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SUMMARY

It has long been recognised that Dante’s Divine Comedy is worthy of the most exalted rank in
world literature. There are many reasons for this, foremost of which is that the book
successfully attempts to gather into itself the entire sum of human experience. In its
cosmology, morality, encyclopaedic knowledge, deep concern with human history, and
detailed spiritual explorations, the Commedia contains everything. It can therefore be
regarded as a ‘world unto itself’, or, indeed, a microcosmos, in ways that no other work,
except perhaps Holy Scripture, had merited before, or since. This development of
microcosmic thinking can be traced throughout a long history of literary works known to
Dante, and in his minor works, demonstrating that the Commedia, a work established as

summative of an entire culture, is the final, full flowering of this tradition.

Furthermore, Dante successfully incorporates the human body, in traditional thinking the
most primal and complete of all forms, as the essential, central symbol around which he
constructs an elaborate series of schemas within the poem. In short, at both a micro and
macro level, the poem can be re-interpreted as being an analogous journey through the
human body. Specific textual references, overarching themes, and explicit yet previously
unexamined architectonic structures within the poem illustrate that the tripartite division of
the work are strongly paralleled to the three divisions of the human form.

In support of this reading, | show that Dante is concerned to reinstate and uphold the human
body as the supreme element of creation; that the Commedia explicitly parallels the central
story of Christian history — the events of Eastertide — that centres on the body of Christ; and
that the Commedia, as a self-declared allegory, can (and even should) be rigorously re-
examined for analogous readings since its universality and limitlessness invites such

examination.
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INTRODUCTION

Dante’s phrase “la nostra effige” (“our human form”) appears at the climax of his great work,
the Divina Commedia, where it is used to suggest that within the poet’s final, long-anticipated
vision of divinity we might see something surprising yet familiar — an image of ourselves.
What can this mean? It is a reminder that for Dante, despite his highly intellectualised and
philosophical life, and his deep interest in mysticism and metaphysical speculation, the
purpose and meaning of the human body is central to his theological and poetical concerns.
Indeed, it is remarkable that the Commedia, though purporting to be an account of a spiritual
journey through the afterlife, is nevertheless an explicitly bodily and sensory experience for
the pilgrim who makes and describes the journey; and that the poem maintains a consistent
and detailed attention to the nature and behaviour of human bodies. Dante is profoundly
interested in the meanings that can be derived from every gesture of human physicality. He
is also deeply involved in exploring the meanings of how the often baffling experience of
human embodiment can be understood in terms of key Christian theological elements that
specifically involve bodiliness — primarily the incarnation of God in human form, and the
complex issues that surround the corporeal punishment of souls in the after-life and the
resurrection of the body at last judgement. In his treatment of body and soul, Dante is also
strictly non-dualist: that is, he consistently affirms that the human creature is a body animated
by a soul, and that identity is firmly located in the distinctly psychosomatic nature of human
behaviour. He clearly rejects any notions that threaten orthodox views of the body-soul
relationship (Epicurean “death of the soul” for example, or neoplatonic views of the
incarnation of the soul as “imprisonment” in the body, or some strands of early Christian
asceticism that displayed hatred for the body). Following the established Pauline and
Augustinian traditions, Dante consistently upholds the divinity, imperishability, centrality and

nobility of the human form.

There is, however, significant and seemingly adequate attention given to these questions
within the corpus of Dantean scholarship, and | do not propose to delve into them beyond
what is necessary for a proper grounding for my enquiries. The particular purpose of this
work will be to examine how Dante uses the human form as a symbol, indeed the symbol, of

his poetic, moral and even cosmological concerns. The esteemed Dante scholar Robert
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Durling has recently observed that, in relation to the analogical possibilities available in
reading the Commedia through the matrix of the human body as primary symbol:

...Iit has long been recognized that the Comedy is a little model of the
universe, but it has not been adequately recognized that it is also a
model of the human body, ascending through its powers and processes
and in the Paradiso finally reaching the sovereign head.*

The primary objective of this work is to provide at least a significant advance towards such

an adequate recognition.

