ni·on with the god, which converted his human worship{ era into 

something else, a fr:fK.jo,I or f rf Kf 7 23 ) 

Dante, of course, is familiar only with the Latin view of 

the god, in whioh all this wild, vehement, primitive violence has 

been carefully ignored. Euripides wrote his great play, the 

"Balchae", to descrkbe the introduction into Greece of this power

ful and ecstatic religion. In it, he reveals profound truths of 

religious ps~hology. He shows that such rites as were asso

ciated with Dionysus could not be called native to Greece{24)They 

were regarded by the Greek poet as originating in the mountains of 

L¥dia and Phrygia~ 25)Dionysus expresses those tensions and contra

dictions with which we a.re all familiar in human life - joy and 

pain, intuition and madness, passion and innocence, vitality and 

cruelty, violence and spirituality.(26) 

Not to digress further, it may be said that Dante accepts, as 
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one would expect, the Mediaeval Vie\v of the pagan deities as that 

was derive& from the Latin poets and prose-writers. He knows 

that the ttpaean" was celebrated as a song of exultation and thanks

giving at b~'?ets. Originally, as we a.re aware today, the 
"paean" ( 1fd Id.{ ) seems to have been a magical ceremony, an in-

cantation or purification - what later came to be denoted by the 
... . (' , 

term ~· 11 W o ct t.- • Homer refers to the god of healing, Pai eon, 
L I~ n l.lm\-t { ) 

who received~from these familiar practices. 27 The charm which was 

employed contained an element of praise which was addressed to the 

god, and thus, eventually, became a song of thanksgiving. When, 

in later times, the art of healing was consigned to Apollo, the 

paean naturally came to be associated with his name and cult~28 ) 
Dante, however, confuses the paean with the frenzied songs of the 

Bacchic worshippers and regards it with the same aversion.{ 29) 
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III. 

It ie with equal conviction and fervour that the poet con

demns the practice of divinatioii. In the "Convivio", he had 

recounted from Statius the mysterious answer which the oracle of 

Apollo gave to a certain king of Argos{30)As yet, however, he had 

pronounced no judgment on the subject of oracles. In the same 

" way, he had made no distinction between astrolo87 and astonomy, I\ 
considering the two sciences as contused together under ~he name 

of the former. He maintains that it is a fact which is capable 

of scientific observation and logical verification that the planets 

exercise a:n influence over the lives of men. , In this, of course, 

he shares the common opinion of his oontempories. Nobody would 

have denied such a proposition at that particular time. 

We find, however, that in the "Divina Commedia", the poet 

scarcely refers to the oracles except to recall the ambiguous 

nature of the responses which they gave. For Dante, Delphi was 

the centre of that cult which is concerned with art and poetry and 

music. They were the pursuits and endowments of Apollo Lukeios, 

if we disregard the older and more sinister aspect of that title. 

He shows a respect for the science and practical art exercised by 

the astrologer. Yet, curiously enough, in the fourth Bolgia of 

the Eighth Ciole of Hell, he sees with horror the sufferings in

flicted upon the soothsayers a~d diviners~3l)It is pertinent to 

ask why the poet makes this arrangement. What is the reason why 

such men are regarded as fit only for the punishments of the 

damned? 

Surely it is because they were not learned in the true sense 

of the word and as such versed in that natural philosophy which is 

an acquisition to the human soul. Unlike the astrologers, their 

art did not rest upon the study and investigation of the laws of 

nature. As such, therefore, it could not be called a true art. 

And in conformity with that rule which determines that the plinish

ment shall reflect the character of the offence, these imposters 

are forced to endure the pain of contortion. They have boasted 

that they could foretell the future, they had deceived and lied. 

Their punishment then is that they must carry their heads twisted 

the wrong way round, and walk backwards.<32 ) 

Dantets attitude in respect to such practices is worthy of 



355 

being called enlightened and critical. At a time when the prao-

tice of predicting the future was general, and the foretelling of 

events by various magical rites regarded as an honourable occupa

tion, he shares with s. Thomas Aquinas the distinction of having 

condemned such a recourse to superstition. The punishment ~f 

those who in this life peep and shuffle and mutter is that they 

see everything the wroDg way round. They do not see things as 

they really are. They walk at the ttpace of the litanies", that 

is, with slow, delib*rate steps. Magic, necromancy, spells, the 

attempt to prognosticate with all the solemnity of some eoolesias

tioal ceremony - all these make for the debasement of religion. 

They constitute a parody, a mockery, a :f'utile imitation of what 

should have been a holy thing. As we have seen, in common with 

every philosopher and theologian of his age, the poet acknowledged 

the influence of the stars on human dispositiondn haracter • 
..e. ~ c(; 

With s. Thomas, however, he considers such an merely subor-

dinate~33)What shapes the destinies of men, what brings them to 

glory, to honour or infamy, what moves their wills is the inscru

table Wisdom of God~34)Dante holds firmly to the intuition of the 

moral consciousness that the will is self-determined. There is 

no sense in which the oonjunotion of the planets, or the m&vements 

of the stars constrain men to perform actions, initiate under

takings, or pursue enterprises. All these belong to the impulse 

of the will. 

In this crowd of diviners whom the poet represents as condemned 

forever to walk backwards ia ludicrous justice are many distingui

shed names. He cannot refrain from weeping at their suffering 

and thereby incurs the rebuke of Virgil. 

'Ancor se ' tu delli altri sciocchi? 
Qui vive la piet~ quand'\ ben mortal 
chi ~ pih soellerato ohe colui (35) 
chi al giudicio divin passion porta? 

Here are Amphiaraos, one of the seven kings who fought against 

Thebes, though foreseeing clearly the fatal e:onsequences of his 

action and was swallowed up by the earth. Here is Tiresias, the 

Theban prophet whom Dante certainly did not know from the XIth. 

book of the Odyssey where he makes his appearance from Erebus in 

the manner ofian ancient ~~6lnd with the voice of solemn autho-
' i 

rity. On the contrary, the poet's information is derived from 

the puerile stories which Ovid relates in such elegant and 
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accomplished verse in the third book of the ttMetamorphoses". He 

recognizes Calohas and Eurypilue, the two soothsayers of the Greek 
. (37) 

army at the siege of Troy, as he supposes. Manto, the daughter 

of Tiresias, is there concerning whom Virgil recounts, as also 

Ovid and Statius, how in the marshes of the River Mincio, among 

reeds and winding streams, she practised her sinister arts and es

tablished the town whioh still recalls her name.(3B) 

Thia passage is one of the most significant in the "Inferno" 

for the impression which it conveys of what is strange and mys

terious. It gives us a picture of a desolate landscape of slug

gish, wandering rivers, and lonely water-meadows, of choke& pools, 

with their tall rushes, and trailing green weeds, of bloated 

water-flowers of blue and yellow, ••••• the melancholy of the 

fens. Any kind of scientific interest in the details of geogra-

phy is subordinated to the poetic illusion which describes the 

course of the river as it flows on, now through lush, green pas

tures, (e fassi fiume giu per verdi paschi)Ci2J. as a tributary of 

the river Po, to sctuander its clear waters in the shallows and rea

ches of the lowland plain. 

Non molto ha oorso, che'l trova una lama; 
nella quale si distende e la'mpaluda;(40) 
e suol di state talor easer grama. 

The account which is here given of' the fmunding of the city 

of Mantua is different from that which we find in the "Aeneid ... 

In that poem, it will be remembered that Virgil ascribes the esta

blishment of Mantua to a son of' the prophetess, Manto~41 )But this 

was another Manto and not the daughter of Tiresias. Here, the 

setting up of the city owes nothing to supernatural arts or sini

ster magic. It is due entirely to the situation which affords 

security and protection from attack. All that Manto, the sorce-
ress, provides i~her dead bones with no other augurya 

Fer la cittA sovra quell'ossa morte; 
e per colei ohe'l luogo prima elesse,(42) 
Mantua l'appellar sanz'altra sorte. 

There is no casting of' spells, no employment of magical rites, no 

strange, dark ceremonies. Thus, in the account which he relates 

through the lips of' Virgil, Dante is careful to repudiate with 

energy and dfcision any idea of superstitious practices. Men 
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must trust entirely to re4son and the moral conscience ••••••••• 

Dante seems to imply ••••••••• and in the great poem Virgil is 

made the spokesman of this solicitude. 

Later in the nPurgatorio", Virgil declares to the poet 

Statius that the daughter of Tiresias is one of those detained in 

Limbo, among the heroines of pagan antiquity~43)Dante must surely 

have forgotten that he had already put Manto among the diviners 

and magicians of the fourth Bolgia in Hell. Most probably, at 

the time that he wrote the famous lines about the founding of 

Mantua, he had a vivid recollection of the passage in which Statius 

a4dreased a supplication to the priestess of a fierce and bloody 

rite{44)such mysteries as the Latin poet here describes may be re

garded as the preliminaries to the Etruscan and Roman pratice of 

haruspication •••••••• divining by inspection of the entrails and 

liver of a sacrificial victim{45)Dante has not forgotten this as-

pect of prediction in the Fourth Bolgia of Hell. There, he calls 

to mind an incident recorded by Lucan in the "Pharsalia". This 

is the description of the Etruscan seer, .Aruns .•••• .Arruns inco

luit desertae moenia Lunae, as Lucan writers.(46)~ns it is, who ,, 
in the solitude of the mountains of Luni, dwelt in a cave among 

the smooth-gleaming white marbles of that fantastic region. From 

this recess, he was able to observe the sea, the mobn, the stars 

and the flight of birds and from such phenomena to make his prog

nostications. He is said to have prophesied the Civil War and in 

somewhat obscure and ambiguous terms, as must inevitably be expec

ted in such oracular predictions, to have foretold the victory of 

Caesar. With these events, he was, of course, contemporary and 

obtained a reputation for his skill in this mysteri&us and esote
ric a.rt.(47) 

Aronta ~ quei ch'al ventre li s'atterga, 
che ne' monti di Luni, dove ronca 
lo Carrarese che di sotto alberga, 

ebbe tra• bianchi marmi la gpelonca 
per sua dimora onde a guardar le stelle 
e'l mar non li era la veduta tronca. 

This, it will be agreed, is a charming little picture in 

which we are conscious of no shadow or disapproval of the practice 

of divination. Indeed, we may even discern a certain fascination 

with which this art is invested in the mind of the poet. Dante 

is concerned only with the scene itself - the clear light as it 
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breaks on the sea, the dwindling stars in the darkness of the sky 

as it pales towards morning, the glimmer of broken, white marble 

hewn out of the mountains of Carrara. One is reminded of that 

scene which he must have known so well the way ~ea.ding from 

Vallombrosa hill upon hill into the delightful, green valley where 

the Arno flows with a glint of silver and gold as it catches the 

Spring sunlight beyond Pontassieve and then the long, steep climb 

up beyond the marble mountains of Carrara. This ie another ex-

ample of the manner in which the landscape represented in the 

"Divina Commedia" reflects each change d>f mood, each aspect of' 

grief' or pain, of sorrow or joy9 • Here, the poet allows himself 

to be carried away by the mysteriousness and attraction of' his 

subject. Much as he disapproves of the practice of divination, 

he cannot withhold a certain feeling of awe. Or is it perhaps 

the scene itself which fascinates him, the loneliness, the cave, 

the solitude of the poet surrounded by those strange mountains by 

the sea? 
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IV. 

In his review of the practices of the ancient world, Dante 

also takes cognisance of the sorceries and incantations of 

Thessaly which a.re described with such admirable effect by 

Apuleius in the "Golden Ass". He recalls a Mediaeval legend that, 

soon after his death, Virgil was compelled by the sinister en

chantments of Erichtho~0descend to the deepest pit of Rell to 

bring back a spirit from the dead~49)This provides another ex

ample of the landscape suggesting the very character of the event 

depicted. 

In that brilliant world of the ancient civilization, there 

existed many practices of divination, of prophecy and of magic of 

which the poet reveals no acquaintance at al+. What he knows, he 

knows through the Latin authors. They, of course, write with 

lucidity and restraint. Excess and extravagance formed no part 

of the Roman genius. All things are seen in their ordered and 

rational dispositions. There is nowhere any hint, or suggestion 

of the dark Dionysian passion, the tumult, the fervour, the ecs

tasy and violence of the blood which the Greeks knew so well~50) 
The Latin mind has subjected all things to the discipline of a 

logical method and a clear exposition. It is this presentation 

of the myths and stories, the ritual ~nd mythology of the ancient 

world that Dante is familiar. From this, all his ideas about the 

pagan cults were taken. 

frames his conclusions. 

On this too he forms his judgment and 

When he oomes to consider the pagan religions and their place 

in the development of human institutions, he is aware of their de-

ficiency and imperfection. But his humanism never allows him to 

forget that man's endeavour in any sphere of knowledge oan never 

be enti~ely in vain. There must exist some spiritual insight, 

some intuition even in these forms of religious expression. They 

must represent some faint aspects and phases of knowledge. So 

Dante oan say that in spite of various errors, there yet remained 

those symbols with which Plato and Pythagoras tried to constrict 

a theology£5l)In this enterprise, they did not succeed since the 

apprehension of divine things, of the nature of the spiritual 

reality must depend upon the act of revelation. They were ardent 

lovers of wisdom, however. What it was possible to discover by 



360 

the natural light of' reason, they perceived obscurely no doubt but 

in some mode of truth •••••• per speculum in aenigmate~52)It is sig

nificant that, although in the interests of Aristotelian rationa

lism, the poet confutes them both, he acknowledges their enthu

siasm in the pursuit of truth. Their love of wisdom was wholly 

admi~able, noble and worthy. In so f'ar as a man may call himself 

a "philosopher" at all, he must be a lover of wisdom. {E quinci 

nacque poi, ciascuno studioso in sapienza aha fosse 'amatore di 

sapienza' ohiamato ciol 'f'ilosofo!:) (53) 

Dante finds that the ethics of' the pagan religions are mixed 

and confused. On the one hand, he is conscious of certain moral 

ideals of' nobility and glory, and here no doubt he is thinking 

more of the philosophical interpretation with whidh he is acquain-

ted in Cicero and Aristotle. On the other hand, in the stories 

of' their gods and their roystering, wenching and drinking, he can

not but condemn the sensuality which there presents itself. He 

is obliged to conclude, therefore, that in such religions the 

moral conscience manifests itself' as inadequate, unenlightened, 

vague. What can be said with justice is that certain truths were 

inculcated, in however distorted a form, by which men were able to 

understand the order of the universe. In this, they could ascer

tain that eternal law which expresses itself' in the harmony of' 

things. Miss Nancy Lenk:eith in her study of "Dante and the legend 

of Rome", has empha(ized the in:fluence of the Stoic philosophy itl, 

the Florentine poet.54)She has further shown how this is connected 

with the universalism which attains to such eloquent expression in 
~ G-fl~ 

his writings. The idea of the moral pe~ as a constituent 

part of that order of Nature is, of course, Stoic in inspiration. 

Moreover, the poet has someth188' to ~say about the spiri

tual per~eption which discovered itself in the ancient religions. 

They taught men that there exists a world of spirits throughout the 

in:finity of space. In this respect, he demonstrates an affinity 

bejween the old belief's and the faith of Christ, which is the ful

filment of the hopes of mankind, and the perfect light of truth. 

On such an understanding, it was by no means incredible that there 

might exist a harmony, a congruity between certain of the Greek 

myths and the Jewish-Christian tradition. Such similarities were 

no doubt, on this reasoning, providential, intentional, deliberate. 

They were in fact illuminations ~f the One, True Light, expressions 

= 
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of that truth which is the participation of the Eternal Word ••••• 

"lux vera quae illuminat omnem hominem venientem in hunc mundwnu. 

On such a theory, the myths of the Gentiles could be repre

sented as the attempts of the hwnan intellect to comprehend the laws 

of the divine justice. We have already seen how the Noble Castle 

of Canto IV of the "Inf'erno" shows quite clearly and unequivocally 

with what admiration Dante regarded the achievement of the ancient 

world. He refuses to admit that the thinkers of Greece and Rome 

were merely clever rhetoricians, or practitioners of the arts of 

illusion and deceit. If he contemplates, with melancholy and 

resignation, their existence in Limbo, with its frustration of the 

strongest desire of the human spirit, he concedes much to them. 

He recogniz.e.s that, by the dialectic of their eDquirp, they have 

attained to such truths as may be known by the natural reason. 

The conclusion is obvious, therefore. It is that the pagan re

ligions have brought to their worshippers some image, some simili

tude and foreshadowing of the truth. 

This attitude is characteristic of the Humanism of Dante. 

In spite of the austerity which is apparent in the first and 

fourth cantos of the "Inf'ernon, in spite of the severity of the 

Christian conscience which is everywhere apparent in the "Divina 

Commedia", the poet always affirms those principle.a which are con

sistent with Humanism. In no way, does he repudiate the view 

that the human reason in its effort to discover the truth follows 

a way which is oontinuous~56)It is a way which str~ches from the 

first stirrings of the religious consciousness to the developed 

reflection upon the Christian mystery which constitutes the phi

losophical and theological enquiry of the great Scholastics. 

It may be said, therefore, tha;; no deep and tragic cleavage 

separates the ancient world of pagan religion and philosophy from 

the modern world which lives under the grace of the Christian dis

pensation. It is for this reason that the gods of the Greco

Roman pantheon are sol;,onspicuous in the pages of the "Divina 

Commedia". As we ~lready observed in a previous chapter, 

that is why the sacred poem invokes the Muses at the beginning of 

each of its great themes and ~n the threshold of heaven addresses 

a prayer to Apollo himself, the god of music, of light, of poetry, 

and of prophecy. Dante aspires to be more than a philosopher, 

more even than a poet. He invests himself with the office of a 
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prophet and in that capacity as well as in his genius as a poet 

turns to the god of' illumination and revelation in that ancient 

world: 

Q, buono Apollo, all'ultimo lavoro 
f'ammi del tuo valor sl. :fatto vaeo, 
come dimandi a dar l'amato alloro. 

Infino a qui l'un giogo di Parnaso 
aesai mi fu; ma or con amendue { ) 
m'~ uopo intrar nell'aringo rimaso. 57 
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Notes to Chapter Fifteen: Dante and the Greco-Roman 

Religions. 

1. Cf. A. Schweitzer: 11Paul and his Interpreters." 

(English translation.) PP• 192 sqq. 

A. E. J. Rawlinson: "Ne1r Testament Doctrine of the 

Christ.'' (London: 1949). 

2. Cicero: De Natura Deorum. I. 119. 

Eleusina sanctam illam et augustam, 
Ubi initiantur gentes orarum ultimae. 

4. As an example of this, one may quote the beautiful 

lines in the celebrated chorus in "Oedipus at Colonus. 11 

(668-680~: 

5. 
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6. Exodus: Ill: 14. 

