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Dante’s principal image, the sun, is established early, as the “sweet rays of that planet/whose 
virtue leads men straight on every road” (1.18). The goal is to get to the sun, and to lose the sun is 
to lose the way, which is so tragic that “death could scarce be more bitter…” (1.7). At this point, 
Dante’s pilgrim is lost on the road of his life, between Beatrice’s death and the moment in which 
the Inferno begins in 1300. 
 
The landscape in the prologue is clearly symbolic and psychological.  The dark wood is the state 
of his soul, not the literal place of any part of his life.  In line 28 of Canto I, a body tired of 
running away is introduced, not as a metaphor, but the literal presence of the pilgrim.  He seems 
to by physically worn out by the spiritual anguish of escaping from a some spiritual distress 
which he expresses metaphorically as the “dark wood.” 
 
The three allegorical beasts would stop his ascent if he did not receive help at the critical 
moment—he could not make it on his own, no matter how much he wants to climb the hill toward 
the sun.  The shadowy figure who turns out to be Virgil is one of Dante’s great heroes, the poet he 
idealized and loved beyond any other.   The pilgrim is elated and asks “Are you then that Virgil 
and that fountain of purest speech?” (1.77-78) He gets worried when he realizes that if he “must 
go another way” (1.89), asking “But I--how should I dare?” (2.31).  He accepts when he learns 
that Beatrice has intervened to ask Virgil to be his guide after the Virgin Mary asked Santa Lucia 
to alert Beatrice to his danger. 
 
Virgil, the greatest of the Latin poets, wrote the Aeneid, the national epic commissioned by 
Caesar Augustus.  In Book 6 of the Aeneid, he is granted a visit to the underworld to talk to his 
father’s shade and learn from him the future purpose of his mission.   
Dante’s Virgil is a character who is like the historical poet, but Dante has transformed him into 
what he might have been if he had been reawakened from the dead and made aware of 
Christianity.   

Hell, as the inscription on the Gate reads, is a place made by God. “Sacred Justice Moved My 
Architect” (3.4). Hell allows no constructive experience within—the souls of the damned do not 
learn from their experience.  Only the pilgrim learns.   

The suffering and the eternal pain of the lost souls are of their own making.  The various 
punishments of the damned turn out to be concrete versions of their choices in life.  For example, 
the storm that blows the souls who were ruled by the passions around and about exemplifies their 
failure to control their desires. In a later canto, the tombs that confine the heretics eternally are 
monuments to their denial of the idea of life after death. This relationship of the punishment to 
the sin is called symbolic retribution, as the punishment symbolically represents the nature of 
the sin itself. 
 
When Virgil  takes the pilgrim by the hand, he leads him “through the gate of mystery.” (3.21).  
In Italian, the line is “le segrete cose,”  “the things that are hidden.”  As the pilgrim travels 
among the damned souls, he hears the sad truths of their lives as only God knew them.  In this 
way, he discovers secrets and dangers in his own soul.  As he descends deeper, things more 
deeply hidden are revealed to him.  These hidden things of Hell are revealed to the pilgrim so 
that he will gain understanding of his human self.  He, not the souls he encounters, is the 
protagonist of the poem. 



  
 
 
 
Two common misconceptions about the Inferno: 

• The view that Dante has mixed feelings about the damnation of some of the souls 
in Hell.   

• The view that the Inferno allows Dante a platform from which to express 
disapproval of some of the personages of his own day by performing a sort of 
literary damnation on them. 

In the first misconception, readers confuse the pilgrim character with the poet Dante, 
assuming that the pilgrim’s opinion is the poet’s opinion.  In the second misconception, 
readers assume that hell is Dante’s creation, a work of the poet.  Dante’s premise is that 
God, not he, made hell.  Over all of hell, sin is presented as degeneration and corruption, 
especially what is presented as a perversion of human nature.  Dante assumes that human 
nature is good and sin is the perversion of the good in human nature.  (This is because the 
fall of Adam in the Garden of Eden made sin possible).  As one descends into the pit of 
hell through the 9 circles, there is an ever-increasing guilt or corruption of the will.   

• In order to understand the Inferno, then, it is important to understand sin as an act 
of will, committed knowingly and intentionally.  The questions Dante is asking 
are not about what is right and what is wrong—they are about how people 
embrace what they know to be wrong.  (Fattening food, for example—we are 
more sensitive to appearance than to morality.  Knowing the effect it will have, 
someone trades his hopes of happiness or health for the immediate gratification of 
a moment’s pleasure).  Sin is irrational, mysterious, and as complicated as human 
nature itself, but its definition is simple: it is a knowing and willing choice of 
wrong over right. 

• None of the sinners is innocent.  In Canto Three, it says “No soul in Grace comes 
ever to this crossing (3.124).  They have chosen to sin, but their sins are not the 
reason why they are damned. Ultimately they are condemned to Hell because, 
having sinned, they failed to repent.  In Dante’s faith, a soul can only be saved by 
turning God for forgiveness.  Whether a sin of weakness or the greatest act of 
malice, a sin will be forgiven if divine mercy in invoked.  In Dante’s Hell, a soul 
is damned because having willfully committed actions he knew to be wrong, he 
failed to repent. (This is why the neutrals and the inhabitants of Limbo are not in 
Hell:  the first did not sin willfully and the second did not sin knowingly). 

 
Vocabulary for Dante’s Inferno, Cantos I-III 
vestibule 
opportunist, opportunistic 
pagan 
glutton 
malice 
incontinence, incontinent 
avarice, avaricious 

lust, lustful 
indifferent  
swoon 
saturnine 
banner 
maggots 
tempest 

 