Following Dante’s own predilection for tripartite division, this thesis will be divided into
three sections. In the first section, chapters one and two, the necessary conceptual
groundwork will be laid. Here, it will be shown that Dante seeks to confirm and celebrate
one of the key elements of Christian theology that set it apart from the world of classical
thought in which it was born — the essential goodness and imperishability of the human body.
It will also be demonstrated that the Commedia, for all its grandeur and innovation as poetry,
uses a well-established device — the so-called “allegory of the theologians” — to produce a
work of moral teaching that is built, structurally and narratively, upon the established events
of Eastertide. It is framed upon the body, in Christian terms. Dante’s achievement therefore
is to dare to take upon himself a divine mission and write a “second scripture” in which he
himself is both narrator and chief protagonist of a story that explicitly parallels the story of
the Christian tradition. It will also be demonstrated that an explicitly allegorical reading of
the Commedia can be justified by both the author’s own avowed intent that various levels of
meaning should be drawn from the text in precisely such a fashion, and by his obvious
attachment to allegory as a literary device. 1 will also show that, far from being radically
inventive, Dante draws upon a long tradition of literary representations of “microcosmic
man” for his symbolic imagery. Such images of microcosmic representation are, for Dante,
also paralleled in the way the medieval mind understood the structures of human existence —
church, city, and empire — as well as the symbolic arrangement of the Christian temple itself,
as being modelled on the structure of the human form. Throughout his minor works we see
an emergent interest in such representations, one which finds its full development in what is
arguably the greatest expression of such a theme in the entire western canon — the epic poem
that is the Commedia.

! Dante, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, Volume 3 - Paradiso, trans. Robert M. Durling (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 761n.
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The second section of this thesis, chapters three to five, proposes that the Commedia, read
with particular attention to Dante’s use of the human body as a storehouse of metaphor, can
be understood as a journey through the human body, and that the work constitutes a
deliberate attempt to extend to its furthest limits the image of “microcosmic man”. It will be
demonstrated that a symbolic relationship exists between the tripartite nature of the human
body and the three-fold division of the poem, so that the narrative takes on the form of a
lowest-to-highest journey, from naked bodiliness and bodily distortion (an image of sin), to
the “straightening of the body” (repentance), to the body’s perfection in glory (salvation). To
quote Durling again: “There is thus a certain continuity among the various versions of the

body analogy in the three cantiche of the poem.”?

In this analogy, it can be broadly stated that in structure and function the Inferno is
comparable to the human abdomen, Purgatorio to the torso, and Paradiso to the human head.
The Inferno is a journey into and through the lower realm of the human form, the belly. It is
a tuneless, ironic symphony of the body broken, disturbed or distorted, conducted in a mock
city-state alienated from the true source of its existence. The Inferno is an inverted human
body, where the lowest forms of human function have been placed foremost, and the highest
of human pursuits, the exercise of intellect, has been forever sundered. In an intermediate
position between these extremes, the sins of the passions have an appropriate mid-point but
also demonstrate, overflowingly, their distorted means and ends. The Purgatorio is an
expression of the body being “turned”. It becomes reorientated, reordered, but not yet
perfected. It is the reaffirmation of the earthly possibilities of the body, and by analogy the
city-state in which men live, when it is reconnected to its proper spiritual sources. Itis also a
hymn to the re-energising and sustaining rhythms of human existence that are shown in both
the operations of the body and the rituals of the temple. In its central position, and acute
focus on the themes of rhythm and emotion, it is an exploration of the symbolism of the
human chest. The Paradiso, in this reading, portrays the body and the community of
mankind perfected, when all is properly reordered and proportioned. The Paradiso is an
exact reversal, and therefore a correction, of the distortions and imbalances of the Inferno. It
is explicitly structured on the form of the human head, and is a contemplation of the human
body’s highest operations, the workings of mente — mind. The Commedia, understood in this

Z Dante, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, Volume 2 - Purgatorio, ed. Robert M. Durling and Ronald L.
Martinez, trans. Robert M. Durling (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 491n.
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analogous way, is also a subtly microcosmic-macrocosmic journey through the human body;
for as well as providing a self-contained contribution to the greater analogy of the entire
poem, each cantica of the poem can be understood to contain its own miniaturised version of
the overall scheme, since a schematic arrangement of Dante’s various realms of the after-life

can also be interpreted as being based on the tripartite construction of the human form.*

In this reading, the human form becomes the essential frame upon which Dante constructs
both the moral imperative and narrative structure of the poem. The full harnessing of Dante’s
literary influences, and the final development in a steady progression of experiments, finds its
form in the architectural structure of the Commedia, and a principal feature of the work, the
arrangement of the poem along anatomical analogies, is one important way in which Dante
underlines the tradition to which he is heir, while also providing a symbolic confirmation of
the fundamental importance — theologically, morally, in every way — that he places upon a

proper understanding of the human body and all its meanings.