Cf. Etienne Gilson: 

(English translation 

PP• 46 sqq: 

"The Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophy." 

by A. H. C. Downes.) (London:l950) 

7. Aristotle: De Coelo: II:3. 

Metaphysics: 1073 a 26 - b 1. 

Cf. W. D. Ross: "Aristotle." p. 97 sqq: (London: 

Fourth Edition: 1945). 

8~ Of· course, the well-known words of S.Pa.ul in Romans I: 

vv. 19-20 establish the concept of a Natural Theology 

and were so expounded by S.Thoma.s. 

S.Thoma.s: Summa contra Gentiles. Lib: i Ca.pit: III. 

Est a.utem in his quae de Deo confitemur duplex verita.tis 
modus. Quaeda.m namque vera sunt de Deo quae omnem 
fa.cultatem huma.na.e rationis excedunt, ut Deum esse 
trinum et unum. Quaedam vero sunt ad quae etiam 
ra.tio,i{ naturalis pertingere potest, sicut est Dewn 
esse, Deum esse unum, et alia huiusmodi; quae etiam 
philosophi demonstrative de Deo probaverunt, ducti 
naturalis lumine rationis. 

9. Pascal: "Pens~es et'opuscules. 11 ed. L. Brunschviog. 

(Paris: 1 1934). · 

Pens~es 3. 233. p. 436. (Brunschvicg ed. as above.) 

ibid: 7. 543. P• 570. 

10. As an example the following lines will illustrate the 

point: 

Ludovico Ariosto. 

Orlando Furioso. Canto VIII. 1-8.· 

Oh quanti sono incantatrici, oh quanti 
Incantor tra noi, che non si sanno~ 
Che con lor arti uomini e donne amanti 
Di s~, cangia.ndo i visi lor, fatto hanno, 
Non con spirti constretti tali incanti, 
N~ con osservaaioni di stelle fa.nno: 
Ma con simulazion, mensr;ogne e ftodi 
Legano i cor d'indissolubil nodi: 

11. Inferno: 1:72. 

12. Paradiso: V:68-72. 

e cos1 stolto 
ritrovar puoi il gran duca de 1 Greci, 
ond.e pianse ·rfigenia il suo bel volto, 
e f~ pianger.di s~ i folli e i savi 
ch'udir parlar di cosl fatto colto. 

and thou canst find the same folly in the great leader 
of the Greeks, because of which Iphigenia lamented her 
own fair face and both wise and simple made lament for 
her who hea.rd the tale of such a rite. 
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13. Paradiso: V:64-68. 
Non prendan li mortali il voto a ciancia.: 
siate fedeli, e a cib far non bieci, 
come Iept~ alla sua prima mancia; 

cui pi~ si convenla dicer "Mal feci", 
che, servando, far peggio; 

Let not mortals take vows lightly. Be faithful and 
with that be not perverse, like Jephthah in his first 
offering, who ought rather to have said 111 did ill" 
than, keeping faith, to do worse; 

14. Inferno: XIV: 101-102. 

e per celarlo meglio, 
quando piangea, vi facea far le grida. 

and to conceal him better when he cried, she made them 
raise an uproar. 

15. Paradiso: XII: 19-25• 
thui the two wreaths of those eternal roses circled 
round us'jand thus the farther answered to the nearer. 
When the dance and the great festival of both song 
and flames, light with light joyful and gracious, 
stopped together at one moment and with one consent •••••• 

16. Paradiso: XIIl:25-27. 

There they sang, not Bacchus and no Paean, but three 
Persons in the divine nature, and in one Person that 
nature and the human. 

Cf. Martin P. Nilssoni "A History of Greek Religion." 

PP• 130-131. 
Hymn to Apollo. (Homeric HJDDil XXI: 1-4). 

cff oipz., lff ;iv koCl l<G\.<vos GrrO 1rn:.t,U'~wv 
~I / I " )\ f \,1 ) l ~ {Ji:(. 

0 /\en ~1Tl6pwo-11wv rroTd.f"ov rrrino<. J ,, 
c.f I t.. ) '>' / tV"J S:V Tei 

"TT17v ~AOv, lr~ a oWl6 Os f )\wv <f>r,rl \'fo< ,\(~ilD(V 
..£."S" ' .<."'""' """ k' </ ?' r~ 
'/ 0 L> t7i7S· 'Y'w lov Ti o{L u a-To<. TOV o(.(. t.v ~Ll..01:<. 

' '\ C./ " ~ ?~ . ~ Cf \ ~ ) "? kou f)O r<;..V 6ulw /\o{t'i..· o(, 'vd.!:J lf o'.f'o<.<- O<i, cs'ot.ocJ'fj. 

17. Purgatorio: X:VIII:91-93. 
and as lsmenus and Asopus saw of old a tmnult and throng 
on their banks at night whenever the Thebans had need 
of Bacchus 

18. Statius: Thebo.id: IX:483-485. 

Ille ego cla.matur sanctis ululatibus amnis 
qui molles tyrsos bacchiaque cornua puro 
fonte lava.re feror •••••••• 
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19. Purgatorio: XVIII: 97-102. 

Soon they were upon us, for all that great crowd kept 
running, and two in front cried out with tea.rs:aMary 
went into the hill-country with haste," and "Caesar 
to subdue Lerida., thrust at Marsilles and then made 
speed in Spain." 

20. Plutarch: Isis et Osiris 35 7 365 A quoting Pindar 

fr. 140 (Bowra.). 

21. C. G. Jung: "Symbols of Transformation." pp.425 sqq: 

(vol: 5 of 11Collected Works": London:l956). 

22. The standard work on thi.s is still: 

23. 

24. 

25. 

Erwin Rohde: "Psyche". 

Cf. L. Farnell: "Cults of the Greek States." vol:V. 

chs. 4-7. 

Euripides: Bacchae: 115. 

'i2 / C./ .,; " e / 
DfOjiA'-OS O(ITlS (;I.. o1/ Lo<:lJOtJS · 

(Cf. edition of the "Bacchae" with introduction and 

commentary by E. R. Dodds: Oxford:l953. Note on P• 

' Herodotus calls them: \/£WO' Tc. 

Cf. James Adam: "The Religious Teachers of Greece." 

PP• 316 sqq: 

79). 

26. Cf. Gilbert Murray: "Euripides and His Age." pp. 187 sqq: 

Cf. also the essay on "The Ba.cchae of Euripides in 

relation to certain currents of thought in the fifth 

century," in the same author's "Essays and Addresses." 

PP• 56 sqq: 
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27. Homer: Odyssey: IV:231-2. 

) "' ~' C/k \. ·1if OS o £ £ o( Cf TOS 
/ 5' ..... 

~ver wiiwv. 1 "(o<f 

? / . 
27Tt rJTd..jA "i: vos 

TTo<.v'fovos ~vo-t '(i.vie~7s. 

28. Martin P. Nilsson: "A History of Greek Religion." 

p 130 sqq: 

29. Perhaps the confusion might almost suggest some kind 

of intuition on the part of Dante when we consider 

the association of Dionysus and Apollo at Delphi, 

where they shared the same shrine. It is, of course, 

a fact that the Apollonian institutionalism proved 

able to control the powerful irrational and emotional 

character of the worship of the new god. During the 

three Winter months the dithyramb of Dionysus was 

celebrated and Apollo's paeon of joy and thanksgiving 

was not allowed to be heard. In the Spring, however, 

Apollo,.returned to the possession of his sanctuary. 

Cf. Martin·P. Nilsson: op.· cit. PP• 208-9. · 

30. Convivio: IV:XXV:6. 

E per~ dice Stazio, lo dolce poeta, nel primo de la 
Tebana Istoria, che quando Adrasto, rege de li Argi, 
vide :Eblinice coverto d'un cuoio di leone, e vide Tideo 
coverto d 1 un cuoio di porco selvatico, e ricordossi 
del risponso che Apollo do.to a.vea per le sue figlie, 
che esse divenne stupido; e perb piu reverente e piu 
disideroso di sapere. 

Cf. Statius: Thebaid: (ed~ H. W. Garrod: Oxford:l906)~ 

11. 395 sqq: 

Cui Phoebus generos (monstrum exitiabile dictu 
Mox adaperta fides) aevo ducente, canebat, 
Saeligerumque suem et fulvum adventare leonem. 

31. Inferno: XX:7-15~· 

e vidi gente per lo vallon tondo 
venir, tacendo e lagrimando, al passo 
che fanno le letane in questo mondo. 

Come 'l viso mi scese in lor piu basso, 
mirabil-mente apparve esser travolto 
ciascun tra 1 1 mento e 1 1 principio del casso; 

ch~ dalle reni era tornato il volto, 
ed in dietro venir li convenla, 
perch~ 1 1 veder dinanzi era lor tolto. 

and I saw people along the great circular valley coming, 
silent and weeping, at the pa.ce made by the litanies 
in this world. As my sight went lower on them, each· 
seemed to be strangely twisted between'the chin and 
the beginning of the chest, for the face wa.s turned 
towards the loins and they had to come backwards, 
since seeing forward was denied·them. · 
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32. Tbis punishment was, no doubt, suggested by the words 

which the poet found written in the prophecy of Isaiah: 

(Isaiah: XLIV: 25): 

irrita faciens signa divinorum, 
et ariolos in furorem vertens; 
convertens sapientes retrorsum, 
et scientia.m eorum stultam faciens; 

33. Cf. S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa contra Gentiles: Lib:· III 
cap: XCII. (Leonine ed: P• 334). 

Cum igitur homo sit ordinatus secundum corpus ftUb corporibus 
c~elestibus; secundum intellectum vero sub angelis; 
secundum voluntatem autem sub Deo: potest contingere 
a.liquid praeter intentionem hominis quod ta.men est 
secundum ordinem caelestium corporum, vel dispositionem 

d
a1!ge 1&f~d' \l.:el ,.~t1'1:~(\e~lie ~er4f\4( n.a:;,~~~ t\~}\.~~fliri t>!.1t~s ~o l~s 
irec~e a e1ec~1onem LOminis~per moaum persuas1on1s; 

actio vero corporis caelestis per modum disponentis, 
inquantum corporales impressiones caelestium corpo.rum 
in corpora nostra disponunt ad aliquas electiones. 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••Nam impressiones corporum 
caelestium in corpora nostra causant in nobis naturales 
corporum dispositiones. Et ideo ex dispositione 
relicta ex corpore caelesti in corpore nostro dicitur 
aliquis non solum bene fortunatus a.ut ma.le, sed etiam 
bene naturatus vel male: secundum quern modum Philosophus 
dicitJinMagnisMora.libus (1. c., n. 8; 1207 a), 
quod bene fortunatum est esse bene naturatum. sqq: 

Also ibid: cap. XCIII. 

34. Ci• S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa contra Gentiles: Lib: III 

cap. XCIV. (De CertitCudine Divinae Providentiae) 

p. 337 (Leonine ed). 

35. Inferno: XX:27-30~ 

"Art thou too as witless as the rest? Here~ipity· 

lives when it is quite dead. Who is more guilty 

than he who makes the divine counsel subject to his 

will ? 11 

36. Homer: Odyssey: XI:90-91• ' 

f.f (CJLov cr-k1)7iTf°ov 

~'l'(Svw ko1~ 

. . 
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37. Inferno: XX:lOS-113. 

fu, quando Grecia fu di maschi vota 

st ch'a pena rimaser per le cune, 
augure, e diede 1 1 punto con Calcanta 
in Aulide a tagliar la prima fune. 

Eurlpilo ebbe nome, e cosl 'l canta 
l'alta mia tragedla in alcun loco: 

(He) •••••• •tras augur when Greece was left so empty 
of males that scarcely any remained for the cradles, 
and with Calchas he gave the moment for cutting the 
first cable in Aulis. Eurypilus was his name, and 
thus my high tragedy sings of him in a certain passage: 

This is a reference to the Aeneid II:ll3 sqq: 

a passage which Dante appears to have misread. What 

Sinon falsely and deceitfully pretends is merely that 

the Greeks, hindered,by contrary winds, from leaving 

the plain of Ilion and returning home, send Eurypylus 

to enquire of the oracle of Apollo; 

suspensi Eurypylum scitantem oracula Phoebi 
mittimus, isque adytis haec tristia dicta reportat: 
sqq: 

Perhaps the attribution of divination to Eurypylus 

comes from one of the many versions of the tale of 

Troy current in the Middle Ages. 

38. Inferno: X:X:91-93. 

Fer la citta sovra quell'ossa morte; 
e per colei che 1 1 luogo prima elesse, 
Mantua l 1 a.ppellar sanz'altra sorte. 

They built the city over those dead bones, and from 

her who first chose the place they called it Mantua, 

without other augury. 

39. Inferno: XX:75. 

40. Inferno: XX:79-81. 

After a short course it comes to a level where it 

spreads and makes a marsh that is sometimes noisome 

in Summer. 

41. Virgil: .Aeneid: X: 198-201. 

Ille etiam patriis agmen ciet Ocnus ab oris, 
fatidicae Mantus et Tusci filius amnis, 
qui muros matrisque dedit tibi 1 Mantua, nomen, 
Mantua, dives a.iris, sed non genus omnibus unum: 

42. Inferno: X.X:90-92. 
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43. Purgatorio: XXII:ll3. 

evvi la figlia di Tiresia 

It is true that Tiresias is supposed to have had tirn 

other daughters, but Dante appears only to have known 

of one. Moreover, the words "la figlia" imply the 

existence of Manto only. 

44. Statius: Thebaid: IV:464-467. 

Exceptum pateris praelibat sanguinem et omnes 
ter d.rcum acta pyras, sane ti de more pa.rent is 
seminices fibras et adhuc spirantia reddit viscere. 

45. Cf. E. O. James: 11 The Ancient Gods." PP• 230-234. 

The practice of consulting the gods by the inspection 

of the liver and entrails of sacrificial victims was 

widely used in Babylon and Assyria.. Various forms 

of divination irere em:rloyed, including the observation 

of the heavens, the flight of birds, and the more 

general method of oracles, visions and dreams. From 

Babylon and Assyria the art of Hepatoscopy seems to 

have been introduced to the Etruscan diviners who·, 

were designated "haruspices", and from them made its 

way into the Greco-Roman world. 

46. Lucan: Pharsalia 1:580. 

Cf. La Divina Comroedia, commentato da Attilio Momie;liano. 

Vol. I, Inferno: P• 150 note: 

In questa descrjzione non c'~ ombra di disprezzo: 
Dante qui dimentica la colpa dell'indovino e non vede 
che la sua poetica vita di solitario; lo attrae il 
paesaggio biancheggiante di marmi e quel suo silenzio 
che si stende dalle cime al mare e alle stelle. Si 
direbbe veramente, per la sensazione estatica che vi 
e racchiusa, che Dante si riportasse con la mente ad 
un paesaggio contemplato di fresco. Ma anche qui, 
come nei versi dedicati ad Anfiarao contribuisce all'effetto 
il fascino che esercita su Dante quell 1 arte che pure egli 
condanna; un'aria solenne di mistero circonda la dimora 
dell'augure etrusco. 

48. Inferno: XX:46-51. 
He who backs up to the other's belly is Aruns who in 
the hills of Luni, where the Carrarese that live below 
till the ground, had a cave among the white marbles 
for his dwelling; looking from it at the stars and 
the sea his prospect was without bound. 
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49. Inferno: IX:22-27. 

Vero ~ ch'altra ftata qua gi~ fui, 
congiurato da quella Eritbn cruda 
che richiamava l'ombre a' corpi sui. 

Di poco era di me la carne nuda, 
ch'ella mi fece intrar dentr'a quel muro, 
per trarne un spirto del cerchio di Giuda. 

It is true that once before I was down here, conjured 
by that fell spirit Eri£htho who recalled shades to 
their bodies. My flesh was not long naked of me when 
she made me enter within that wall to draw forth a spirit 
from the circle of Judas. 

On the mediaeval legends about Yi~gilssee: 

Domenico Comparetti: "Virgilio nel Medio Evo." 

(Nuova edizione a cura di Giorgio Pasquale.) 2 vols. 

50. Cf. Friedrich Nietzsche: "Geburt der Trag8die. 

Die Philosophie im tragischen Zeitalter der Griechen. 11 

51. Convivio: III:XI:5. 

52. Ep: ad Corinthios Prima: XIII:l2. 

53. Convivio: III:XI:5 (as above). 

54. C:fi:. Nancy Lenkeith: "Dante and the Legend of Rome." 

(London:l952). 

55. S.John: !:5. 

56. Cf. Edgar Wind: "Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance." 

(London:1958). 
In this work, the author attempts to shov1 that the 

significance which the Renaissance attached to the 

classical deities may be regarded as a development 

of Mediaeval didacticism. 

57. Paradiso: !:13-18. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN. 

THE LEGEND OF ROME. 

I. 

It is pertinent to ask the question whether Dante had 

a vision of history, provided we define that ambiguous 

phrase more carefully. It is at once clear that he did 

not profess to be a historian nor to look at things from 

the point of view of a dispassionate observer.~) His characters 

are imaginatively conceived, intuitively presented, psychologically 

understood .. This, however, is an aspect which belongs rather to 

the genius of the dramatic poet than to the perception of the 

historian. We do not attribute the· insight revealed in 

Browning's "Ring and the Book11 to the historical capacities 

of the author, but rather to the apprehension of the poet. 

Dante records the virtues of the Roman empire-builders, 

their nobility, their prescience, their valour in war. 

He represents Trajan as the spokesman of Roman justice, 

while at the same time exhibiting Brutus and Cassius as 

the exponents of a calculated and infamous treason. There 

is, in such instances, obviously no attempt to determine 

what actually took place in the cold light of a detached 

investigation. That may be the ideal method of the historian, 

though there have been eminent practitioners of this art of 

whom such a statement would not be true. It certainly 

would not be true of the illustrious Gibbon, nor indeed 

of J. A. Froude. Dante most certainly makes no attempt 

at such a method or such an enquiry. 

Yet the Florentine poet possesses a genuine historical 

vision which derives from his aesthetic and moral sensitiveness •. 
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It oives nothing to a particular theory of history which 

he may be assumed to maintain. Nor a.gain does he distinguish 

between the accounts which he discovers in the poets a.nd 

those which a.re represented in the pages of the historians. 

Both possess the same validity, the same significance. 

Both apparently possess the same claim to truth. In the 

Second book of the "De Mona.rchia.11 , he.relates the story 

of the diffusion of the Roman Empire, citing a.s authorities, 

with indiscriminate zeal, the names of Virgil, Ovid, Cicero, 

Livy, Lucan, Boethius and S.Luke. Among these, Virgil 

seems to be regarded as holding the pre-eminence. There 

is evidently no distinction in the mind of Dante between 

the accounts which he finds in the poets and those of the 

historians. Both are on the same level of authenticity. 

