
Inferno: Notes on Diviners and Fortunetellers 
 
Canto XX:  The Diviners 
“That Virgil behaves in an odd and noteworthy fashion in Canto XX is indisputable:  He 
displays unprecedented anger toward the pilgrim, harshly rebuking him for the tears 
called forth by the twisted shapes of the diviners, and he dominates the discourse in a 
way he has not done before and will not do again” (Barolini 275). 
He speaks from lines 27 to 130,  “…[H]e takes it upon himself to present and describe 
each of the sinners, whom Hell has rendered speechless.… Virgil’s comportment has 
been connected by critics with his medieval reputation as a sorcerer and magician; 
indeed, [some] have claimed that by allowing Virgil to vociferously condemn and thus 
disassociate himself from the diviners he sees here, Dante intends to rescue his 
magister from any guilt by association” (275). 

Canto XX “Deals with the validity and legitimacy of the acts of writing and 
reading.  …Dante evokes his classical auctores in order to correct them, misreading 
their texts in such a way as to damn diviners, like Amphiaraus and Tiresias, whom the 
ancients considered noble practitioners of the arts, tellers of truth.  By placing these 
diviners in the fourth bolgia, Dante establishes their falsity…” (276).  

“If Virgil’s text [Aeneid] is capable of falsehood, Dante, by revising it, restores 
truth to it.  The process of disassociating Virgil from the inhabitants of this bolgia 
begins with the first words he speaks, the…question addressed to the pilgrim: ‘Are you 
as foolish as the rest?’” (line 27).  Up to Virgil’s intervention, [Canto] XX consists 
primarily of description, first of the sinners and then of the pilgrim’s reaction to them: 
Dante sees the souls approach in a slow procession, ‘silent and weeping’ (line 9), with 
their faces twisted around in the direction of their loins so that they have to move 
backwards” (Barolini 278) “for to look before them was forbidden” (Dante XX:15). 
“Certainly I wept,” says the narrator (l.24-25).  When Virgil rebukes him, he “appends 
one of his strongest indictments on the impossibility of pity in Hell—‘here pity only lives 
when it is dead’” (Barolini 278). 

“One striking feature of the language Virgil employs to introduce the diviners the 
preponderance of imperatives and verbs of sight…. This is the language of prophecy, 
which the Comedy’s author hands his character deliberately as part of his strategy of 
disassociation;  because what Virgil sees is the truth, such language—illegitimate in 
the mouths of the diviners—is now fully justified.  Virgil’s legitimacy is concurred by 
Dante, who as God’s secretary…cannot err (Baroloni 279). 

…Bevenuto [dal mola] was undoubtedly right when he wrote of Canto XX that 
‘the present matter touches the author himself, who to some degree took pleasure in 
astrology, and wanted to predict some future things, as appears in this book’…. More 
to the point is the fact that the entire poem is a prophecy, a revelation concerning 
matters hidden to ordinary mortals, matters not given to us to see.  In Canto XX Dante 
is dealing as nowhere else, with versions of himself, immeasurably distanced because 
of the potential proximity; the uneasy surface of [Canto] XX conceals the outermost 
limits of its author’s textual daring” (Barolino 285). 
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