In the third and final section, a short conclusion, I will outline the limitations of this thesis,
point the reader towards adjunct questions or themes, and consider how a re-reading of Dante
in the terms of this thesis might redirect us towards a new and revitalised understanding of

what his work can offer us.

There is a mountain of scholarship on Dante in general and on the Commedia in particular. It
has been estimated that there are more published books on Dante than on any other writer in
the western tradition, covering an almost unimaginable range of questions and themes. How
then is it possible to justify another attempt at a scholarly interpretation of the Commedia?
The simplest answer lies in the obvious profundity of the work itself. In pondering the place
of Dante’s epic within the western canon, I am mindful of a proposal made by a modern
Italian author, Italo Calvino, who listed the characteristics that define “classic” literature.
One of these key qualities is that a true classic (as opposed, we might think, from the merely

conventional “classic”) is that the work never exhausts everything it has to say to its

® The concept that the human form is essentially tripartite, or can be best understood as being divisible according
to three different types of cavity within the body — digestive, respiratory, cranial — is an ancient one that
stretches back to at least the Timaeus of Plato, and needs no further elaboration here other than to say that an
established tradition of tripartite representations of the human form in the literature of the West survived intact
until Dante’s time. See, as a formative milestone in this tradition, Plato’s treatment of the theme in the Timaeus,
particularly 45-47, 70-73.
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audience.” That is, the work itself is of such complexity and depth that it steps beyond its
context of place and time to present itself as a voice that is capable of speaking, and forever
speaking anew, to people of all nations and ages. Its depths can never be satisfactorily
plumbed, and in our attempts to do so we are commonly reduced to agreeing with one critic’s
contention that “We shall not exhaust the mystery of it for all our scrutiny.”® There are only
a few works in the history of our culture that can meet this criterion, and surely the
Commedia is one of them. Its influence on the subsequent literature of Europe; its role in
defining the new language of the Italian people; its function as a wellspring of inspiration for
the visual arts; and its long history of translation, interpretation and re-interpretation,
comprise just some of the evidence for its power. How should we account for these enduring
qualities of influence and fascination? In any traditional understanding of the nature of truly
great works of art, they can only be satisfactorily comprehended if we see that human
artefacts such as the Commedia are of supra-human origin. Such works clearly emerge from
a source that is beyond the human artist who brought it into being. In short, it is “written” by
God, and in the case of the Commedia we have the special circumstance of having the human
author himself attest to the divine inspiration that precipitated and sustained his task. If this
is the case, then we should expect that the truly greatest works of the human spirit, such as
the Commedia, are the fruits of an inexhaustible energy. Human understanding can therefore
never be fully sated when placed before such manifestations of divine powers, while

simultaneously the attraction to these works is as universal as it limitless.

However, there is a special sense in which the Commedia meets this criterion of
limitlessness. As attentive scholarship has demonstrated, Dante has deliberately imitated the
structure and nature of the Holy Scriptures in composing his great poem. While the purposes
involved in this are many, a consequence has been a trail of scholarship that treats the
Commedia as a “second scripture” that imitates “God's way of writing.”® In accord with this,
the poem presents as an illimitable fund of human experience, a “voice” that is designed
to declare a universal message for all mankind. Furthermore, if we extend this comparison

we can note that according to the methods of traditional exegesis of scriptural texts, the role

* Italo Calvino, Why Read the Classics? (New York: Pantheon Books, 1999), p. 5.

® Charles Southward Singleton, Dante’s Commedia: Elements of Structure (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1977), p. 13

® Ibid, p. 15: “A poet has not God’s power and may not presume to write as He can. But he may imitate God’s
way of writing. He may construct a literal historic sense, a journey beyond...” For an analysis of Singleton’s
approach, see John Freccero, “Introduction to Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel
Jacoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 184-187.
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of the exegete himself was considered to be part of the providential plan of God for the
revealing of his meaning through those texts, a project well entrenched, yet by no means
complete, in Dante's time. Hence, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the poet saw the
method by which he could write an epic work of universal appeal that contained levels of
supra-human complexity, and have the deepest meanings of that work discovered and
explicated by future “exegetes”. If we accept this to be the case, how can we be certain that
the collective task of interpretation is now, or ever will be, complete? If the profundity of
holy texts can never be completely mastered by limited human understandings, then the
Commedia bears comparison to them in this crucial respect. In addition, the limitless nature
of the work means that it is always capable of exciting and enlightening new audiences. The
universality of the great works ensures, in this sense, their very survival, even while generally
the study of the humanities, in the face of the many pressures placed upon it by modernity,

continues to atrophy.