Here, the poet follows the general custom.of Mediaeval times 

in the assessment which he makes of these diverse kinds of 

representation. It may be remembered that Boccaccio, in 

a work written much later, a,l ludes to the intimate connection 

beh·een poetry; philosophy and history. He affirms that 

Da.nte was familiar with this, perceiving that "poetical 

works" a.re "no ya.in or foolish fables, but hiding places 

for the sweetest fruits of historical and philosophical 

truth. 11
(
2 ) Elsevhere,in the long account in Books XIV 

and XV of the "Genealogia. Deorum Gentilitun", Boccaccio makes 

clear what distinction he conceives to be possible between 

these three arts. ·His main argument is that poetry constitutes 

a dramatic and vivid expression in which truth is sho1m in more 

direct form. (a) Villani a.gain, in his famous chronicle, 

refers to .Virgil and J_,ucan as among those who may be regarded 

as "maestri d'istorie".(4 ) 

Many important passages in the works of Dante illustrate 
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the dramatic and symbolic conception of history which he came to 

hold. He could recognize in the writings of Virgil and Livy the 

desire to point a moral or to elucidate some precept. He knew 

the eloquent and stately music of the "Aeneid", the perorations 

and rhetorical magnificence on the subject of Rome. Indeed, 

what we may call the "poetry of glory" no doubt shaped his own 

views about the city and the state. The legend of Troy, in all 

its tragedy and heroism, still remained an inspiration in the 

Italian cities. Descent from its progeny was taken literally 

in the Middle Ages and held to establish a connection with the 

Roman imperial achievement. Paris, Cologne, Padua were proud 

to claim such a descent, while there were many Italian cities, 

notably Florence itself, which advanced such pretensions. Where 

such ideas exist, they must be taken to express symbolically the 

enthusiasm with which the Roman and Trojan names were regarded. 

Dante was familiar with all this. In no way does he question 

the myth of Roman descent and the participation in the glory of 

Troy. · ·Virgil· had expressed it before him, with all the fervour 

of genius and the magnificance of imagination. 

It is significant, also, that the justice of the Roman cause 

is implicitly affirmed by Dante. In a famous scene in the u.Aeneid", 

Apollo is represented as enlightening Ascanius about the nature of 

those future conquests which were conceded to the Roman arms: 

'macte·nova virtute, puer, sic itur ad astra, 
dis genite et geniture deos. iure omnia bella 
gente sub Assaraci fato)ventura resident, 
nee te Troia capit." l5 

It is this many-coloured, changing pattern of events which Dante 

celebr~tes. '·As ~rofessor Vinay has·pointed out,(
6

) history 

is for him something'like a great epic poem. There are lights 

and shadows, thunders and tempests, movement and passion. The 

various peoples conduct their warfare rather in the manner of the 

heroes·of the Greek tragedies under the divine foreknowledge. 

Hence, we discover in the fourth treatise of the "Convivio" 
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examples of Roman courage and nobility collected together in order 

to explain and illustrate the general theme.(
7

) It is a strange 

passage, almost like a solemn organ music, in which there are 

occasional deep notes of compassion blending 'fi th the more lyrical 

notes of adulation. In reading these words, one becomes conscious 

of the moral fervour of the poet in establishing such comparisons. 

The sacred history of Israel and the history of Rome are brought 

together as instituting an equal reno1fll and an e~ual purpose of 

revelation. Moreover, in this passage Dante emphasizes his point 

with great ckrity and conviction. He leaves us in no doubt as to 

his opinion and perspective in the discussion. 

"Thus t.he divine choice of the Roman empire, 11 he declares, 

•is sufficiently proved by the birth of the holy city whi.ch was 

contemporaneous with the root of the·family of Mary ••••• ,~~···• 

Nor ever was the world, nor ever will it be, so perfectly 

ordered as at the time when it was ordered in obedience to the 

voice of one single prince and commander of the Roman people, 

as Luke the Evangelist testifies. 11 (s) 

Those who oppose this resolute view are referred to in 

terms of reprobation and contempt. They are "stupid and vile 

beasts" ''!ho inveigh against the 11 inexpressible and incomprehensible 

wisdom of God. 11 (
9 ) This is a very interesting statement. If ve 

did not already know from what the writer tells us in the pages 

of the "De Monarchia",(10) we might have guessed from the 

hectoring tone of his remarks that he himself had formerly 

held ·the contrary opinion. Such a. view is familiar to us 

in the ''°rks of S .Augustine, a. view irhich is expressed repeatedly, 

idth profundity; w~th conviction, and with that fiery eloquence 

peculiar to the great African doctor. It may be said that the 

whole Mediaeval conception of history and theology is derived 

from Augustine. The presuppositions on which this view 

depended are simple and clear~ Augustine maintained that there 
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could be no true justice without the knowledge of the Christian 

and Catholic religion. Without this, kingdoms and cities, 

states and empires could only be described as "magna. latrocinia", 

great exploits of brigandage.{ll) At an early period in his 

life, Dante apparently accepted this assumption. It came to 

him with all the authority and prestige of one of the most 

illustrious names in the Christian West. During the wri~ing 

of the. fourth Treatise of the 11 Convivio", however, he 'rould seem 

to b.ave changed his mind. From criticism he changed to admiration, 

from repudiation to whole-hearted enthusiasm. Henceforth, he 

became the prophet and historian of Roman nobility, the proclaimer 

of the Latin genius, the poet of that divine mission which he 

recognised as having been entrusted to the Roman empire. 

Why did Dante so singularly and so decisively change his 

mind on this subject? What reflection led him to dismiss with 

contumely the view which he had formerly held? 

Such an enquiry must start with the well-known passage in 

exposition of the theme. of nobility in the fourth treatise of 

the "Convivio" to which we have already alluded. There, it may 

be recalled, we find a gallery of famous men of the Roman State, 

heroic episodes are introduced, the dramatic, the vivid, the 

valiant .. 

"And it ought to lJe manifest that these most eminent men," 

he adds with sober force, "were the instruments by which divine 

providence wrought in the Roman Empire, '\Y"herein oft-times the 

Arm of God appeared to be present •••••••••••• Wherefore we ought 

not to demand further proof in order to perceive that the birth 

and growth of that holy ~ity were specially purposed and ordained 

by God. And I certainly have a firm belief that the stones of 

her walls a.re .worthy of reverence, and that the soil on which 

she is seated is worthy beyond all that men have proclaimed or 

proved."(l2) 
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These are significant words, strong and vigorous in their 

affirmation of the greatness and moral virtue of the ancients. 

Indeed, what we have here is nothing less than a saga of Roman 

greatness. Where, we may a,sk, did the poet discover all these 

stori.es and legend$? Apparently, from his favourite "rriters, 

Virgil, Cicero and Lucan, as also from .Orosius, and a su.mmary 

of Livy's histories.(I3 ) Yet~ a.s a matter of fa.ct, most of 

the examples given here, as also in the second book of the 

"De Monarchia'.', 
(14} seem to have been ta.ken out of the "De 

Civitate Dei" 0£ $.Augustine, the grea-t;. work of reference for 

the Mediaeval scholB,r a.nd ·historiographer. In this latter 

work, the Africa.n Doctor set out, particularly in his celebrated 

chapter 18 of Book v, not with the avowed intention of praising 

the Romans, but,on the contrary, of showing with what enthusia.sm 

and self-sacrifice they were prepared to pursue the ambition of 

earthey glory. His purpose was to point a moral, and emphasize 

a didactic principle. He would ~rge his Christian readers to 

seek the true riches of the heavenly glory with an equal fervour 

and an equa.l detachment. This was the whole drift of his 

argumento He could extol the Roman character for its admirable 

qualities of strength and inflexibility. But it was spoiled 

by a merely temporal and material aim. In other words, the 

impulse of the Roman achievement was directed entirely towards 

the acquisition of glory. Whatever apparent virtues might 

result from this, whatever apparent nobility, whatever courage 

and magnanimity, could not rightly be called virtues. They were, 

he pointed out in a well-Tmown definition, nothing more than the 

pressing do1ftl of many vices in order to make room for the one 

great vice of pride. God had given them dominion over the 

world. In this imperial heritage, however, they were the 

successors of those who had gone before them - the Assyrians, the 

Persians, and that first Rome which was designated Babylon, and 

·w·hicb was the meretricious and splendid exa.mpte of earthly pomp. 
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II. 

It must be admitted, however, that this represents.only 

one aspect of Augustine 1 s thought, which is '¥'oven of many colours, 

of many strands, and indeed of various contradictions. 

Considering the circumstances under which the "City of God11 ca.me 

to be written and the length of time occupied in its desultory 

composition, there is nothing very surprising in this. Nor 

must we forget the heavy responsibility which SeAugustine bore 

as a diocesan bishop in times of great danger and trial. 

Moreover, it was he who was obliged to deal with the Donatist 

schism and the more serious and disturbing Pelagian heresy. 

These are things which account for a certain amount of incoherence 

and confusion in the argument advanced in the book. What the 

great African doctor is trying to express is this. Whatever 

rulers might exercise authority in the pagan stateccan be of 

no real concern to the Christian. As a Christian, he has no 

duty or interest in building a city in this world. Nor should 

he allow himself to be perturbed or invoJved in those temporal 

affairs which engage so much of his neighbours' activity. 

Indeed, S.Augustine concludes, with a magnificent sweep of 

rhetoric, that it does not matter under what kind of government 

the faithful are living so long as they are not actuaili·ly 

constrained to commit evil actions~(l5 ) 

Such an attitude would, ~€ course, commit the Christian to 

the position of a passive spectator in the affairs and government 

of this world. But it is not by any means all that Augustine has 

to say on the question of organized society. What he affirms in 

this respect is of the nature of a judgment and opinion on the 

pagan connnonwealth. When the State became Christian, however, 

an event of signal importance took place. Not only did the 
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Church receive the fruits of that conversion - honour and glory 

and privilege. The earthly society itself derived great 

advantage from the compact thus established. If the State 

showed itself willing to listen to the moral precepts of the 

Gospel, then it could expect to be confirmed in righteousness 

and truth. It could look forward to an aid more propitious 

than anything which the most illustrious heroes of ancient 

history had been able to accomplish. In such a condition, 

there was no need for Christians to cease from the performance 

of the customary ta.sks and duties of society. They must 

continue to be husbands, wives, householders, soldiers, judges, 

merchants. In other words, they must pursue the occupation 

which they had taken up as a means of getting a living and as 

their contribution to the ordered whole of the earthly society. 

The Christian Faith which they professed and which they were 

cotmnitted to following in the practice of the moral virtues, would 

increase their value to the commonwealth.(I5 ) 

In this view, more reasoned and balanced, Augustine veers 

round to what is in fact Christian optimism. He sets forth 

the ideal of the just ruler - the Christian prince whose 

righteousness in his great office assists the work of salvation 

among those committed to his charge. The picture of such a 

ruler is depicted in warm and glowing tones. All the 

simplicity, the clarity of the Gospel images is employed in 

order to illustrate what he means. The ruler, he says, should 

be not merely the sovereign to govern a.nd cormnand. He should 

belf also, the father of his people. Looking back down the long 

vistas of Christian history, we see how this ideal has been 

realized in the person of Alfred the Great of England, of s. 

Louis of France, of S.Vladimir of Russia, of S.Wenceslas of 

Bohemia. 

It appears, therefore, from such an exposition, that while 
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the temporal order must not be a.llo'lred to constitute an end in 

, · · itself 
1 

it has its p!ia.ce a.s the appointed means to the attain-

ment of man's true purpose. The Christian ruler was meant to 

assist in this process. Ile should manifest that paternal concern 

for his people which finds its true analogue in the Fatherhood 

of God. He must be the symbol of that fatherly authority and, 

as such, it could be said that his dominion was fptounded on 

love. Thus, the great theme of love, caritas, once more becomes 

central in Augustine~s?philosophy. It is this which is the 

subject of all his preaching, of his exhortat.ion, of his theology, 

of his letters, of his commentaries on Holy Scripture.(lS) Such 

an ethic implies the opposite of that vast empire maintained and 

extended by force which pagan Rome had once possessed. 

According to S.Augustine, no speiia.l mission, no high 

prerogative, no particular distinction belonged to Rome. 

Whatever value belonged to the empire was exactly the same as 

that of any other political organization. Doubtless, it 

possessed a certain usefulness in the terrestrial order. One 

thing it lacked, h°'rnver, and that was justice, for this virtue 

was impossible of acquisition 'lrithout the love of God. 

Without justice, there could be neither law nor people. Where, 

indeed, could you expect to find· justice in a society·which 

practised·the worship of malevolent demons?(l9 ) • 'ir"we apply a 

lower standard, however,·perhaps there is a sense in which ve 

could denote Rome as a "gathering together of some·sort.of 

rational multitude, joined in fellowship by a common love of 

the same things. 11 (
2o) 'This was not really the definition 

proposed by Cicero• In his more sombre mood of denunciation, 

the African doctor judges Rome by those same standards as apply 

to Athens, and the other Greek city~states, to Egypt or the 

sensual Assyrian Babylon, predecessor of the greater and more 

powerful Babylon of the West.( 2l) None of these societies 
-~--· 
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possessed any claim to be anything else but expressions of the 

earthly city. "To put the matter in general form," he concludes 

with some disparagement, "a city of :wicked men in which God's 

command to offer no sacrifice but to Himself is not obeyed 7 nor 

His command which follows upon the other, that the mind should 

exercise proper and constant rule over the body and the reason 

over evil desir.es •••• such a city is without the truth of 

righteousness." ("caret iustitiae veritate11
). 

It follows, therefore, that without the love of God, 

without that righteousness which proceeds from the Father 

of lights, there can be no idea of justice. Rome was devoted 

to the 1rorship of many gods. Yet this very number and diversity 

of religions served only to demonstrate the confusion in the 

souls of men. Rome sought after one,o;tbing only; the love of 

self. This she encouraged. This she pursued. This she' 

practised. But so far from obtaining peace, she found only 

division and civil strife, contention, and wars of aggrandizement. 

Augustine refused to be impressed by the conquests of the 

Roman army and the triumphant march of the imperial renowne 

Indeed, the greater and more powerful the State became, the 

greater were her transgressions. We may ask what were these 

crimes? They may be summed up briefly and clearly. They 

consisted in the iniquities committed by her kings, the ingratitude 

manifested by the people towards heroes like Camillus and Scipio, 

the murderous cupidity of Marius and Sulla, the conflicts and 

passions, the violence and disastrous wars 1rhich broke out 

before the birth of Christ, the murder of Cicero •••• a crime which 

won not only the connivance but also the approbation of the great 

Octavian himselr.< 22). Roman law which might, indeed, appear to 

be a brilliant achievement when contrasted with the systems of 

other nations, was imposed upon the conquered by the exercise of 

military power~ The glory of victory rested entirely upon the 
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shedding of innocent blood, and the ruthlessness manifested in 

the wi.11 to sovereignty. The long survey of-Roman history is 

dark and bitter, revealing something of that impassioned protest 

never completely submerged in the North African territories. 

No-one can forget the smouldering resentment which expressed 

itself in the eloquence of Tertullian;and the fanatical movements 1 

bound up as they were 1ri th the fiery Apocalyptic visions of 

judgment against the Empire. While the old Lybio-Phoenician 

population had become merged in the pattern of Latin culture, 

it was still conscious of itself. During the later empire, it 

began to assert its point of view vigorously and persistently.<23 ) 

Something of this spirit of Carthaginian independence may be 

discovered in the refutation which Augustine addresses to those 

who see only the nobility of Rome. 

"An respondent, quod nisi assiduis sibique continuo 

succedentibus bellis Romanum imperium tam longe la.teque non 

posset augeri et tam grandi gloria. diffamari? Idonea. vero 

causa! Ut magnum esset imperium, cur esse deberet inquietum? 

Nonne in corpo•ibus hominum satius est modicam staturam cum 

sanitate habere quam ad molem a.liquam giganteam perpetuis 

adflictionibus pervenire, nee cum perveneris requiescere, 

sed quanto grandioribus membris, tanto maioribus agitari 

malis?" <24 ) 

What, asks Augustine, was the significance of that 

distinction which some Romans made between the desire for glory 

estimable, honourable and admirable - and the lust for wealth 

and power? If we consider the noble ea.to, it is evident that 

whatever virtues might be attributed to him were egotistic.<25) 

His life ended in suicide at Utica. Again,,if we turn to the 

triumphs·and successes of the past, they must appear to be 

illusory, "like a painted picture", to use an illustration of 

Cicero in his lament for the disappearance of old traditions, 
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ideals and customs.( 26 ) ' By his time, Cicero declared,·the 

picture had faded, so that its -colours- ancl t'.igures could no 

longer be recognized. One might ask - Augustine adds pertinently·-

when was it ever vivid? What was the truth about all those 

suppositions, dreams and ideas of a noble and glorious pa_st? 

"Viderint la.udatores eius etia.m illis antiqu.:i.s viris et moribus 

qualis fuerit, utnun in ea viguerit vera iustitia an forte nee 

tune fuerit viva moribus, sed picta coloribus; quod et ipse 

Cicero nesciens, cum earn pra.eferret, expressit. 11 (
27

) 

Yet, with all his denunciation of the empire and of the 

pride of achievement, he was not unmindful of the glory -which 

belonged to the ancient name. He could admire the heroism 

and patriotism of Regulus. He was ready to acknowledge the 

integrity of the old Roman Republic, with its austerity and 

simplicity of manners. This he employs as an illustration 

admonishing Christians to cultivate those virtues which shall 

make them members of the heavenly Respublica.( 2s) Obviously, 

he must have known all that sense of magnificence, all the 

renown, the pomp, the glitter, the brilliance of the imperial 

city. Yet, it was a feel:ing for which he reproached himself. 

At the same time, there a.re many expressions of violent 

and dramatic protest, of execration and condemnation, mingled 

with this more temperate note of appreciation. When he describes 

the desire for glory which possessed so many of-the Romans, he 

cannot help referring to their "splendid vices", as he calls 

them. Vices they were, since they must be regarded as the 

expression of pride, but splendid they must seem, as exhibiting the 

spirit of a determined and .fiery emulation. One might compare 

such a high-flown insolence of daring with Marlowe's "Tamburla.ine 

the Great", the violence, the brilliance, t.he blood and colour 

of high achievement as seen by the poets of the Renaissance. 

Yet, it must not be supposed that Augustine dismissed the 
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Roman empire as nothing else than the false and wayward Babylon 

of the 11.Apocalypse. 11 When he comes to discuss morals, he 

often employs that image. No doubt, during those last days of 

anguish and desolat.ion when the power of Rome was broken and 

her glory departed, he must often have remembered the lamentation 

over the Fall of Babylon which the Christian prophet. appended t.o 

his predictions of imminent doom. 