In particular regard to my thesis, | argue there is yet a place for an analysis of Dante's
deliberate use of an organic metaphor — that of the human body — as a symbolic frame on
which to arrange the entire project of the Commedia. Its use of symbol and allegory, its
ingenious cosmology, its moral component, its employment of pilgrimage and conversion as
overarching themes, its attentions to the central theological elements of Christianity, its poetic
patterns, and even its physical impact on both author and reader, can be bound together and
re-understood through the matrix of the traditional understanding of the tripartite nature of
“la nostra effige”” — “our human form”. And it is particularly with a mind to “re-looking”
that | approach the subject material herein, for a traditional understanding of matters such as
allegory, symbolism and cosmology will yield the better results when applied to the work of
Dante, whose intellectual outlook and “ways of seeing” stand much closer to those of the
ancient world than to our own. That is to say, a writer whose times are so different from our
own will reveal more to us when approached specifically on his own terms, and where due
attention is paid to the streams of literary and intellectual traditions in which he stood. While
within existing scholarship there are pointers towards the possibility of constructing such a
reading as will be found here, and indeed these in part develop particular aspects of my
proposed approach, | proceed on the understanding that, in agreement with the earlier quote
from Durling, a comprehensive account remains unformulated. It is my task to show where
such niches of interpretation remain unexplored; or, where such explorations do exist, that

they can be met with a satisfactory counter-argument or given further development.
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John Ruskin once called Dante “the central man of all the world, as representing in perfect
balance the imaginative, moral and intellectual faculties, all at their highest.”” 1 concur with
this assessment, and profess that the initial impulse to undertake this project sprung from my
long attraction to the perceived greatness of Dante’s vision. Moreover, while not
downplaying the value of uncovering artistic or intellectual obscurities, | argue that the
scholar’s attentions are best directed at the great works that stand in plain sight — those works
that present as supreme examples of the engagement between divine inspiration and the most
concentrated human energies; however the depth of these works may elude or confound us.
A scholar’s attention to duty can perpetuate the objects of study, and, as well as revealing
something new, perhaps recover that which may have been forgotten. Or, as it was once put
before the scholars of an ancient tradition: “It is not your duty to complete the work, yet

neither are you at liberty to desist from it.”

In the seven centuries since his lifetime there has been a vast and diverse accumulation of
scholarly commentary on the work and thought of Dante. The Commedia, in particular, has
become one of the foundation texts of the western tradition, one of the most studied, and, for
English-speaking audiences, easily one of the most translated. It has enjoyed a reputation and
influence almost beyond measure. The name of Dante is learnt at an early age by every
Italian school-child, and is famous throughout the world. Scholarly interest in all things
Dantean has only accelerated in recent decades and, after many centuries of neglect or
disregard in the English-speaking world, Dante has, just as he forecast in the Limbo scene of
the Inferno, come to assume a deserved pre-eminence amongst the writers of the western
tradition. It is within this history of prodigious activity, which itself has become a body of
study, that any new enquiry must be placed. However, the student of literature is always
rewarded by consulting primary texts primarily, and while one must acknowledge the
significant, contemporary body of supporting material on the question of Dante and the
human form, any evaluation of such sources can only be a secondary endeavour trailing
behind direct engagement with the principal works. It is in this spirit of participation that |

have undertaken my research.

" Ruskin, quoted in William Anderson, Dante the Maker (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company,
1980), p. 3.
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CHAPTER ONE

LA NOSTRA EFFIGE — DANTE’S USE OF THE HUMAN FORM AND
BODILY RESURRECTION AS CENTRAL MOTIFS OF THE COMMEDIA.

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face.
Now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also | am known.

1 Corinthians 13:12

In the final, climactic moments of the Commedia Dante provides us with an image of “the
face of God”. In the act of constructing such an image, he contemplates perhaps the highest
question available to the human mind — what would it be like to come face to face with the
Divine? How might we envisage this most unearthly experience in human terms, and how
might we even attempt to describe this, the most indescribable of sights, to others? These
questions confronted Dante as he sought a precise completion to the long and complicated
odyssey of the Commedia. This meeting between God and pilgrim is the goal of both the
poem and the poet’s spiritual journey — a moment of pure vision, a glimpse of the ineffable.
Dante understood that he was approaching new and difficult ground, both poetically and
theologically. There was no clear literary or artistic precedent for an image of the Divine
face.> Doubtless he knew of the biblical admonition that a direct and clear sight of God was
forbidden to mortal men.? Yet his artistic and spiritual yearnings would be unconsummated,
and his unique cosmological construction incomplete, without a final delineation of the
Godhead. Employing Dante’s own preference for tripartite division, we can approach the

penultimate scene of the Paradiso in the following way.

Firstly, we have the description of the image itself:

Ne la profunda e chiara sussistenza
de I’alto lume parvermi tre giri
di tre colori e d’una contenenza;

! It is noteable that in all the many attempts to represent the imagery of the Commedia in a visual form, no artist
has provided us with a satisfactory rendering of this vision. It is also remains a matter of speculation as to
whether Dante himself imagined or sketched illustrations of his own poetic universe.

2 Ex. 33:20 — “And he said, Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and live.”
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e I’un da I’altro come iri da iri
parea reflesso, e ‘I terzo parea foco
che quinci e quindi igualmente si spiri.

Within the being — lucid, bright and deep -
of that high brilliance, there appeared to me
three circling spheres, three-coloured, one in span.
And one, it seemed, was mirrored by the next
twin rainbows, arc to arc. The third seemed fire,
and breathed to first and second equally.

(Par. XXXI1I, 115-120).3

Here is a picture of ultimate reality as consisting of the purest, finest elements of the created
world, mere light and color. It is self-contained and perfect. It incorporates standard features
of Dantean imagery: the employment of astronomical phenomena, his love of geometry and

symmetry, his use of Biblical allusion.

Secondly, we see Dante’s employment of the so-called inexpressibility topos, a literary
device commonly used throughout the Paradiso, particularly in the later cantos, to convince
his audience that, despite his best efforts at producing a faithful depiction of his vision, what
he presents to them is but a pale imitation:

Oh quanto é corto il dire e come fioco
al mio concetto! e questo, a quel ch’i’ vidi,
e tanto, che non basta a dicer ‘poco’.
O luce etterna che sola in te sidi,
sola t’intendi, e da te intelletta
e intendente tea mi e arridi!

How short mere speaking falls, how faint against
my own idea. And this idea, compared
to what | saw...well, ‘little’ hardly squares.
Eternal light, you sojourn in yourself alone.
Alone, you know yourself. Known to yourself,
you, knowing, love and smile on your own being.

(Par. XXXIII, 121-126).

® All direct references from the Commedia are drawn from the recent Penguin Classics editions, translated by
Robin Kirkpatrick, as listed in the bibliography.
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Dante’s typically threefold division of this experience into perception-conception-articulation
provides us with an alarming paradox: that as he approaches the ultimate vision of truth, his
ability to truthfully articulate this experience is at a further remove than ever from the reality
of the moment. Setting aside the important poetic ironies implicit in such an exercise, we are
left with the author’s admission that his mental representation of the vision is far short of the
truth, and his verbal mimesis of his mental conception is that much shorter again. Finally, it
seems, the ineffable remains just that, and in the face of such incomprehensibility our best

response can only be a humanly adequate approximation, or a retreat into defeated silence.

However, this may not be entirely so, for Dante goes on to claim that beyond his initial
bafflement lies a reward for “re-looking” — the image redevelops, upon further examination,

to reveal more than was first perceived:

Quella circulazion che si concetta

pareva in te come lume reflesso,

da li occhi miei alquanto circunspetta,
dentro da sé, del suo colore stesso,

mi parve pinta de la nostra effige:

per che ‘I mio viso in lei tutto era messo.

An inter-circulation, thus conceived,
appears in you like mirrored brilliancy.
but when a while my eyes had looked this round,
deep in itself, it seemed — as painted now,
in those same hues — to show our human form.
At which, my sight was set entirely there.

(Par. XXXIII, 127-132).