"Vae, vae civitas illa magna Babylon, civitas illa 
fortis, 

quoniam una hora venit judicium tuum! ..................................... 
Vae, vae civitas ilia magft~, quae amicta erat bysso, et 

purpura, 
et cocco, et deaurata erat auro, et lapide pretioso et 

margaritis; ( 29 ) 
quoniam una hora destitutae sunt tantae di.vitiael" 

~o No doubt, also, the image of Babylon, false, perj~red and 

bloody, must have recalled t.o Augustine's mind the pagan city 

and empire. But - and it is an important exception - this is 

not all that the African doctor has to say about the Roman 

Empire. It must be allowed a place under the providence of 

God. It exists to fulfil a definite purpose. Indeed, the 

whole of human history, the kingdoms, the glories of men, are 

subject to the Divine Wisdom.( 3o) If this is so, we must ask 

what purpose can be discovered in the. existence of the Empire? 

What reasons may we give for its establis.hment and prosperity? 

In answer to this, Augustine adduces three main reasons 

which explain the cont.inuity and preservation of the Roman 

power. 

First of all, it was intended.to maintain peace among 

men. (3 I} It was meant. to subjugate t.he passions of anarchy, 

conflict and barbarism. The Empire could claim to exist by 

divine sanction because the Romans gave evidence of that strength 

and resolution of ·Character which God saw fit to reward. The 

mind and ambition of the citizen was inspired by the idea of the 

elory of Rome: the splendour of the Roman achievement, the 
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concept of Roman law, the power of Roman arms, the lucidity of 

Roman literature, the passion of eloquence and the deliberation 

of leadership.(32 ) "Glory was their supreme passion; for this 

they wished to live, for this they did not hesitate to die," 

declared Augustine in a memorable phrase which records his 

half~conotaled admiration for the virtues of the imperial age.(33 ) 

Secondly, it could be said that Providence established the 

Roman Empire in order to manifest that eternal righteousness 

which assigns to every man the reward of his deeds. With some 

irony, however, the African doctor goes on to demonstrate that 

the re1rard is given according to the motive which inspires such 

actions. What then was t.he motive which animated the Romans 

in the fortitude and self-sacrifice which they displayed? 

Augustine ha.R a short reply to this question. It was merely the 

praise of men. They achieved what they set out to do, glory and 

dominion, praise and adulation. They have t;iven gifts to men, 

in the words of the psalmist, in bringing to them the great 

civilization which they inherited from the Hellenic tradition. 

They have received their reward, as Divine Providence appointed, 

and that reward is just, for it consists in what they sought.( 34) 

Yet, Augustine is ready to concede that the moral virtues, even if 

they do not issue from the highest motives, may be used as an 

example to others. They may thus attain to a richer and more 

varied excellence. Christians are meant to learn such lessons 

as the Roman Empire taught and to profit by this instruction. 

The glory of Rome inspired her citizens with resolution and 

ardour. The same spirit should impel Christians to pursue the 

cause of the Heavenly City to which they belong. 

11 
•••••• consideremus quanta contempserint, quae pertulerint, 

quas cupiditates subegerint pro humana gloria, qui earn 1;-amquam 

mercedem talium virtutum accipere meruerunt, et valeat nobis 
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etiam hoc ad epprimendam superbiam, ut, cum illa civitas, in 

qua nobis regnare promissum est, ta.ntum ab ha.c distet
1

quantum 

distat caelum a terra, a temporali laetitia vita aeterna, ab 

ina.nibus laudibus solida gloria, a societa.te mortalium societas 

angelorum, a lumine solis et luna.e lumen eius qui solem fecit et 

lunam, nihil sibi magnum fecisse videantur tantae patriae cives, 

si pro illa adipiscenda fecerint boni operis a.liquid vel ma.la. 

aliqua sustinuerint, cum illi pro hac terrena iam adepta tanta 

f ecerint, tanta perpessi . (35) 
sint, ••••••••••••• 

Thirdly, it may be said that the Roman Empire was called into 

existence to provide an instruction and precept for the members 

of the City of God. The moral ideals, the moral endeavour, the 

moral fervour of those who are ignorant of the true Faith are 

t 1 k . · · ·r· (ae) F S A t· h' t no ac 1ng in s1gn1 1cance. or • ugus 1ne 1s ory 

reveals the divine will and the divine purpose in operation among 

• men and nations. If 'ire approach the study of events with this 

in mind, we shall discover the truth of our assumptions in all 

those circumstances of which we are spectators. In other words, 

we shall see that our faith is justified. For this reason, S. 

Augustine includes, in Books XV -'.-<XVI II, · a long and desultory 

account of the progrea,s of Roman history. While, on the one 

hand, he condemns the Empire, he cannot resist an admiration -

for its magnificence. According to him, its greatest achievement 

was to extend the privileges of citizenship to the provinces. 

In this way, the citizen of Rome and the inhabitant of some 

obscure town in far-off Cilicia'were on an equality. They 

both shared in the imperial benefits of order and administration. 

Augustine's fiercest denunciation is that the richest 

provinces of the Empire were acquired by war. He does not, 

I deny that Rome brought to the peoples a~.participation in its 

heritage of law and civilization, thus acquainting them with 

the ideals of an ordered society. Yet, when he reviews the 
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cost of these achievements, he finds hi!flself overwhelmed by dark 

and bitter reflections: 

"At enim opera data est, ut imperiosa. civitas non solum 

iugum, verum etiam linguam suam domitis gentibus per pacem 

societatis inponeret, per quam non deesset, immo et abundaret 

etiam interpretum copia. Verum est; sed hoc quam multis et 

quam grandibus bellis, quanta strage hominum, quanta effusione 

humani sanguinis compare.tum est? Quibus transactis, non est 

ta:wicm eorundem malorum finita miseria ••••• "(37 ) 

Such results were only accomplisyed by campaigns of ruthless 

cruelty and indiscriminate bloodshed. The truth about the 

Roman character he finds expressed in the familiar 'lrords of 

Sallust:"laudis avidi, pecuniae liberales erant, gloriam ingentem, 

divitia.s honestas volebant. 11 (
38) 

III. 

The paradox, or perhaps we should say; "confusion11 ,·of 

Augustine's attitude i~ disclosed in·the opinion·which he 

expresses about the poetry of Virgil. As we have already 

observed, he was familiar with the works of the great Latin 

poet. He knew all the music, the cadence, the romance and· 

tenderness of the epic of Rome. In ~is·youth, he tells us, 

he bad shed tears for Dido. Later,.he confesses that he felt 

ashamed of such an emotion. So vivid, so dramatic, s.o cogent 

were the images employed by Virgil, that he wa~ constrained to 

repudiate some of them. The sombre and fiery background of 

Tartarus, the powers of Rhadamanthus,(39 ) and the many incidents 

recorded about Aeneas's journey to the underworld, seemed to him· 

so credible that be warned his readers against them. He quotes 
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from Virgil with obvious-familiarityjin pointing a moral or 

stating a conclusion. The well-known lines: 

Deterior donec paulatim·ac decolor aetas (4o) 
et belli rabies et amor successit habendi! 

express clearly enough his Olm considered opinion and could, 

therefore, be employed to denounce the madness of war and the 

lust of gain. Virgil had attributed all evil to the flesh. 

This was, of course, Augustine affirms, a·mistaken view, but at· 

any rate implied an acknowledgement of the existence of evil. 

Moreo·ver, in the Latin poet, he discovered a sense of compassion, 

a sympathy and understanding for the sufferings of men, which 

endeared him even more to the lover of poetry. Indeed; this 

might almost be thought to constitute a Christian virtue in the 

affinity which it shows to the motive of love. 

What Augustine could not whare, however, was Virgil's belief 

in the eternity of Roman power and administration. The Romans 

associated themselves with their city, with its greatness, its 

size, its magnificence, its vistas of gold and marble, its· 

palaces and rose-gardens, its marching armies and heroic past. 

According to Augustine, howtyer, they had merely invested 

themselves with something that was transitory, brief ,-and ready 

to decay. It was 1 inevitable that Rome should participate in· 

the fa.te of all human ins ti tut ions. It was·bound to fall• 

He maintained that Virgil was conscious of this, even though 

in his great poem he had dissembl~d such a. belief.(4l) · · 

Nowhere is the divergence of thought more·marked than·in 

this view of the empire which commends itself to,Dante but is 

denied by Augustine. Yet Dante derived much from Augustine and 

shared with him a. passionate love of the poetry of Virgil• 

Moreover, all that eloquence, that sense of the grandeur of Rome, 

that impression of its order, that admiration for its law and 

institutions are readily apparent in the writings of the great 
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Latin doctor in spite of his declamations. The record of history 

upon which he reflects irith such conviction, the recollections of 

Virgil - odd lines scattered here and there throughout his books 

which could suggest other meanings and interpretations - the 

accounts of Roman leaders, the digressions on Cicero and Varro, 

all these could not fail to influence the mind of Dante. His 

debt to Augustine is obvious not only in the historical perspective 

which he a,dopts but also in the theological views which he advances 

in explanation of the course of human history. 

The poet was also to some extent under the influence of 

Orosius, who may be regarded as the founder of the mediaeval 

study of historiography. At the suggestion of S.Augustine, he 

had undertaken a long and desultory narrative of the history of 

the world. It will be remembered how in the "Divina Commedia", 

Dante refers to him almost casually, in fact, in what might almost 

be called a tone of banterinf!; 

Nell'altra·piccioletta luce ride ' 1 

quello a.vvocato de' tempi cristiani(42)· 
del cui latino Au.gustin·si provide;. 

It. looks as if the poet was·well aware that Orosius·had 

darkened the picture•and heightened the·colours in the description 

which he gives of the state of the world in pagan times.· During · 

the Christian dispensation, Orosius maintained that the afflictions 

which were loosed upon the human race were far less terrible·than 

those which had been encountered in previous ages. The 

"Historiae adversum Paganos" remains a work of allegorical 

parallelism, to use Vossler's phrase. Orositis wrote it in order 

to complete the historical account. contained in the "De Ci vi tate 

. Dei" of S .Augustine. This was a necessa.ry labour since the 

record which is there given is fragmentary and the events of 

Roman history are only related as far as the Civil War 'rhich. 

occurred after the de a.th of Julius Caesar. 
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Orosius appears to have displayed all the energy and. ,Passion 

for theory of the cyclical historians of the present day. Be 

describes the four great empires, Babylon, Carthage, Macedonia. 

and Rome, and finds symbol and mystical allusion in the events 

which a.re there exhibited 'rith such meta.physical significance'. 

Christianity, he declared, had greatly changed earthly conditions. 

There existed a great resemblance between Rome and Babylon: they 

were both brilliant and magnificent, sinful and perverse. What 

had enabled the Roman Empire to survive, however, was not the 

inherent merit or virtue of its citizens but the influence of 

the Christian religion. 

The view which Orosius presents on the subject of 

historical events is thus essentially did.actic and a.ccommodated 

to certain theological assumptions. He can never resist the 

opportunity tb indulge in moral reflection. This, indeed, is 

part of his general intention in delineating cause and effect 

as manifested in the historical process which he observed with 

such a variety of improving instruction. His opinion is less 

shaped and coloured by idealism than the philosophical 

digressions of Cicero. Certainly, he differs very much from 

Dante in the attitude which he preserves towards Rome. Thus, 

he is not afraid to express, in a few terse and convincing 

words, his condemnation and horror at the sufferings inflicted 

by the Homans. 

"Quanti igitur pendenda est gutta haec laboriosae 

felicitatis: cui adscribitur unius urbis beatitudo in tant,a. 

mole infelicitatis, per quam agitur totius Orbis eversio?"(
43

) 

As against the serenity, the lucidity, the sweet reasDnable-

ness which inspires Cicero's conception of the fatherly 

benevolence of the Roman rule over the provinces, he observes 

with some asperity: "Aut si ab ali<?_uo dicitur tolerabiliores 

parentibus nostris Romanos hostes fuisse, quam nobis Gothos esse, ' 

_, 
. --, 

I 
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audiat et i.ntellee;at., quanto aliter quam circa se ipsum agitur 

sihi esse videatur. 11 (
44 ) 

There is nothing here of that golden haze of idealism 

with which the Florentine poet perceives the glory of the 

Empire and its destiny in the accomplishment of the divine 

purpose. Yet, it must be admitted, Dante derives a great 

deal of his information from the Spanish writer. For example, 

many details of ~eograrhy, the portrayal of historical 

characters such as Alexander the Great, Semiramis and Domitian, 

and certain stories attributed to Livy, - all these are from 

the pages of Orosius. His indebtedness does not stop there, 

however. It is to be discovered even more clearly in the 

general notfons which he employs as categories of interpretation.(45) 

Among these may be mentioned the idea that the universal peace 

which prevailed at the time of Christ's birth was divinely 

ordained: the belief that it was of deliberate purpose that 

the Saviour was numbered in the census introduced by Augustus: 

and the convictiontthat the crucifixion was avenged by the 

destruction of Jerusalem at the hands of Titus.(46 ) 

In the 11.J)e' Mona.rchia", Dante propounds the· 'theory that 

in the judgment of Christ Pilate was unconsciously punishing 

the transgression of Adam. From this, the poet draws the 

conclusion, $trange enou~h in itself and even stranger when 

compared 1rith the views of Orosius: "Et si Romanum imperium 

de iure non fuit, peccatum Adae in Christo non fuit punitum. 11 (
47 ) 

What Dante means by this is that Jesus Christ,in His own 

Person, paid the penalty for sin which mankind had incurred. 

He could not have done so unless there existed an authority 

which could claim to possess universal jurisdiction. Pilate 

wa.s the lawful representative of that universal jurisdiction 

with 'V'hich the Roman Emperor was invested. In condemning 

Christ to be crucified, Pilate may be said to have acted justly. 

' 
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According to Dante, if the Roman Empire had not possessed a 

valid title to jurisdiction; unless its authority had been 

founded on justice, and its dominion on 11ight, it· could have 

exercised no ligitimate potrer over Christ• It follows, also, 

that if Pilate' could pretend to no valid jurisdiction, then 

the deat,h of Christ could not avail for the offence of Adam. 

All this is completely alien to the ~hought·of Orosius, iv-hose 

a!_'gument, reduces its.elf to the simple proposition that Titus 

executed the will of God in punishing the Jews for the death 

of Christ. 

Of course, i~ is important to remember these and other 

differences which separate the Spanis!l writer·from Dante. 1· 

Yet one thing they have in common, which becomes'a luminous 

fact in the interpretation of events. S ._Augustine repudiates 

any idea of the eternal and universal authority of Rome. For 

him, it is a fable, a legend, an illusion. Orosius maintains 

that the Christian re·ligion has consecrated the jurisdiction 

of the Roman Empire, giving it a universal authority tV'ithin 

the unity of the Catholic Faitho(4S) It might, therefore, 

be affirmed that the glory of Rome as set forth by the 

eloquence of Virgil and Cicero has been transfonned rather 

than changed. Henceforth, all those ideas which receive 

such glowing expression in the great La.tin poets and prose-

writers are coloured by the religion of Christ. They become 

a true description of that Christian Empire which is universal 

in dominion. 

For Augustine, on the other hand, Rome was no different 

from any other nation and must be judged by the same standards. 

The Spanish writer, however, discoveres in the history of 

Rome a. particular vocation and a particular destiny, a fore-

shadowing of the light which shall one day i.llumine the ear1t·h.., 

In hi.s description of the historical events which mark the 

progress of the Roman name, he adduces miracles and portents 
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h . h . t t th d" . . t t• (49 ) w ic. po1n o e .1v1ne 1n erven ion. Dante follows this 

example in ascribing a special activity of providence· at 

various stages of the history of the imperial city. It is 

probable that he relates from Orosius the story of· the ha.il-

storm 'v-hich lV'as supposed to have been responsible for the defeat 

of Hanninal at the gates of Rome. Yet, though he recounts 

various legends from Virgil and others of the Latin poets~ it is 

true to say that the philosophy of history which finds expression 

in his writings o'res much to Orosius ~ It was this writer who 

so strongly insisted on the divine vocation which called the' 

Empire into existence and maintained its authority. It was 

this writer, moreover, who provided so many dramatic stories of 

the element of the miraculous in the lone; history of the Latin 

people. 

''sic placitum. veniet lustris labentibus a.etas, 
cum domus Assaraci Phthiam clarasque Mycenas 
servitio premet ac victis dominabitur Argiis. 
nascetur pulchra Troia.nus origine Caesar, 
·~ve~ium Oceano, fam~m qui_ te:rminet a.s~ris, 
Iul1us, a. magno dem1ssum rtomen Iulo. 11 l50) 

Dante confines his account of such miracles to pagan ti.mes. 

He describes the shield which descended from heaven while. Numa 

· ·Pompilius was engaged in the act of sacrificing. He mentions 

the warning cry of the goose which averted the capture of Rome 

by the Gauls e ••• He speaks of the escape of Clelia a.cross the 

Tiber from the army of Porsenna,(5l) an incident related by 

Virgil~ The poet clearly employs Virgil's account of the 

goose t11at sa.ved Rome, though $.Augustine had related the story 

'th t . . - ( 52 ) w1 a cer a1n irony. . 

Another obse.rvation of Orosius which may· have suggested 

itself to Da,nte is that universal peace consists in the harmony 

of wills. It is he, also, who alludes to the empire as a, remedy 

for sin, and who discovers in the administration and government 

of Home the means by which mankind may be instructed in the great 
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lessons of humility and endurance.( 53 ) Moreover, Orosius 

attributed to Rome the task of disseminating the true Faith, 

for, under the providence of God, the Incarnation took place 

at a time when all nations and peoples were under obedience 

to the one sovereign ruler.( 54) 

IV. 

Let us sum up Dante's theory of Rome. 

It is an important element in his political philosophy to 

demonstrate the mission of the Roman Empire as divinely 

accredited. S.Augustine himself had been obliged to concede, 

not without a certain reluctance, that only by God's will of 

permission had the Romans been able to extend and maintain 

their dominions. Orosius, as we have see~ 1 developed this 

theory to show that such expansion was intended as a preparation 

for the Christian Empire. In his turn, Dante heightens this 

view in characteristic manner. He presents us with his own 

picture, idealized, romantic, sublime. The colours become 

deeper, the light more glowing as he delineates a. rule 

established by God Himself for the salvation of mankind and 

the preservation of society. 

We have commented on Dante's view that the Empire was 

meant to furnish a universal government. This is a view which 

he proceeds to elaborate with that philospphical idealism which 

ignores the harsher realities of conquest so easily apparent to 

Augustine and Orosius.( 55) For him the Romans a.re an elect 

people, specially called and specially endowed for the task to 

which the Divine Wisdom appointed them. If to th(-Jews were 

·-~ .. 
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committed the oracles of God, no less to the Romans had been 

entrusted the government and jurisdiction over the whol~ world~ 

Here it is that we see most clearly the divergence between 

Augustine's philosophy of history and that which Dante so 

vividly maintains. In the pursuit of this theme, the poet 

adduces many examples and illustrations. The Trojans, he 

declares, were brought into Italy, with many signs and wonders, 

in order that they might be known as the people designated to 

rule the world. 

Once more, the capture and burnin~ of Troy must be 

conceived as within the counsel and foreknowledge of God. 

Only in this way could Aeneas lead his faithful followers 

into Italy and establish the family into which, in due time, 

Augustus should be born. S .Augustine bad. compared the 

foundation of Rome with the wicked city set up by Cain.(
55

) 

He had stated the moral in dark and sombre terms: Holy Scripture 

affirms that Cain killed his brother Abel, who established the 

city of God on earth. Romulus killed his brother Remus and, 

therefore, was responsible for the same crime as that which 

Cain had committed. With the implications of such a theory, 

ho,rever, Dante will have nothing to do. We have already observed 

how, in his search for parallels wit.h the sacred history of the 

Jews, he had declared that the landing of Aeneas in Italy wa.s 

contemporaneous with the birth of King David. This affords 

sufficient proof of the divine election of the Roman empire. 

We have already seen, also, with what ardour and imagination 

he describes the miracles with which God revealed His will for 

the Rom~n people. 

Moreover, the poet discovers many correspondences between 

the Jewish people as the elect nation and the·Romans'in their 

capacity as heirs of the universal kingdom.·. ·To the Jews had 

been given the promise of the Messiah, who was to inaugurate 
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the reign of peace and justice. When Christ ca.me in the flesh, 

He fulfilled these promises. Yet, He was not merely the King 

of the Jews. He had declared before Pilate: "My kingdom is 

not of this world. 11 He had broken down the old particularism 

and exclusiveness of the Jews. Since they did not receive Jlim 

as Messiah and Lord, their place had been taken a.w·ay from them 

and assigned to a people lV·hom He had called. Thus, the Church 

came into existence. Yet, as Dante wa~s with some audacity, 

the universal empire iras not abrogated, nor in any 'ray superseded 

by the Catholic Church. Christ merely consunnnated and brought 

to completion the jurisdictfon vested in the person of the 

Emperor. 

If we ask what proof there is of this contention, the poet 

has an answer. It is attested, he affirms, by the fact that 

the Roman people possess the virtue of Justice. This is a. 

virtue 1rhich, in the "Te Monarchial', Dante describes in words 

reminiscent of Aristotle and the commentaries of S.Thomas and 

(57) 
S.Albert the Great.' It is this which has enabled the 

Empire to extend its dominions and to preserve its authority 

even during the times of the Christian dispensation. Dante's 

whole political philosophy is concerned with Justicee Hence 

it is that,in the "Paradiso", the Eagle represents not only 

the divine and innnutable Justice in Heaven, but also that 

Roman Justice which was so illustrious on earth in ancient 

times and which it was the task of men to restore in the dark 

and vjolent contentions of the fourteenth century. 

"Per esser giusto e pio 
son io essaltato a quella gloria 
che non si lascia vincere a disio; 

ed in terra lasciai la mia memoria 
sl fatta, che le genti 11 ma.lva.ge ., , (5S) 
commendan lei, ma. non seguon la storia.." · 
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magna tenuerunt, et de alia quacumque aliarum gentium 
intellegar dixisse atque sensisse. 



399 

22. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei:III:chapters XIV, XX-XXXI: 

ibid: chapter :XXX. 

Nam et ip~e Augustus cum multis gessit bella civilia, 
et in eis etiam multi clarissimi viri perierunt inter 
quos et Cicero disertus ille artifex regendae rei 
publicae ••••••••••••••••.••••••••••••••••••• Huic 
adulescenti Caesari, ut eius potentia contra Antonium 
nutrire)ftur, Cicero·favebat, sperans eum depulsa et 
oppressa Antonii dominatione instauraturum rei publicae 
Jibertatem, usque adeo caecus atque improvidus futurorum, 
ut ille ipse iuvenis, cuius dignitatem ac potestatem 
fovebat, et eundem Ciceronem occidendum Antonio quadam 
quasi concordiae pactione permitteret et ipsam libertatem 
rei publicae, pro qua multum ille clamaverat, dicioni 
propriae subiugaret. 

23. Cf. Christopher Dawson: 11Enquiries." (London: no date). 

Essay on "St. Augustine and His Age." pp. 198-258. 

Cf. Connnodian: Carmen Apologeticum. 889-90 and 

921-3. 

Tollatur imperium, quod fuit inique rep.letum, 
Quod per tributa mala diu maceraba.t omnes • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... . . . . . . . . . 
Ha.ec quidem gaudebat, sed tota terra gemebat; 
Vix ta.men advenit illi retributio digna, 
Luget in aeternum quae se jactabat a.eterna. 

(Quoted by Dawson as above, p. 234). 

24. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: III:X. 

25. S. Augusti~e: De Civitate Dei: I:X.XIII. 

26. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: II:XXI. 

Nostra vero a.etas cum rem publicam sicut picturam 
accepisset egregiam, sed evanescentem vetustate, non 
modo earn coloribus isdem qui bus fuera,t renovare nee;lexi t, 
sed ne id quidem curavit, ut formam sal~tem eius et 
extrema ta.mquam liniamenta servaret. 

27. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: II::XXI. 

Viderint laudatores eius etiam illis antiquis v1r1s 
et moribus qualis fuerit, utrum in ea vjguerit vera 
iustitia an forte nee tune fuerit viva moribus, sed 
picta coloribus; quod et ipse Cicero nesciens, cum 
eam praeferret, expressit. 

28. S.Augustine: Epist:CXXXVIII:(iii):l7. 

Deus enim sic ostendit in opulentissimo et praeclaro 
imperio Romanorum, quantum valerent civiles etiam 
sine vera religione virtutes, ut intellegeretur hac 
addita fieri homines cives alterius civitatis, cujus 
lex caritatis, cujus modus aeternit.atis. 

29. Apocalypsis B. Joannis: XVII:lO and 11. 
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S .Augustine: De Civi tate Dei :V:XI. 

nullo modo est credendus regna hominum eorumque dominationes 
et servitutes a suae providentiae legibus alienas esse 
voluisse. 

31. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: XIX:XXVI. 

Diligit tamen etiam ipse-quandam pacem suam non inprobandam, 
quafu quidem non habebit in fine, quia non ea bene utitur 
ante finem. Hane autem ut interim habeat in hac vita, 
etiam nostri interest; quoniam, quamdiu permixtae aunt 
ambae civitates, utimur et nos pace Babylonis; ex qua ita 
per fidem populus Dei liberatur, ut apud bane interp(im 
peregrinetur. Propter quod et apostolus admonuit 
ecclesiam, ut oraret pro regibus eius atque sublimibus, 
addens et dicens: 'Ut quietam et tranquillam vitam 
a.gamus cum omni pietate et caritate, 1 et propheta Hieremias, 
cum populo Dei veteri praenuntiaret capt~vitatem et 
divinitus imperaret, ut oboedienter irent in Babyloniam 
Deo suo etiam ista patientia servientes, monuit et ipse 
ut oraretur pro illa dicens: 'Quia in eius est pace pax 
vestra,' utique interim temporalis, quae bonis malisque 
communis est. 

32. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: V:XIJL 

qui causa honoris·laudis et gloriae consuluerunt patriae, 
in qua ;lpsam gloriam requirebant, salutemque eius saluti 
suae praeponere non dubitaverunt, pro isto uno vitio, id 
est amore laudis, pecuniae cupiditatem et multa alia 
vitia conprimentes ••••••• 

33. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: V:XII. 

bane ardentissime dilexerunt, propter bane vivere 
voluerunt, pro hac emori non dubitaverunt; ceteras 
cupiditates huius unius ingenti cupiditate presserunt. 
Ipaam denique patriam suam, quoniam servire videbatur 
inglorium, dominari vero atque imperare gloriosum, 
pri.us omni studio liberam, deinde dominam esse concupiverunt ..... 

34. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dell; V:XVI. 

Proinde non solum ut talis merces talibus hominibus 
redderetur Romanum imperium ad humanam gloriam dilatatum 
est.; verum etiam ut cives aeternae illius civitatis, 
quamdiu hie peregrinantur, diligenter et sobrie illa 
intueantur exempla et videant quanta dilectio debeatur 
supernae patriae propter vi.tam aeternam, si tantum 
a suis civibus terrena dilecta est propter hominum 
gloriam. 

35. $.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: V:XVII. 

36. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: V:XIV. 

Sed cum illi essent iB ·c-i.vitate terrena, qui.bus propositus 
erat omnium pro illa officiorum finis incolumitas eius et 
regnum non in caelo, sed in terra; non in vita aeterna, 

•· sed in decessione morientium et successione moriturorum: 
quid aliud amarent quam gloriam, qua volebant etiam post 
mortem tamquam vivere in ore laudantium? 
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37. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: XIX:VII. 

38. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: V:XII. 

quoting Sallust: Cat: VII:6. 

39. Virgil: Aeneid: VI:566-9. 

Gnosius haec Rhadamanthus habet durisima regna 
castigatque a.uditque dolos subigitque fateri, 
quae quis apud superos, furto laetatus inani, 
distulit in seram comrnissa piacula mortem. 

40. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei: III:lO. 

quoting Virgil: Aeneid: VIII :326-7. 

41. S.AugustinP.: Sermones:CV:VII:lO. 

Poeta illorum quidam induxit Jovem loquentem, et a.it 
de Romanis, 

"His ego nee metas rerum, nee temr>ora pono: 
imperium sine fine dedi. 11 

Non plane ita respondet veritas. Regnum hoc, quod 
sine fine dedisti, o qui nihil dedisti, in terra est, 
an in coelo? Utique in terra. Et si esset in coelo, 
"Coelum et terra transient." Transient quae fecit 
ipse Deus; quanto citius quod condidit Romulus? 
Forte si vellemus hinc exar;itare VirgiHum, et. insultare 1 

C!uare hoc dixerit: in parte tolleret nos, et diceret 
nobis: 11 Et ego scio; sed quid facerem qui Romanis 
verba vendebam, nisi hac adub,tione aliquid promitterem 
quod falsum erat? Et :tamen et in hoc cautus fui, 
quando dixi: "Imperium sine fine dedi, 11 Jovem ipsorum 
induxir qui hoc diceret. Non ex persona mea dixi rem 
falsam, sed Jovi imposui falsitatis personam; sicut 
Deus falsus erat, ita mendax vates erat. Nam vultis 
nosse quia ista noveram? Alio loco, quando non Jovem 
J.a!lidem indlbd loquentem, sed ex persona mea locutus 
sum, dixi: 

"non res Romanae perituraque regna." 
Videte quia dixi peritura regna. Dixi peritura regna, 
non tacui~ Peritura, veritate non tacuit: semper 
mansura 1 adulatione promisit." 

The reference is to: Aeneid: I: 278-9; Geor: 11:498 

42, Par~diso: X:ll8-120. 

In the little light that is next smiles that defender of 
Christian~imes of whose treatise Augustine made use. 

43. Orosius: Historiae adversum Paga.nos: V:(i}:3-4. 

(ed. C.Zane;emeister). (Leipzig:l889). 

44. Orosius: Op: cit: V:(i}:l3. ' 
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45.. For a detailed account of the influence exerted by Orosius 

on Dante see the admirable essay: "Dante's Obligations to 

the Ormista11 in the following work: 

P~get Toynbee: "Dante Studies and Researches." (London:l902). 

PP• 133 sqq. 

46. Two of these ideas are included in a passage quoted by 

Toynbee from Chapter 22 of the VIth. Book of Orosius' 
woric. 

Nee dubium, quin omnium cognitioni fidei inspectionique 
pateat, quia Dominus noster Jesus Christus hanc urbem 
(Romaro) nutu suo auctam def ensamque in hunc rerum 
apicem provexerit, cujus potissime voluit esse cum 
venit, dicendus utique civis Romanus census professione 
Romani. (Toynbee: p. 133). · 

Con~erning this, Toynbee remarks that the poet pursues 

the same argument and among other passages quoted in 

sup~ort of this contention, adduces the following words 

from the "De Monarchia", II :XII. 

"Si Romanum imperium de jure non fuit, Christus nasce.ndo 
praesumpsit injustum •••••• Sed Christus sub edicto 
Roma.nae auctoritatis nasci voluit de Virgine Matre, 
ut in illa sineulari generis humani descriptione Filius 
Dei, homo factus, homo eonscriberetur ••••••• Ergo Christus 
Augusti Romanorum auctoritate fungentis edictum fore 
justum, opere persuasit. 

Dr. Charles Till Harris, inhhis admirable study of "Dante 

and the Legend of Rome", disputes some of the implications 

perceived by Toynbee. (op: cit: 1 p. 59). 

Again, in the account of the capture of Jerusalem, 

Orosius writes; 

Capta eversaque urbe Hierosolymorum •••••• extinctisque 
Judaeis Titus, qui ad vindicandum Domini Jesu Christi 
sanguinem judicio Dei fuerat ordinatus, victor triumphans 
cum Vespasiano patre Janum clausit. (VII:3:8). 

In this, Dante is content to follow the Spanish writer 

very closely, for in the "Purga.torio" he' affirms: 

Il buon Tito con l'aiuto 
del sommo Rege vendic~ le fora, 
ondlusd. ,il' sangue pe:rdH.11d~.n"t~t!@11to. 

(XXI:82-84). 

Again, in the "Paradiso", Dante refers to this incident 

in the following words: 

Poscia con Tito a far v~ndetta corse 
della vendetta del peccato antico. 

(VI:92-93). 
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46.(continued). 

47. 

The similarity of ideas 1rould be difficult to deny. 

Dr. C. T. Davis rightly points out, however, that it 

would be more true to say that here, as in other passages, 

Dante transforms Orosius. (op:cit: p.60) 

ye Mona.rchia: II :XIL. 1 • ' • 

48. Orosius: Hist: a.dver: Pagan.: V:(ii):5• · • 

49. Orosius: op: cit: VI:XVIII:34. 

IV:XVII :5. 

VII :VI: 7-8. 

50. Virgil: Aeneid I:283:288. 

51. De Monarchia: II:IV. 

• 

Cumque Galli, reliqua urbe iam capta, noctis tenebris 
confisi Capitolium furtim subirent, quod solum restaba.t 
ad ultimum interitum Romani nominis

1 
anserem ibi non 

ante visum cecinisse Gallos adesse atque custodes ad 
defensandum Capi tolium exci tasse Livi us et multi scriptores i \\11E>tfe~ 
concorditer contestantur ••••••••••••••••••••••••• Nonne 
transitus Clelie mirabilis fuit cum mulier cumque captiva. 
in obsidione Porsenne, abruptis vinculis, miro Dei 
a.uxilio adiuta transnavit Tiberim, sicut omnes fere 
scribe Romane rei ad gloriam ipsius commemorant? 

cf. Livy: V:43-and Livy: II:l3. 

cf. Orosius: Hist: advers: Pagan:·II:5. 

virgo Cloelia admirabili transmeati fluminis audacia. 

52. Virgil: Aeneid:VIII:655-6. 

atque hie aura.tis volitans argenteus anser 
porticibus Gallos·in limine adesse canebat; 

53. Orosius: op! cit:·III:VIII:5-8~ 

VI :XVII~• · · 

54. Orosius: op: cit: VI:(i}:6-8. 

:l,n magno silentio ac pace latissima inoffense et 
celeriter novi nominis gloria et adnuntiatae·salutis 
velox fama percurreret vel etiam ut discipulis eius 
per diversas gentes euntibus ultroque per cunctos 
salutis dona offerentibus obeundi ac disserendi quippe · . 
Romanis civibus inter cives Romanos esset tuta libertas. 
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55. S.Augustine: De Civitate Dei:III:XXII. 

ibid: III:XXVL · · · · 

Quae proelia commissa sunt, quid sanguinis fusum, ut omnes 
fere Italae gentes, quibus Romanum maxime praepollebat 
imperium, tamquam sa.eva barba.ries domarenturi lam ex 
paucissimis, hoc est minus quam septuaginta, gladiatoribus 
quern ad modum belhun servile contractum sit, ad quantum 
numerum et quam acrem ferocemque pervenerit, quos ille 
numerus imperatores populi Romani superaverit, quas et 
quo modo civitates regionesque vastaverit, vix qui 
historiam conscripserunt satis explicare potuerunt •••••••• 

56. S.August.i.ne: De Civitate JJei: XV:V. 

Primus itaque fuit terrenae civitatis conditor fratricida; 
nam sunm fratrem civem civitatis aeternae in hac terra 
peregrinantem invidentia victus occidit. Unde mirandum 
non est, quod tanto post in ea civitate condenda, quae 
fuerat huius terrenae civitatis, de qua loquimur, caput 
futura et tam multis gentibus regn,atura., huic primo ex&mplo 
et, ut Graeci appellant, &p"X~:Tvtt"7 qufl.~dam sui generis 
imago respondit. Nam et illic, slcut ipsum facinus 
<1_uidam poeta connnemoravit illorum, 

11Fraterno prim~ maduerunt sanguine muri". 

Sic enim condita est Roma., quando occisum Remum a. fratre 
Romulo Romana testatur historia; nisi quod isti terrenae 
civitatis ambo cives erant. Ambo gloriam de Roma.nae 
rei publicae instituti.one quaerebant; sed ambo earn tantam1 

quantam si unus esset, ha.here non ~'Oterant. Qui enim 
volebat dominando gloriari, minus utique dominaretur, 
si eius potestas vivo consorte minueretur •••••••••••• 
................ Illud igitur, quod inter Remum et Romulum 
exortum est, quern ad modum adversus se ipsam terrena 
civitas dividatur, ostendit; quod auter.i inter Cain et 
Abel, inter duas civitates, Dei et hominurn, ihimicitias 
demonstravit ••••••••••••••• 

57. ~ Monarchia:II:V. 

Patet igitur quod quicunque bonum rei publice intendit 
finem iurns intendit. Si ergo Romani bonum rei pubJice 
intenderunt, verum erit dicere finem iuris intendisse. 
Quod trntem Romanus populus bonum prefa,tum intenderi t 
subiciendo sibi orbem. terrarum, rsesta sua declarant, 
in quibus, omni cupiditate submota que rei publice 
semper adversa est, et universali pace cum libertate 
dilecta, populus ille sanctu~~set gloriosus propria 
commoda neglexisse videtur, ut publica pro salute humani 
eeneris procuraret. Unde recte illud scriptum est: 
"Romanumjj.mperium de fonte nascitur pietatis ••• 11 

.Cf. S.Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theol: Ia 

art. II. 