This moment, deep into the final act of Dante’s great drama, is a complete and perfected form
of that which the poet has been endeavouring to perform from the very beginning — the
looking at, then the looking into, the essential nature of Being. For Dante, the goal of every
human life is to reach such a vision of the divine, which is in reality a reawakening of the
divine within us, so that this vision is both a looking into another which is like no other, and a
return to the source of all being that resides within ourselves.*

* Christian Moevs, “’Il Punto Che Mi Vinse’ - Incarnation, Revelation, and Self-Knowledge in Dante's
Commedia” in Dante's Commedia: Theology as Poetry, eds. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew Treherne (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), p. 271.
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The Dantean scholar is similarly challenged to imitate this act by undertaking their own re-
looking into the depths and complexities of a composition that is the work of human hands
yet contains the marks of divine inspiration and purpose. What might be seen, what could be
recognised, when a sustained examination is brought to bear upon the remarkable artefact we
call the Divine Comedy? The poem can be read as a series of personal recognitions, where
Dante sets before us a sequence of meetings between himself (as “pilgrim in the story”) and
the various characters that populate his imaginary world. Many of these recognitions are
confronting or perplexing (and some, we might think, are wholly expected). Yet here in this
final moment of identification, Dante invites the reader to consider the possibility that,
granted the privilege to stare deeply within the sheer “otherness” of the face of God, we will
see, as a correction to our human misconceptions, a return to something familiar: an image of
la nostra effige — our human form. Within the ineffable countenance of the Divine Being lies
something as everyday as the face of another, and, by extension, Dante would have us reflect
upon the possibility that in every other is an image of the Divine. In this final image Dante
seals his consistent demonstration of his ethical and poetic commitment to upholding and
celebrating the essential unity, centrality and immortality of the human being. This thesis
will propose a new way of reading and understanding the Commedia, using the poet’s
declared commitment to la nostra effige as a controlling and centralising image upon which
an entire schema of interpretation can be constructed. The reader is here invited to see la
nostra effige, and specifically the traditional tripartite arrangement of the human body, as an
allegorical motif that underpins a reading of the Commedia as a journey through the human
body.

The appearance of a human image within Dante’s arrangement of triune circles of light is a
reflection of the incarnate Christ, the Second Person of the Christian trinity. In following
established Christian doctrine, Dante presents a symbolic confirmation of the Incarnation —
God entering the temporal world in a human embodiment — as the central fact of Christianity
and “the pivotal concept around which Christian theology is organized.”> At no point in his
work do we find Dante undertaking any extensive or systematic treatment of the formal
doctrine of the Incarnation (since, generally speaking, the poem is not an overtly theological
work), yet there is little doubt that his “christological vision of the world and history, which
places Christ at the center of time” serves as a regular pointer to the importance of the

® Richard H. Lansing and Teodolinda Barolini, eds., The Dante Encyclopedia (New York: Garland, 2000), p.
508.



La Nostra Effige 18

Incarnation to his many poetic and philosophical projects.® While taking centuries to
develop, by the Middle Ages the formal doctrine of the Incarnation was established as a
fundamental tenet of the Christian faith. Orthodox belief held that Christ, as second person
of the Godhead, possessed two natures, divine and human; entered into a temporal existence;
experienced a mortal death; and was resurrected and ascended in a bodily form that was
essentially that into which he was incarnated. These central facts of the faith resulted in new
conceptions of human experience — a reaffirmation of the essential goodness of the human
body and the created order in which it existed. In this way, the body of Christ became the
body by which all other bodies were to be understood. In his reinstatement of the human
body to its proper supremacy in the arrangement of a divinely-ordained order, Dante was
following a long tradition that upheld the centrality of human embodiment, despite the fact
that the Catholic Church, following the Orthodox and Judaic traditions before it, had yet to

produce a defined doctrine on the nature of the human person.’

Although the new tenets of the Christian faith proposed a radical move away from classical
Greek thought on the nature of the human body-soul complex, there were within the Greek
world two important ideas which the Christian worldview came to incorporate in its
understanding of the human form. These ideas found their fullest expression in the
cosmological dialogue of Plato, the Timaeus, a work which was highly influential not only in
the Greek world but also (possibly because it was the only work of Plato’s available, in an
abridged Latin translation, within the developing world of western Christendom) came to be
regarded as largely representative of Greek thought.® As shall be later examined, both these
concepts underpin Dante’s construction of the Commedia in regard to two key elements: the
architectural structure of the poem and the symbolic representations of the human form that

serve to complement that architecture.