2ae,q: 90, 

Cum lex sit regula humanorum actuum, quorum ultirna 
finis est beatitudo et quidem communis, necesse est 
earn semper ad bonum commune ordinari. 

Cf. Paget Toynbee: "Dante Studies and Researches." 

P• 297 sqq. 

A. Solmli: "Il pensiero politico di Dante." p.51 sqq. 

(Florence: 1922). 



405 

57.(continued). 

Francesco Ercole: "Il pensiero politico di Dante." 

2 vols: (Milan:l927). 

Cf. Monarchia. ed. Gustavo Vinay. 

p. XVIII. 
Introduzione: 

"Gli ispiratori di Dante in questo secondo libro 
sono stati Livio e Virgilio. Questi sono i suoi 
fratelli spirituali, le sole 1fonti 1 , ie sole guide 
che ci indichino la via per scendere nel fondo della 
sua anima. Releggiamo il sesto libro dell 11:neid~ 
e quei passi delle 'Storie' (richiamati a volte inesattamente) 
nei quali lo storico celebra gli eroi d~ Roma, e sentiremo 
un 1 intima inconfondibile consonanza. Il patriottisrno di 
Livio e di Virgilio ~ il patriottismo di Dante, l'es~altazione 
della grandezza morale dei creatori dell' Impero ~ la sua; 
il loro 'fatum' ~ il suo 1 fatum 1 ••••••••• Il patriottismo 
romano sj_ impregna in lui di un senso nuovo di universalitA, 
Roma diventa umanitA romana .............. 11 

•·f 88¥~JiFaradiso: XIX:l3-18. 

"For being just and merfi.(ul I am here exalted to that 
glory which desire cannot surpass, and on earth I left 
such a memory that the wicked people there connnend it 
but do nett continue its storyl'' 

·-~·--··-··:.~ 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. 

THE ELEMENTS OF DANTE'S HUMANISM. 

I. 

We a.re now perhaps in a position to undP.rstand what 

diverse elPments are represented in the Humanism of Dante, 

and to define its meaning more c1early and precisely. In. 

t.he first rlac<", WP. must i.nsist that it constitutes.Yhat is 
. ..:l. 

first and foremost a Christian Hnmanism. 
·} "1 To the extPnt 

that it may be so described, it is established upon the labours 

of S .Thnmas Aquinas and upon t.he mystical tradit,j on of the 

Church, with its doctrine of the interior light and its belief 

in the value of t.hP human snul anc'l intellect .• We havP. alreany, 

in our finit chapter, sh~lm .the humanism im:pli cit in the Western 

myst.i ca] tradition. Nobody can read .such writings as .. those 

of Eckhart and HothE>r ,JnJian without heing conscious of, t.ha.t 
;·, ' 

spirit which we have defi nerl as thP ethic of human nobU H.y. 

Yet, this idea.I of f!hristian humanism which the poet 

exyirC"sse.s is ma<le np of me.ny. different colot\rs, of many different 

aspect.s, Of many mifferent exrrPSSlOllSo From the ancient 

world of th<> Grect;1-Roman civilizati lim1 i.t derives that :philosophical 

i<leal of humtm. nobility which ha.fl achieved such brilliance in 

roet.ry, in art, in dialectic. It is to be observed how the 

four cardinal vittues of Aristotle receive in the three theological 

virtues of fajth, horie and charity their consummation and 
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fulfilment. A~ain, it is significant that the ideal of huma.n 

nobility ivhich Dante delineates irith such pow·er and lucidity 

takes its origin from the idea of virtue as recognized in the 

flOf.lient 1rorld. It is this same ideal, transfigured, 1rhich 

attains to those heights of sanctity which we encounter in 

the supernatural light of the "Paradiso11 o It confonns to 

tl1at description of Christian Humanism with which the Abb~ 

Br~mond has made us familiar.-

Yet, amid all the glory of heaven, we are never allowed 

to for~et those socia,l and politic al conflicts which rend and 

destroy the city on earth. These are the result of a, Christianity 

which is increasingly subject to violence and lust, of a Papacy 

which is venal and corrupt, of an episcopate which is negligent 

of its true office and vocation. 

If we consider the main elements which constitute the 

Humanism of the poet we shall ree;ard the follo1ring l!S the 

conclusions of our investigation. 

The "Convivio" may be taken as indicatin~its first phase. 

It is, of course, incomplete. We are necessarily reminded 

of this when we reflect upon the fact that of the'fifteen 

treatises 1vhich the author had planned, only four were actually 

composed and put together. In its conception, in the process 

of exposition which it follows, in its expression, the work 

remains mediaeval. It is mediaeval in feeHne and sympathy, 

and in the presuppositions which it makes. Yet, at the same 

time, it is wholly original in the elaboration of the music 

of an Italian prose never· ·attempted before. By means of the 

fourfold method of exegesis cormnon to the theolor;ical schools 

of the time, the poet constructs his inte111retation of the three 

erudite and singularly abstract Canzoni l!'bich form part of 

the text. 

The fourth treatise of this work is devoted to a discussion 
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of the fundamental problem of Humanism - what is the nature of 

true nobility? At this stage, it is to be noticed, Dante 

professes to speak as a philosopher only. He recognizes 

Aristotle 6,s that master vrho has instructed M.m in the art 

of the syllogism and in the practice of dialectic. He exalts 

philosophy with many expressions of sublime and eloquent praise. 

Philosophy it is which administers consolation to the sorro1'fful, 

and which takes away grief from the lonely heart. Philosophy 

it is which conduces to that state of detachment in 'rhich the 

violent colours of life become soft imd subdued. Moreover, 

Dante imposes u:ron himself an Aristotelian restraint in matters 

of metaphysical speculatione As a result of this, he adopts 

an attitude not unlike that of Averroes,for whom there existed 

philosophical truths capable of rational verification and 

theological truths which could only be apprehended by the 
'· 

exercise of faith. Yet~ with all this~ he sometimes seems 

·to affirm a belief in the'inysterious and evanescent contact 

of the soul with God. Such a doctrine shows obvious affinities 

wit.h the idea of the "fine point" of the soul to which we have 

already referred in the teaching of S.Francis of Sales and the 

French spiritual writers of the seventeenth century. 

Dante acknowledees, also, his debt to Cicero and Boethius, 

as those who first introduced him to the study of philosophy 1 

in which he found not only delfght and satisfaction but also 

consolation and encouragement in his grief a.t the death of 

Beatrice. In this early work, his respect for the philospphical 

schools of antiquity is expressed in clear and explicit terms. 

He entertains the hope that, one day, they may all be reconciled 

in that eternal Athens where the light of truth shines in its 

perfection and significance. It is in this work, also, that 

he outlines a. theory of the Empire, whose missionf ;he suggests; 

is that of preserving universal peace to the Christian people 

"' . 0:.:.::I~_ ..... __,,,_,.._.._· 
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committed to its charge. Such a government does not constitute 

an autocracy, for it must be founded upon those principles of 

reason enunciated by Aristotle and elaborated by the Christian 

conscience. 

Even in the Four Treatises, 're become aware of Virgil as 

a presence and an inspiration. Aeneas is represented as the 

illustrious example of human nobility. His person, his character, 

his generosity and courtesy are seen as tbe fieure of that Romantic 

ideal of knighthoqd il'hich the author presents to us with such 

fervour. Rome is already elevated to the position of a holy 

city,. "gloriosa Roma, la santa cittade."(l) She is the ancient 

city; round whose name have eathered all the legends and st·ories, 

all the dramuand colour, all the tragedy and high endeavour, the 

pomp and ceremony of so many centurieso She is the city of 

Camillus and Scipio, of the Republic, and of the pagan Empire. 

Cesare arma.to con li occhi grifagni.(2 ) 

She is the city of the Christian prince ••••••• 

Cesare fui e son Giustiniano, . 
che, per 1roler del. primo amor .ch'i' sento, (

3
) 

d'entro le leggi trassi il troppo e'l vano. 

Thus speaks the great Christian Emperor who was responsible 

for the reformation and revision of the Laws. Not less than 
. ' 

Jerusalem, the imperial city ma.nifests clearly the divi.ne purpose 

and the divine election. 

All this is not only impl_icit in the 11 Convivio'~, but clear 

and a,pparent in the adulation of the glory of Rome and of the 

mission assigned to its people: "Tlms the divine choice of the 

Roman empire is ·sufficiently proved by the birth of the .holy 

,. city 1rhich was contemporane,{ous with the root of the family of 

Mary. 11 (
4 ) 
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II. 

It is in the first Canto of the "Inferno" - the prelude 

to the whole great drama of redemption - that we discover the 

sudden a;w·akening of the Christian conscience. It is here that 

!}a.nte rt>VP.lt] S the ureent. problems and an."Cieties of his Olm soul• 

Yet these are related to all those wider issues which affect 

11ocie~y in general, the misery and confusion of war, conflict, 

injustice, chicanery, and self-aggrandisement. As the poet 

sees it, there exists in the connnunity no law, no precept, 

no rule. A great deal of thP. "Divina Commedia." is therefore 

concerned with what one mie;h~ he tem!'ted to call political 

principles. Yet these are never merely political,but moral 

and philosophical. 

It is in this perspective· that we must place Dante's 

idea of the Empjre. As he regards it, there is no hreak in 

its continuity from pagan times. Often the vision of imped.a.I 

glory dazzles and bewilders him. It may confidently be said 

that the Rome which he rresents to us combines the pR.~an and 

the Christian, the imperial and t:hc papal, the classical and 

the romantic. Nor are we ever conscious of any division or 

separation between the apparently divergent ideas. Rome is 

the heir of t.he ages. ( 5 ) Not only are its people srrung from 

the Trojan blood - of that fabulous city: 

ond' usci de' Romani il gentil semeo••• 

They are also the bearers of civilization to a world which 

wonld otherwise be lost in confusion and barbarism. Thus 

in thP. e;reat poem of hi.s ma.tnrity, Dante develoris and elaborates 

the idea of Rome which he had previously outlined in the 

Four Treatises. 

j 

J , 
? 
1 
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In his learned and brilliant work, "Roma..-nell8.>,memor-ia .. e 

nelle immaginazioni del medio evo 11
, Arturo Graf he.s srlOken of 

the meny legends and fantasies which were associated with Rome 

in the mediaeval mind.( 5 ) it.was·not only that the ruins of 

the ancient city evoked an image of former grandeur. The 

very stories which were related about the cit,y became part of 

the myth of Rome, a.. living tra.di ti on wllich continued to influence 

the thought and speculation of the age. There is that strange 

legend about the end of the age, derived in :riart from the 11Ar>ocalypse"r 

which shows how the Christian intellect interpreted in dramatic form 

t.he old belief in the eternity of Rome. The sufferings and 

terroEs of the last days were ascribed not @nly to the final 

assault of the Anti-Christ, but also to the doom and destruction 

of the city.(7 ) It was said that the Kin3 of the Romans after 

his victory over the infideil: in the· cause of the Christian··· 

Faith would commit his crown to God either at Jerusalem, the 

holy city itself, or by haneing it upon the seer and leafless 

branches of the Dry Tree of the D~sert~ After this, however, 

would come t,he Fall of Rome, the looting and plundering of its 

riches, the devastation of its elory, and the Final Judgment.(S) 

These catastrophic events were confidently expected. They are 

symbols and fantasies ~f tha.t apocalyptic view of history 

with whjch Christian philosorhy is so deeply involved. 

Such legends illustrate a kind of mystical efflorescence 

about the significa,nce of the ancient city which had now become 

the seat of those two luminaries of the '\rorld, the Pope and the 

Emperor. Moreover, such concepts became an element in the 

thought and :philosophy of Dante. In the Roman unity - long 

prepared and profoundly meditated he discovers the necessary 

condition for the coming of Christ. In the destruction of Troy, 

he sees t,11eir expiation for the arrogance and pride by which 

~----·--·'-··-·""··-
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the human race transgressed the justice of God. This could be 

maintained, for they were themselves descendants of the Trojans, 

whose city was ruthlessly given over to the flames and the 

despoilers. Did not Vireil himself declare: 

11Postquam res Asiae Priamique evertere gentem 
immeritam visum superis, ceciditque superbum 
Ilium et omnis humo fumat Neptunia Troia, 
di versa exsilia et desertas qui;i.erert terra.s 

. . . d. 11? 19) augur11s agimur ivum, •• ~·· . ' 

In the tragedy of the Fall of Troy, the Greeks were the 

agents of divine justice no less than Pilate in the judgment 

of Christ. Furthermore, they had also an appointed task as 

the exponents of a philoso~hy which should justify the political 

ambitions of Augustus and the theological affirmations of the 

Catholic revelation.· 

The imperial office as devised by the Romans may be said 

to have looked forward to tim Christian times for its fulfilment. 

It was meant to secure peace and justice. This could only be 

accoJilplished, however, under the Christian dispensation, and 

with the aid of that rational philosophy elaborated by the 

genius of Aristotle. The conquests won by Roman arms, the 

vjctories of her generals, the brilliance of her organization, 

the splendour of her success, took place under the d-0minion of 

the Eagle: 

nel segno ( ) 
che f~ i Romani al mondo reverendi. lO 

Christianity has imposed no change upon the condition of the 

Empire. Just. as' the ,Jewish nation was necessary to the, accomplish-

ment of the divine pur!"lose and to the promu.lgat.ion of the divine 

revelation, so the Roman dominion was necessary in the eterJl&l 

counsels of man's redemption. Dante, therefore, refuses to 

see any element of <liscon.tinui ty in the acquisition of pmrer 

hy .Julius (!aesar, in t.he destruction of .Jerusalem by Titns, 

and in the defence of the f!hurch by Charlemae:ne. 

Such is the poet's feeli.ng for the unity of the empire, 
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an.d its sin~lar voca.tion, that he can mention in the same 

phrase the experiences of .Aeneas and S.Paul· in the spiritual 

realm. If S.Paul can be described as "lo Vas d'eleztone", (ll) 

no less honourable is the allusion which the poet makes to Aeneas, 

the founder of the dynasty and power of Rome. For Aeneaswas: 

dell'alma Roma e di suo impero 
nel.1 1 ernpireo ciel per padre .eletto: 

la qua.le e'l quale, a·voler dir lo vero, 
fu stahilita per lo loco santo ( ) 
u'siede il successor del magEior Piero. 12 

The connection of Aeneas with the Holy See seems curious, 

to · sa:r the least, su~gestine that Aeneas' journey to tl-ie 

underworld was in some sense necessary for the establishment 

of tl1e pa,pacy itself. There could surely be no better example 

of the Humanism of Dante, including, a.s it does, not only those 

elements· of Christian culture which we should expect, but also 

the civilization of Rome and the saga of Troy. 

It is, of course, against this baciq~round of the venerable 

and ancient city of the West, tbat the p.roblem of government 

poses itself. With out the restora.tion of the imperial power 

there could be neither law nor justice. La'r is necessary to 

restrain the cupidity of fallen human nature and to dire.ct it 

to the pra.c.tice of the inoral virtues. Without the authority 

of the Emperor, however, there e-xists no la'lr, for that authority 

is necessary to en.force and command the precepts of the State. 

It is evident, therefore, that the problem of the "Divina 

Commedia." includes not· only the personal salvation of the poet 

himself but also the reformation of Christendo.m. All aspects 

of polity are involved in this - intellectual, morBl, religious 

and social. The poem bec;ins and proceeds to its climax amid. 

such considerations. Iri the composition of this work, philosophy 

zives place to theology. Philosophical rationalism takes on 

another comJ:?lexion, and another appearance. It is seen in 
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that clear and burning lic;ht which the poet attributes to 

No lon~er is Aristotle the authority to whom Dante 

looks on every occasion to furnish a le'sson or prove an artjument. 

That place is ceded to Vir3il. If we refer to him as the 

symbol of human reason, that de.scription in no way invalidates 

the :::>erirnnal affection which the poet feels towards his great 

prC>tlecessor. In this res!,)ect, by allegory and image, is 

conveyed to us the truth that the salvation of Dante depends 

upon his love of poetry ••••••• that aspect of the ~ood·and the 

trne which in the midst of the dark wood he is still able to 

apprehend. It is this which draws him on, almost imperceptihly, 

:i to that .Absolute Beauty which Plato had descrihed in words of 

luminous transparency in the "Symposium", and whtdh Christianity 

had also affirmed in its more Fellenic speculation. Dante sees 

in his predecessor, not only the great ~oet of Italy, but also 

th.P. si.nl!er of imperial Rome, of that dominion irhich should he 

founded on justice and reason. Statius celebrates his debt 

to Virgil in words that make allusion to the Fourth Eclogue, 

as a r:iror>hecy of the comine; of the Saviour: 

Facesti come quei che va di notte, 
che porta il lume dietro e s~ non giova, 
ma dopo s~ fa le persone dotte, 

quando dicesti: 11Secol si rinova; 
torna giustizia e primo tempo umano," 
·e progenle scende da c ie 1 nova. 11 

Per te poeta fui, per te cristiano:(l3) 

TJjtere can be little doubt that, in this passage, Dante 

is expressine; somethin!b of his own sense of obligation and 

( 14 \ affection for the greatest nf Jatin poets. · ' It has been 

suggested by some scholars that his motive for introducing 

Statius in the "Divina Commedia" was to make clear and evident 

his own understanding of Virgil.(l5 ) Moreover, Virgil becomes 

the representative of that classical Humanism in all its richness 

and eloquence which the Florentine poet had depicted in the pages 

of the "Convivio". Yet, though the Latin poet had been given --
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some kind of intuition, some mysterious presentiment of the 

Incarnation, he had no opportunity of receiving the divine 

revelation in its fullness. Fe remained subject to all those 

errors and illusions of the pagan religion. 

Again, as we have already seen, Virgil stands for the 

Empire. He acclaims it: he justifies it: he celebrates 

it in impassioned verse and with imaginative.: power. Inasmuch 

as the Empire was established in pagan times and can only come 

to fulfilment under the Chrh1tian dispensation, it corresponds 

to the evolution of that Humanism which reaches its consummation 

in the great. Catholic synthesis of knowledge. 

If we ask what sie;nifice,nce may be ascribed to the political 

theories of T)ante in t,he light of Humanism, the answer is obvious.· 

It is that the Holy Homa.n Empire of th~ Christian ruler inherits 

all the culture of the Greek and Latin world. The poetry, the 

philosorhy, the art, the intellectual speculation, the science 

of ancient times helred forward its own endeavour. Indeed, 

they provided the neCe$sa:ry motive and inspiration for its 

own civilization. In this respect, the Christian Em~ire 

·kept burtli!J.glthe flame of that high culture which still shone 

brightly in the world. Christian Europe, Dante seems to say, 

wa~ built on the foundation of the ancient Roman civilization. 

No historian will wish to gainsay his conclusions in this 

matter. 

In one sense, we may affirm that the Empire is Augustus, 

the ruler and administrator. In another sense, however, it 

is Virgii;•propPet, poet, and to that extent philoso~her. 

· :'l'he "Divina Commedi--a." present.s him to us as the inheritor and 

exponent of all the work of the human spirit in the order of 

rP.ason. Yet, the humanism of Virr;i.l in all its charm,. its 

vividness, its beauty, is not enough. It is incomplete, 

unfu.lfilled' since reason unassisted by the light of grace 

............. .;.;.o.., ..• -~~~.:...·-·~· ~~-~'··-=··""··~·-··,;:;. ~~'------------------------------------
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is \insufficient for man's true end. It is precisely this 

grace w~ich Virgil does not ~ossess, for he has not received 

the Sacrament of Baptism which illumines the soul with the 

three theoloe;ical virtues of faith, hore and charity. Yet, 

he does a.tn.any rate stand near to the Gospel and has even 

assisted in its promulgation. In the prophetic words of the 

Fourth Eclogue he has taken upon his lips a. loftier, sweeter· 

music than he knew, and his words have been fulfillP.d in 

mysterious fashion; 

Sicelides Musae, paulo maiora canamus. 
non omnis arbusta iuvant humilesque myricae; ( } 
si canimus silvas, silvae sint consule dignae. 16 

- In common with all the men of the Mindle Ages, llante believed 

that. this must refer to the coming of the Saviour. When 

Beatrice turns to Virgil in her meeting with him described 

in Canto II of the "Inferno", she makes the stateMent: 

'Quando sar~ djnanzi al signor m(i~~ 
rli te mi !oder~ sovente a luj? 17; 

Surely thP rneening of these words is obvious and admits of 

no dissensio~· We are left. to imagine that, one day, rerhaps, 

like Ca.to and Trajan, Virgil hirnsr->lf wi):l be admitted to the 

glory of Heaven. All the dramatic develo~ment of the poem, 

the presence of Virgil in Purgatory, the cleansing in the 

flame, the ascent of thP. Mount, suge;est this. Therefore 

the poet can say, with compassionate emotion, and reverence: 

••••••• Virgilio, dolcissimo patre, 
Virgilio a cui per mia salute die' mi;(l8) 

Theology avails itself of that rational enquiry whi.ch we call 

philosopliy. Dante seems to imply that reason it.self in all 

asrects of its operation becomes transfi~ured and attains to 

its consummation in the ~lorious light of heaven. Reason 

its,,.lf i,S. eternal, and includes within its definition not only 

the formal disciplines of logic and metaphysic, of science ancl. 
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ethics, but a.lso t.he sperulati ons of the roets. 

Yet thP. Platonic end. Pythrgoretm philo~ophy expressed., 

l'!OP1etimes ohscu.rely, SOJlletimes a.mbi~uously, in the roetry 

of V:i.rz:i l ~ can never conRti fa1te anythinc; but fm imperfect 

fn.troductinn to the revelation of the G.ospel. That fs why 

the Latin poet must efface i.imself hefore the comine; of Beatr:i.ce, 

who is intended PR the i:iymbol of thti,t divine science which, by 

the aid of faith, illumina.tes t:he human intellect.. ·Only in 

this way can 1)a,nte, the Christi.an pilr;rim, be instruct,ed in 

the mysteries which befonc; to the ca.t,holic relie;ion. 

wi U have t~ue:ht him much :in a.ll the rHscourse p,nd e lucidft,tion 

of the first two p8rts of the "li)Jvina Col"lmedia". Bea.trice 

will impart to him stj 11 more in a.ll the subtleties and trans-

positions of 1 ie:ht which wake up the var:ious spheres of Helwen. 

At last, Bernard will brin3 him face to fa.cf' with that e;lory 

wh:tch is knmm only by tontem!_1lation. In ~11 this, however, 

the work of thf' rational understanding is :presu!lrosed. AR 

're have aJ ready seen, even in the midst of the petfl.ls of the 

'"hH.e rose of sanctity, in the light. of God's transcendence, 

there js no denial but rether f!.11 affirmation of the Scholastic 

theoloc;y e.uo of the philoRophical ca,te~ories by which the reason 

draws :i.ts conelusions and makes its comrarisons. 
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III. 

In the "Divina Commedia", earthly science affords only 

an introduction to that supernatural knowledge which is communicated 

to the soul by the light of eternal truth. Yet 1 such science, 

however limited in scope, however uncertain in result, constitutes 

a necessary discipline. It can in no ""~Y be dispensed with$ nor 

can it he neglected. Canto IV of the "Inferno" discloses to 

view the ereat souls of the ancient world in a kind of·Dantesque ·._, .... 

Elysium - a re~ion of illumination whic!:r is exclusive and 

aristocratic. Here the humanist makes a sharp differentiation 

between the ordinary souls in Limbo and the intellectually 

eminent. 

The Florentine poet, like S.Thomas and like the Greek 

fathers of the Church, is well aware that the understanding 

of the Faith in all its relevance depends upon a knowledge 

of the ancient culture. And though~ in the "J)tf Monarchia.11 

and the "Divina Commedia
11

, the .authority of the Catholic tradition 

and the testimony of Holy Scripture are dominant, we are never 

allowed to forget the achievements of the ancient learning. 

It is true to say, by 'lnty of a general statement, that all 

the essential elements of classical Hwnanism are inextricably 

woven with t~e philosophy and theology of the Christiqµ religion. 

Hence, we discover, sometimes, it must be admitted to our 

consternation, the metaphysical and ethical doctrines of the 

schools, myths belonging to the' pagan cults, myths of the heroes 

of antiquity, the glory of Rome, elements of Stoic teaching, 
/ 

' 
the concept of law, the justification of the Empire, as the 

. s 
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expression and instrument of order. All these are mingled 

together and form an inalienable part of the Humanism of Dante. 

Again, whatever criticism the poet may feel impelled to 

make, the beauty of the old pagan deities, the charm of the 

legends and stories told about them, (that is, of course, the· 

more imaginative of these representations), the·nobility of 

moral ideas, move him profoundly. His view·is, of course, 

selective, dependent upon Mediaeval opinion as commonly received 

and derived from a familiarity with the Latin poets." He·had· · 

obviously little kn°'rledge of the dark and sinister aspect of 

Greek religion. He is sometimes ahle to discover in the 

Olympians certain features of the living and true God of the 

Bible, subsistent being itself, i!"sum esse subsistens, as 

S.Thomas says.(l9 )Thus, the warfare of the Titans against Zeus 

presents a mysterious resemblance to the Biblical story of 

the revolt and fall of the AnGels •••• 

•••••••••••••••••• !~dove Michele ( ) 
f~ la vendetta del sunerbo struno. 20 

~ . 
Again, the sculptures which adorn the first terrace of Purgatory 

~ 

provide examples of the sin of arrogance and pride derived both 

from the Old Testament and from classical mythology.( 2l) 

If we encounter here the names of Saul, of Rehoboam: Holofernes 

and Sennacherib from the sacred story, ire find, also, Niobe, 

Arachne, Alcmaeon and Tamyris in all their tragic doom. 

Nor does it seem at all irrelevant, in this all-embracing 

Humanism, that the poet should arld a lamentation over the 

ruins of Troy and the abandoned glory of it.s riches: 

Vedea Troia in ctnere e in caverne: 
o Ili~n, come te basso e vile (

22
) 

mostrava il segno che 11 si discerne!' 

Once more, we have considered how, as far as he can, 

Dante transforms the ancient myths in the light of the Christian 
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revelation .. The a,stral mysticism of t,he pagan world continues 

to exercise its fascinatio'n over him - the blaze of stars, the 

circuit of planets, the mysterious evocation of the ancient 

deities. Here~ he applies the luminous i.nterpreta,tion of 

Dionysius, whose elaborate angeloc;y had such a profound influence 

on the speculations of mediaeval theologians. 

In the world of heroes, various legends engage the attention 

of the poet. In riarticular, the story of Ulysses acquires a 

new and strange significance. Althouc;h Ulysses is placed 

among the false counsellors in the Eighth Bolgia of Hell, 

as the man responsible for the capture of Troy by his clever 

deceit, he is nevertheless invested with all the characteristics 

of the Pro~ethean hero on that. last adventure to· the end" of the 

world. He it is who admonishes his few remaining companions 

with the brave words: 

"0 frati," dissi "che per cento milia 
perigli siete giunti all'occidente 1 

a questa tan.to picciola vigilia. 

de' nostri sensi ch'~ del·rim~nente, 
non vogliate neear l'esper"ienza, 
di retro al sol,. del mondo sanza gente~ 

Considerate la vost~a s~menza: 
fatti non f~ste.a viver come bruti,( 23 ) 
ma per segu1r v1rtute e c~noscenza. 

For ell the condemnation in Dante's representatio-n of Ulysses, 

there is also apparent the very spirit of the Renafssance and 

of that Hmnanism which is moved always by a new ardour of discovery. 

Yet, this desire for brilliant achievements, a.nd for singular. 

exploits, presents us also with the temptation of Luci.fer.<
24

) 

For Lucifer 1ras that high enquiring spirit ·who recognized no 

limits to creaturely power and no bounds to his imperious zeal. 

It is the teMptation which must have proved so insidious and 

sc attractive to the poet himself. One can imac;ine Dante as 

he has been depicted in the streets of Ravenna, with his sad, 

proud look, his aloofness, and passion for knowledge. The 

well-known bronze at the National Museum at Naples emphasizes 

·~ ··~ 
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t.he tragic melancholy and proud severity of the man. 

It is the ·world of heroes, however"!j that leads back to 

the ch1rneing, 'fllany-coloured world of history. Ih common 

wit.11 Jijs contemporttries, Drtnte knows very little Rhout Greek 

history. But he does, at any rate, affirm that all knowledee 

fJows forth froJTl. t,he philosophy and speculf',ti0n of Athens, 

from its art,. its roetry, its science. In thP "Convi.vio", 

as also in the 11!}ivina ColllI11.edia", he follows sedulously the 

historical development of Roman achievement. With ardent 

conviction, he ex.rounds 111cidly and ima~inatively the ideal 

of the nniversal monarchy. Fe a.rzues that natural justice 

can on1y he secured by the political and Sflcial unity of 

mankind._ 

For ~ante, a diversity of states means a diversity of 

ccnflicti~g interests. From this, arises dissension, a 

constrmt turmoil, and eventually war. Only the universal 

state cR.n secure the pee,ce and unity of mankind. Such a 

conception see'fl1s to ovre much to t.he Stoic ethic. Cicero, 

in'· his famous definition of law, declares that "we must now 

conceive of this 1rhole universe as one conm1onwealth of which 

both gods and men are members. 11 {
25 ) This view i ~ shared by 

Dante who is never weary of formulating such a conclusion 

with all the eloquence and acuity of which he is capable. 

In the "Convivio", the poet asserts that the earthly society 

can never realize its true end, which is the maintenance of 

peace, unless the natural law of justice and fraternal chari~y 

includes all the relationships of men in a single order. 

"Lo fondamento radicale de la imperiale maiestade, secondo lo 

vero, ~ la necessitll de la umana civilitade, che a uno fine ~ 

d . t . ,. 't f l" 11 ( 26 ) or 1na ~, c10~ a vi a e ice ••••••• 

In the ".De Monarchia", nante employs the Stoic idea of 

!~--- ._-,.- i__~J . ."~.·1:;.jl:_~-·;;.-·"";-°'"'·-"'°'u!!!o",;;;,-!!l!w~,..,i!!!?'S!!!!!!!!!!!!o-----------------------------------
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the universal state as the community of all rational beines. 

It is a view which he develops and elaborates to include the 

work of the human in_teiliect ·,inAi.11 its aspects, both speculative 

and practical. What is needed to secure this is universal 

peace, and this in its turn demands a universal government. 

The Humanism which we encounter is, therefore, political and 

moral, as well as aesthetic anrl philosophical. It is inclusive 

and universalistic. 

It is interesting tn note the influence of the Stoic 

thinkers in the theories which Dante advances. Not only is 

Cicero represented (and we know how greatly the poet admired 

his eloquence and philosophical humanism), but also those writers 

of the Ernriire, Seneca apd Marcus Aurelius. "The universe," 

. (27) 
writes Marcus Aurelius, "is, as it were, a state." 

Yet, the universal monarchy is bound up with Rolle and the 

Emperor can only claim the high prerogative of his office by 

virtue of that association with the venerable city of the West. 

Not only does Dante speak of 

· · ·,. ••• 1 1 al ta provedenza che con(~§}pio 
difese a Roma la gloria del mondo$ 

but he can al.so address to "German Albert" the appeal, impassioned 

in its sincerity and bitter in its invective: 

Vieni a veder la tua Roma che piagne 
vedova sola, e dl e notte chiama: ( 29 ) 
"Cesare mio, perch~ non m'accompagne?" · 

Furthermore, the presence of Cato of Utica as guardian of the 

penitent souls in Purc;atory can only mee.n the reconciliation 

of the Stoic ethic of Rome with the ~oral precepts of the 

<lospel. The four stars which illuminate the face of Cato 

are the four cardinal virtues as representing the me.tural 

moraJ ~oodness with which man was endowed in the state of ·pdmit·i-ve 

innocence. These virtues, prudence, justice, fortitude and 

temperance, are rrecisely those qualities praised so frequently 
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by the Roman Stoics. Cato is the guardian of Purgatory, 

yet he does not preside over that purification of human nature 

which must precede the fullness of the supernature,l life in 

Heaven. Only those like Matelda can assist in the process 

of cle6.rt$ing, 1rho have themselves the c;ift of supernatural 

grace. That is denied to Cato, who has only natural :roodnes·s 

of disposition and yet receives final salvation. Thus the 

poet has represented the Stoic virtues as' necessary to the 

stfite of salvation. For Cato has done 1~hat he can to fit 

himself for grfl,ce by the exercise of his free-will. 

Lo maggior don che 'Dio per sua larghezza 
fesse creando ed alla sua bontate ~ 
piu conformato e que l ch' e' .Piu apprezza 

fu d.ella volonta la libertate; 
di che le creature intellieenti, (ao) 
e tutte e sole, fuoro e snn dotate. 

Without this, there can be no question of illuminating grace, 

for the Roman moral qualities are also needed in the Christian 

~I ife. Thus the Stoic ideals are introduced into the Christian· 

scheme and find. their fulfilment and e;lorification iri. those 

va,ryi.ng forms of sanctity which are exhibited to us in the 

"Paradiso". 
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IV. 

It is in the "Paraniso" that the Humanism of Dante reaches 

its clearest and most <listjnctive e:rqiression. For it rn1\y be 

said that it is Humanism itself, in itll its diversity and 

intellectual ardour, that reaches its consummatjon in the 

light of rrlory by which the neatjfic Vision is perceived. 

We ohserve thf' !'Oet's proe;ress through thf> celestial spheres 

whj ch represent various as!>ects of heaven, rathPr tl:-ian different. 

rlaces or commensur11.ti0ns of space. Gradually, the spiritual 

underste,ndinz of Dante grows under the instruction of Beatrice. 

What she inculcatPs is a theolog-y which may be termed sober, 

hut a.t t.h<> same time genf>rQUS arni rich in allusiveness, a.s 

in the ordered system of S.Thomas Aquinas. 

In that lowest region which is the cloudy pearl of the 

moon, the :roet encounters the souls of those who, after taking 

vows of religion, have been constrained by force to renounfe 

thcri. Here, is the eentle, joyous soul of Piccarda, announcing 

herself in a.ccents as clear anrl sweet as the rein water in a 

thirsty month: 

'I'fui nel mondo vergine sorc'!llfl .. ; 
e se la mente tua hen s~ rie;narda 1 
non mi ti celerA l'esser piu bella, 

ma riconoscerai ch'i'son P1ccarda, 
che, rosta qui con questi aJ.tri beati, 
beata sono in la srrnra piu tarda. (31) 

High<"r in the scale of spiritual values, in the s_rhere 

of :Mercury, are manifested those who have accomplished great 

things for. the sake of elory. S'uch is the Emperor Jpstinian 

who established the lo.ws of Rome as an eternal possession of 

the human race. Not ohly does the poet acknowledge the worth 

of human achiever-ient, but o,18o the motive which ins~ires it. 
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Tr tJn the same way as Classical Humanism, he is prepared to 

adwire the ideal of worldly honour, of reputi:ttion and fame. 

Dante himself gladly and courageously served this end in 

his participation in the government of Florence as well as 

during his long exjle. It is fl, n1otive which he abjured 

with rlifficulty, if he ever succeerlecl in doing so altoget.her. 

Moreover, he re~resents God Himself as conceding honour and 

glory uron tl1e enterprise of t.he earthly city. No doubt, 

the little pictnre which he c;ive~ of the faithful Romeo, 

Seneschal ancl Chamberlain of Raymond Berengar lVth, Count 

of Provence, re:fHects his mm experiences and refers indirectly 

to the hi tterness of exj le and the rancour of ruh1 ic inffHny: 

Indi partissj povero e vetusto; 

e se'l wondo sapesse il cor ch'elli ebhe 
J11eiidicando su.a vi ta a. frusto a frusto, 
assai la loda, e rift lo loderebh~. 

(33) 

!-Y:ighcr still, in the Heaven of Venus, are disclosed 

to view t.hose fl.rdent souls who, having known human love in 

the fnlJP~t. measure, WP.re f!,hle t.o escape from its turmoil 

a~d consecrate to Rod all t~c passionate ener~ies of their 

nature. It is significant that. here is no regret nor complaint 

for tbe past, but only rejoicing in the plenitud.e of that light 

whj ch transposes all temporal and im!lerfect mee..nings. Cunizza 

exrilains who she is, the notorious sister of Ezzelino, whose 

love affairs had hcen the sc£1,nnal of h0r t,iI!'les and who retired 

to a quiet life of good worJ~s as th0 guest of ttie ·Cava lcA,nte 

faM:i.ly in Florence: 

Cunizza fui chiamata, e qui refulgo 
perch~ mi vinse il lume d'esta stella; 

ma liet~mente a me medesm~ indulgo 
la £8.gion di mia so rte, e nol't ·mi noia, 

. ' (34) 
che parria forse forte al vostro vulgo.' 

In dramatic and vivid form, we seem,in this sphere, 

to encounter the Platonic dialectic of love as Dant.e was 
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able to receive it from the philosophical writine;s of Cicero 

and the Augustinian tradi.tion of the Western Church. It is 

a striving, a movement, an endeavour which finds its realization 

in the perfection of that love which is eternal and transcendent. 