The first of these ideas was that the best understanding of the cosmos could be attained by
seeing it as an enlarged image of the human form, and, conversely, that the human form is a

miniaturised version of the cosmos. The cosmos is a living being, endowed by its creator

® Ibid.

" See Kallistos Ware, “’My Helper and My Enemy’: The Body in Greek Christianity” in Religion and the Body,
ed. Sarah Coakley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 90-91.

8 Andrew Louth, “’the Body in Western Catholic Christianity’” in Religion and the Body, ed. Sarah Coakley
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 111.
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with soul and intelligence.® Man is both a part of the cosmos and an encapsulation of it.
Man is within the universe, but the universe is also contained within Man. The Platonic
cosmological model also proposed that the visible world must be constructed after an
invisible pattern that existed in the mind of its divine maker. This found easy accord in
Christian cosmologies, insofar as the account of creation as recorded in Genesis also
demonstrates a divine originator who creates “in his own image”.’® Furthermore, the
Platonic model also emphasised that Man is a composite entity. He is possessed of an animal
embodiment like all other living things, but also capable of rational operations that set him
apart from creation generally.** In a Christian interpretation, man is also a composite being,
in that he is composed of all the various “elements” of the universe in his physical
embodiment, but also possesses the rationality and immortality that belongs to the angels.

Possessed of both forms of existence, he is a “cross-section of being.”*?

The second idea drawn from the Timaeus was that the cosmos, and therefore the human body,
was constructed of four basic elements (and a fifth, mysterious element, the quintessence)
which were designed to exist in harmonious proportion to one another. It was a simple step
for the Christian thinker to assimilate this idea from Plato’s work, since the Genesis account
of creation seemed to confirm that the basic “stuff” of the universe was also the material by
which God created Man. The notion of rightness in the physical world, and particularly the
issue of the physical health of the human body, was best understood as a matter of balance
between the constituent elements of creation, and their counterparts — the four “humours” of
the body, which had their own forces and domains within the body. These humours, the
balance of each and the interplay between them, gave medieval Man his “complexion” or
» 13

“temperament”.”® This schema became commonplace throughout the Latin Middle Ages,

and provided people with an accessible means by which they might understand the workings

° See Plato, Timaeus, trans. Henry Desmond Pritchard Lee (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), 30-31, pp. 42-43.
1 Gen. 1:27.

1 See Plato, Timaeus, 40, pp. 55-56.

12 Clive Staples Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), p. 153. These ideas found their finest Christian formulation in
the neoplatonist work of the 7" century theologian, Maximus the Confessor. Maximus constructed an
understanding of man as a microcosm who contained and thereby reflected the order and workings of the
created universe. But he also added a Christological element by declaring that man, having two natures and two
wills, was called on to be a mediator, made in God’s image, whose task and responsibility it is to reconcile the
spiritual and the material into a homogenous unity within our own person. In this view, then, the body was seen
as highly symbolic yet also carrying an important practical function. See Maximus Confessor: Selected Writings.
(New York: Paulist Press, 1985), On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St. Maximus
the Confessor. (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2003). For a contemplation of the possible
links between the thought of Maximus and the work of Dante, see Appendix, pp. 259-264.

3 Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature, pp. 170-171.
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of their own bodies; and it survived, in its various forms, until the arrival of modern medicine
in the West.*

There were, however, two important points on which Christian scholars could find no point
of agreement with Plato’s cosmology — the eternal status of the Universe, since the scriptures
explicitly describe both the deliberate creation and destruction of the physical world; and the
notion of the transmigration of souls, since the promise of eternal salvation (or, indeed,
damnation) is based on the continuance of the individual soul in the afterlife and its eventual

reunification with its earthly body.