Di quP-sta Juculenta e cara gioia(35) 
de] no::itro cielo •••• 

SignificantJy, in the sphere of the Sun, appear those 

intellectual luminaries who by their la.hours and medit&tions 

ha,ve 8erved the cause of truth. (aB) Here are many gree.t names, 

many illustrious examples of ]earning and diligence, many 

impassioned spirits who have desired wisdom a.hove all things. 

Here, to mention but a few, are Isidore of Seville, Rabanus 

Maurus, commentator arid historian, Peter of Spain the logician, 

Gratian, author of the celebrated "Decretum" or "Concordia 

discordantium Canonum", who may he said to have founded the 

science of Canon Law. Here too are the eminent. philosophers 

and theoloeians who have vindicated the Catholic relir;ion by 

the brilliance of thci.r intellects and the sanctity of their 

lives •••••• S.Albert the Great, S.Thomas Aquinas, S.Bonaventura.. 

Here too we discover those illumined mystics, Rugh anrl Richard 
- (37) 

of S.VictQr, ' in whom the teaching of Dionysius the Areopagit.e 

and S.Aur;ustjne coITtes to ecstatic experience and fruition -

"Benjamin adolescentulus in excessu mentis."(as) 

Here, also, in this canto, so full of intellectual and 

contemplative enthusiasm~ arc Bocthius, and Chrysostom, 

most eloquent of Christian preachers, Anselm and Donatus. 

Here too, as illustrating the imaginative sweep and inclusiveness 

of Dante's humanism, stands the contentious figure of Siger of 

Brabant. He it was who, carried fl.wa.y by the acuity of the 

Averroist.ic logic, doubted as philosophical propositions 

those dovnas which he desired so earnestly to receive by 

tr.e light of faith. 

Yet, it is to be observerl, that this immense la.hour of 

learning, this work of the human intellect, is accomplished 
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l•nner the ~uida,nce of th0. Church. 

be e"ccoMrlished, for, in Dante's view, cowmunion with the Church 

is JlccessR.ry for the !"erfection of knowlcd~e. Thfl task of Christ.ia.n 

fJU!'Jf.1,n:isro~ therefore,. etnerees not only as cr:i.t.icism lHld Sj1eCt!l.atio:n, 

hut also ~s the reform of the ecclesiBstical institution itself. 

For unt.:i l t.he"t h~s hcev do:n.e there ce.-n. be no t,rne guid.a.ncP. of 

the intellect. by the Ce.tholic ChurcJ~. It is only as a ~oly 

Chnrch, A.s t.hc ~·~yf:ltical norly of Christ in deed. ai:: well as in 

profesioio:n, that t.be Christ:ian consc:i.ence ce11 rece:ive t.hat 

"Non :f.u le .. spose.. di Cri,c>to a.J lev<'-t.a 
del sanr;ue mio, di Lin, d.i f!Uel d:i. Cleto~ 
per ePAere ~d ac~1isto rl'oro n~atR: 

m~, pPr acqn:isto d'esto viver lieto, 
e Sisto e P:io e C?listo e Urbano fa~) 
sparser J.o sti.nc;ue do!'o molt.o fleto. ,,, ' 

So S .Pei.er declares, with bitter and sv.sta inecI inve/ctive, 

de:nouncine; tlie French popes 1rho t,rf'ffickerl in the ratr:i.rr1ony 

1"oreover, lip on t.he poet :i.s 1 a.id th~ hurde:n 

0f mf!Jdn~ known tl'd s reve lat.ion of t.l:'le frost le':= anc;e:r. 

ft!'ri le. hocca., . ( 40 } 
e nnn a~conder que 1 ch' :i.o non fl,scondo? ' · 

Af'. nante sees :i,t$ the reform of the Chu.rel, acco:rcHng to 

ra.th.olic order ft.Pd Apost.olic zei;iJ hecom.efl t:hc JTIP.:in resrl"nsih:i.Jit.y 

Jt, fs ev:i.der.t that. the Jh1~ani.sm 

of J'fl,nte :i R f'OJ.on:re<l hy rhristitm rhHosophy and Christian jdei=d fsw. 

:rt. md.Plina.tes j_n itP Aroce.J.yptic v:is:i.on of the Garden of Eden in 

whi.ch fl,JJ t-hine;<1 A.re rest"red to their rriJT1.e1 heauty an<l ,•d gnifica.nce. ( "'"J J 

The city fl.tt11:i.:ns t.n it.,c; tn1.e orrler, servtng that ru.rpose for ·wh:i.ch 

e sarai rneco s~nza. fine cive ( ) 
~H q_ne 11 ft, Rome. OJ:lOf\ Crj sto e ro!'lano. ' 42 
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it is its main endeavour. This is the reason why S.Thomas 

extols the work of S.Francis, who has shown the Christhtn reorle 

the truf.' demands of the GospeiL'. And, if S.Bonaventura, himself 

onP of the Friars Minor, glorifies and extols the labours of 

S .Dominic as the defender of orthodoxy age.inst heretical pravity, 

it must not be forgotten that he extends the same a..pprobation to 

Joachim of Flora. The latter is regarded as a prophet of the. 

present tri~1lations and of thP final vindication of the faithful 

in the coming ac;e of the Holy Spirit: 

•••••••••••••••• e luceBi da lato 
il calavrese abate G:iovacchino, 
di s~irito profetico dotato. (43) 

Ry contrast with this Humanism of the enlightened intellect, 

we find in the sphere of Saturn the souls of the ascetics 1 who 

have devoted. all their efforts to a sinele-minded response to 

the call of Christ to fonJake all and follow Him. Here a.re 

S.Peter J1amian, as also the founders of thP. morf! austere Orders 

of the Church, S.Renedict, the father of Western Monachism, 

S.Macarius of Alexandria, the great exponent of F.astern Monasticism, 

and S.Roll'Jualdus, 'rho was respohsihle fnr the Camaldolese reforma.tion 

within the Benedictine congregation. It is to be remarked that 

all these WP.re stra.ngers to any idea of Classical Humanism. 

Indeed, S.Peter DAmian,would have found any such notion repuenant 

f;o the I'ractice of the Christian religjon and repudiated it. 

Jt is part of Dante's ftumanism, that in his efforts to transcend 

the limits asl'igned to human ne.ture 1 he is able to include this 

comrlete and absolnt.e renunci.ation of the world and its culture. 

This aspect ii:: therefore a Humanism of transct>ndence. 

However;· tbe ·''Divina· Commedie." cu}.minaies in the Bea.t.ific 

Vision itself, for it is in the glowing river of flame, and in 

the unfolding of the petals·of the rrreat white rose, that we 

encounter the <!onsummation ofhis hopes a.nci desires. The 

light that rliscovers itself t.l'>ere is the love and knowledge 

'I 
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which are eternal and which are the participation of man·in•the 

divine nature by grace. In the multitudinous appearance of 

the rose, S.Bernard descdbes the members of that celestial 

order: 

la milizia santa ( ) 
che nel suo sa.ngue Cristofece srosa; 

44 

They are the "nobles of that just and merciful· empire 11 of i¥"hich 

the earthly empire of Rome was but an image and reflection. 

Thus, in the ~lory of Heaven 1 triumphs at last the imperial 

office and authority, which was the suhject of 1::0 many scholastic 

ar~uments in the 11De Monarchia" a.nrl of so much dissertation in 

the sphere of .Turi ter. 

The poet has pursued the ideal of human nohility wit.1'1 great 

ardour since the long discourse in the Fourth Treatise of the 

"Convivio". There his representation is that of courtesy and 

chivalry in the person of Aenea.s. Now he finds that ideal 

perfectly realised in the Blessed Vir~in. To her belongs 

that pale hea.uty whifh we see in the immensity of a blue sky 

and the gold light of Giotto's paintings. Here too we see 

e;lorified fl,n<l transfigured that Franciso.an virtue of humility 

which receives so many illustration8 in the !1ages of the "J)ivina 

Commedia". This is the virtue which the poet regarded as 

providjng the only means of reforming the Church. We have 

already shown how the Franciscan movement is related to the 

s:pirit of :Humanism in its love of earthly beauty and its siJT1r>le 

delight in Nature,. All its symbolism, its imagery and meaning, 

come to glorious fruition in the Mother- of God. And if this is 

true, it is also true that human nature in her attains to such 

nobility that. it was worthy of being taken by the Eternal Word. 

tu se' colei che·l'wnana,natura 
nobil~tasti sl! che~~ suo·fattore (46 non d1sdegn~ d1·fars1 sua fattura; ) 

Thus, we return to the argument outlined in-our first chapter. 
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The Humanism of nante is at once classical in its acceptance 

of the phi losorhy a.nd culture of the ancient world. !tis -

at the sarne time jn its develoned form i.n·the "Divina Commedia 11 . . 

essentially Christian. It is coloured by that moral and religious 

motive which inspires the glories and agonies, the passion and 

't t · 5t_?f'__# +lrr 1rer -

tumult, the aspiration and reconciliation of the great poem. 

It is significant too that the mystical elq)erience as described 

by Dante in t.he last few verses of t,he 11Paradiso 11 corresponds 

very closely to the account given by S.Bonaventura in his 

guide to the c0ntem!>lative l:i fe, the "ltinerarium Mentis ad 

Deum". Jt is a vision, ,.,hi.ch remains intellectual, rational, 

luminous to the explanations of human philosophy. - Da.nte, - in 

contemple,ting the divine glory, perceives those la.wt': by which 

the unjverRe is forever governed and maintained. Jn this, 

he recognizes an order which can be called rational according 

to t.l~r> JT1etarihysic and science of Aristotle. It. is, the ref ore, 

an order which can be explained according to the ~rinciples 

of reason. Yet this reason, when it is fully understood i:md 

affirmE>d, turns out to be love. Thus, the reason, t.he mino_ 

that crea.tes and 8ustai.ns t.he whole vast universe, is thP 

eternal J.ove. The image of the Bless_ed 'J'rini ty is revea.led 

in ahstract fWd mathematical forlll, yet in the midst is the lic;ht 

and colour of a human fe.ce in t.oken of the Incarnation. Nor 

can the poet grasp the significance of this, until, in the 

final :illumination of that vision~ his mind and will become 

one with the :>rima.l love. This is the completion of his humanism, 

its fulfilment, and justification. For in the Beatific Vision 

~11 the strivings and endeavours of mankind are realized, the 

art and philosophy of Greece' the glory of Rome, t,he Law and 

Justice of the Empire~ All are necessary in that order of 

civil izA.ti on which God has· prepared and which constitutes the 



432 

Catholic Church on earth. All too are perfectly fulfilled 

jn that vision of God in ·'IY'hich alone is nefl,ce and joy, satisfaction 

anrl felicity: 

All' alta fantasia qui mane~ possa; 
ma ail vol~eva ii mio disio e'l velle. 
sl ~ome rota e'h?- igu1tlmente e mossa~ ' ( 47 ) 
l'amor che move il sole e l'altre stelle. 

•, ~ 
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Notes to Chapter Seventeen: The Elements of 

Dante's Humanism. 

1. Convivio:IV:V:4. 

Cf. Paolo.Arcari: Essay on "La. Roma di Dante" in Studi 
su Dante VII con prefa.zione.di Giovanni Ga.lbia.ti. 
(Mila.n:l944) 

2. Inferno:IV:l23. 

3. Pa.radiso:VI:9-ll. 

I was Caesar and am Justinian, who, by will of the Primal 
Love 1rhich moves me, removed from the lairs what was 
superfluous and vain. 

4. Convivao:IV:V:5. 

5. Cf. A. Solmi: "L'Idea di Roma nell'a.lto medio evo. 11 

Essay in "Discorsi sulla Storia d' Italia. 11 pp .53-7 4. 

(Florence:l935) 

6. Arturo Graf; "Roma nella memoria e nelle imma.ginazioni 

del medio evo." (Turin: 2nd.edition:l923) 

7. Apocalypsis XX::7-10. 

8. Arturo Graf: op:cit: 726-753. 

9. Virgil::Aeneid:Ill:l-5. 

10. Paradiso: XIX:lOl-102. 

11. Inferno:II:28. 

12. Inferno:II:20-24. 

for in the heaven of the Empyrean he was chosen to be 
father of that glorious Rome and of her Empire, arid 
both of these were established - if we would speak rightly 
of them - to be the holy place where sits the successor 
of the great Peter. 

13. Purgatorio:XXII:67-73. 

Thou didst like him that goes by night and carries the 
light behind himself but makes wise those that follow, 
when thou saidst: 11 The age turns new again: justice 
comes back and the primal years of men, qnd a new race 
descends from heaven." Through thee I was poet, through 
thee Christian: ••• 
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14. Cf. V. Zabughini "Vergilio nel rina.scimento ita.liano 

da Dante a Torqua.to Tasso • 11 2 vols. (Bologna:l921-23) 

vol.I. 5-13. 

15. Cf. Charles Till Davis: "Dante and the Idea. of Rome." 

PP• 120 sqq: 

16. Virgil: Eclogue IV:l-3. 

Cf. G. Garcopino: "Virgil et le Myst~re de la IVe. 

Eglogue", in which the author explains the Pythagorean 

influence in the poem. 

17. Inferno: II:73-74. 

"When I am before my Lord I will often speak to Him 
in praise of thee." 

18. Purgatorio: XXX:49-50. 

19. S.Thoma.s Aquinas: Summa theol: I:ii:l ad 2. 

Summa contra Gentiles: !:XI. 

"cum hoc ipsum quod Deus est, sit·suum esse. 11 

20. Inferno: VII:l0-11. 

21. Purgatorio: XII:l6-70. 

22. Purgatorio: XII:61-62. 

I saw Troy in ashes and heaps: 0 Ilion, how abased 
and vile the design showed thee that ire saw there. 

23. Inferno: XXVI:ll2-120. 

"0 brothers," I said, "who through a hundred thousand 
perils have reached the west, to this so brief vigil 
of the senses that remains to us choose not to deny 
experience, in the sun's track, of the unpeopled world. 
Take thought of the seed from which you spring. You 
were not born to live as brutes, but to follow virtue 
and knowledge." 

-- ' 
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24. Cf. Druno Nardi: Essay: "La tragedia di Ulisse", in 

"Dante e la cultura medievale." pp.153-166. The 

following passage is particularly relevant: 

"Nella follia d 1Ulisse e dei suoi compagni v'~ tutto 
l'orgoglio umano che spinse Adamo ed Eva. al trapassar 
del segno gusta.ndo il frutto della scienza. del bene 
e del male, per esser simili a. Dio: v'~ a.nzi lo stesso 
orgoglio di Lucifero, che disse: "Sa.lirb al cielo, 
innalzerb il mio trono sopra. gli a.stri di Dio, sederb 
sul monte ad aquilone, ascenderb sopra le nubi e sarb 
simile all'Altissimo". Nel folle volo d'Ulisse, Dante 
scorge una continuazione del pecca.to originale, anzi 
del peccato degli angeli ribelli. 

P• 162. op. cit •. 

25. Cicero: De Legibus: I:VII:23. 

26. Convivio:IV:IV:l. 

27. Marcus Aurelius: Meditations:IV:4. 

28. Para.diso:XXVII:61-62 • 

•••• the high Providence which by Scipio saved for Rome 
the glory of the world ••••••••• 

29. Purgatorio: VI:lll-113. 

Come and see thy Rome, that weeps, widowed and solitary, 
and cries night and day: 'Caesar, my Lord, why dost 
thou deny me thy companionship?' 

30. Paradiso: V:l9-24. 

'The greatest gift that God in His bounty made in creation, 
the most conformable to His goodness and the one He 
accounts most precious, was the freedom of the will, 
with which the creatures with intelligence, all and 
on~y these, were and a.re endowed.' 

31. Paradiso: 111:46-51. 

'In the world I \ras a virgin sister and if thou search 
well thy memory my being more fair will not hide me 
from thee, and thou wilt knolr mgr;:aga.in;·f·e>rc:Ficcarda, 
who am put here with these other blest in the slowest 
of the spheres. 1 
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32. Paradiso:VI:l-142. 

33. Paradiso: VI:l39-142. 

'Thence he departed poor and old; and if the world knew 
the heart he had, begging his bread by morsels, much as 
it praises him it would praise him more.' 

34. Paradiso: IX:32-36. 

'Cunizza I was called and I shine here because the light 
of this star overcame me; but I gladly pardon in myself 
the reason of my lot, and it does not grieve me - which 
may seem strange, perhaps, to your crowd ••••••• • 

35. Paradiso: IX:37-38. 

36. For an analysis of this section of the Paradiso, see 

G. di Niscia: 11Nel cielo del sole. 11 (Caserto:l923) 

37. Paradiso: X:l30-132. 

Vedi oltre fiammeggiar l'ardente spiro 
d'Isidoro, di Beda e di Riccardo, 
che a ~onsiderar fu pih che viro. 

38. Psalm: LXVII:28. 

Ibi Benjamin adolescentulus, in mentis excessu; 
principes Juda, duces eorum; 
principes Zabulon, principes Nephthali. 

This was a favourite text with Richard of S.Victor, 

which he was fond of expounding as mystically signifying 

the conteiµplative state. 

Cf. Patrologia Latina (Migne) CXCVI: col: 52: Banj. Min: 74. 

39. Paradiso: XXVII:39-45. 

'The Bride· of, Christ W§S not nurtured with my blood 
and that of Linus and of Cletus to be used for gain 
of gold; but for gain of this happy life Sixtus and 
Pius and Calixtus and Urban shed their blOod after many 
tears ••••• • 

40. Paradiso: XXVII:65-66. 

'open thy mouth and do not hide what I hide not ••••• ' 
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41. Cf. Bruno. Nardi: Essay: "Dante prof eta": in "Dante e 

la cultura medievale. 11 pp.389-392. 

42. Purgatorio::XXXII:l00-101. 

• •••• and thou shalt be with me fore~er a citizen of 
that Rome of which Christ is Roman; ••••• • 

43. Paradiso:XII:l39-142. 

44. Paradiso:XXXI:2-3. 

45. Paradiso:XXXII:ll6•117 • 

••••••••••••••• i gran patrici 
di questo imperio giustissimo e pio. 

46. Paradiso:XXXIII:4-6. 

• •••••••• thou art she that didst so ennoble hu~an nature 
that its Maker did not disdain to: be made its making •••• • 

47. Paradiso: XXXIII:l42-145. 

Here power failed the high fantasy; but no'r my desire 
and 'rill, li1'e a wheel that spins with even motion, 
were revolved by the Love that moves the sun and the 
other stars. 
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~· 

The English translation of the "Divina. Commedia", except 

where otherwise stated, is that of John D. Sintla.ir. in his 

three volume edition of that work. The edition of the 

"Convivio" which has been used throughout is the critiia.l 

edition of G. Busnelli and G. Vandelli with introduction 

by Micbele Barbi, while the English translation is that of 

Dr; William Walrond Jackson. Where the "Vita. Nuova" has 

been cited it is generally from the Temple edition. 

,_ 
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