To return to the Christian perspective, it can be seen that Dante inherits long-standing
scriptural and theological traditions concerning the proper use for, and understanding of, the
human body. A short survey of these traditions indicates that he stood squarely within their
transmission. The Christian scriptures do not offer us any instance of a human being existing
in anything other than an embodied form, even in the afterlife.’> The writings of the Old
Testament consistently affirm the notion that the human complex is strictly non-dualist. That
is, there is no sense of a joining of two separate and distinct entities, body and soul, but a
complete form that is both body and soul, and is clearly psychosomatic in behaviour. In later
writings, the tentative approaches to the idea of the resurrection of the human person are
described in terms of the physical re-birth of the body, not an “escape” of the immortal soul
into an ethereal realm.™® Further, there is no sense of the pre-existence of human souls, or the

transmigration of them from one human body to another.*’

In the New Testament, the unified, non-dualist view of the human person is re-affirmed,
extended, and completed, although there are moments that suggest a clearer distinction in the
nature and operation of the two basic constituents of the person.’* However, the core

message of Christianity is that of a new understanding of God and man, based on the idea of

 Louth, “’the Body in Western Catholic Christianity’” in Religion and the Body, p. 112.

15 But note a certain ambiguity in Paul’s description of his vision in 2 Cor. 12:2, which Dante will appear to
imitate in the opening canto of the Paradiso.

16 See, for example Is. 26:19 — “Thy dead shall live, their bodies shall rise”; Dan. 12:2 — “And many of those
who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting
contempt.”

" Ware, “”"My Helper and My Enemy’: The Body in Greek Christianity” in Religion and the Body, p. 91.

18 See Mt. 10:28 — “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot fill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the
One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” 1 Thess. 5.23 — “...May your whole spirit, soul and body be
kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
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physical embodiment. The undeniable value of the human body is underscored by the central
fact on which the new faith was grounded — God presenting himself to mankind in the
incarnation, human life, and bodily resurrection of the person of Christ. The narratives of the
gospel consistently remark upon the real, human, earthly physicality of Christ’s life. He was
brought into the world through a real human mother, he experienced the sensations of the
human body, he suffered real pain and died a human death. Further, the gospels claim that
Christ’s resurrection was not into some apparitional form, but into that of a tangible body.
Salvation, far from being an intellectual exercise or an escape into immateriality, is made
visible in the historical reality of a real human life, fully embodied, and declared to be both
fully human and yet, mysteriously, fully divine.”® The New Testament also re-affirms the
principle that one can sin with the body. Christ’s teachings, and the pastoral admonitions of
St. Paul, both reprove against particularly “bodily” transgressions such as gluttony,

homosexuality and fornication.

The writings of St. Paul continue to emphasise the essential unity, divinity and goodness of
the human person. The body, according to Paul, is not to be despised but is worthy of our
high regard, and should be maintained as a vehicle for holiness. Paul develops a theology
which is strongly unitary, and in which the body is to be offered as part of the believer’s
discipleship.?’ In his first epistle to the church at Corinth he brings to the human body
generally, and to the body of Christ in particular, a new, multi-dimensional meaning. Firstly,
he exhorts believers to forsake sexual immorality by inviting them to see their own bodies as
being comparable to a temple, which should be sanctified.?* The analogy, however obvious,
is apt, for the temple is constructed in imitation of the cosmos and contains within it a
representation of the “body” of the created order, which in itself is essentially good.
Likewise, the body is to be regarded as good and holy, and should be reserved for the
purposes for which it is especially created. Paul then goes on to develop the imagery of the
“body of Christ”. This phrase has firstly a literal meaning, as it applies to the actual bodily
person of Jesus Christ as declared by the gospels, and Paul reiterates these claims (with an

9 Ware, “”"My Helper and My Enemy’: The Body in Greek Christianity” in Religion and the Body, p. 92.

%0 See Romans 12:1-2 — “Therefore, | urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God — this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and
approve what God’s will is — his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

211 Cor 6:19-20 — “Do you now know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you
have received from God? You are not our own; you were bought with a price. Therefore honour God with your
body.”
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added personal element) as the foreground for his declaration of the resurrection of the
dead.?* He also extends the meaning of this term “body of Christ” to include both the bread
received in the Eucharistic rite, and the gathering of the believers into an ecclesial group. He
refers to the Eucharist in this way: “And is not the bread that we break a participation in the
body of Christ?”?, in a direct repetition of Christ’s own declaration at the Last Supper.?* He
employs the physical characteristics of the human body, in an analogy of diversity contained
within unified harmony, when describing the many “members” of the church as a social
unit.”> These three uses of the term “body” are operative at differing levels, yet are
interconnected in Paul’s theology. It is through the bringing of our own bodies to the
communal gathering of believers that they are enjoined, through the centralising and unifying
ritual of a communal meal which is itself a “body”, that allows the individual to belong to a

new corporate entity.”®

In addition to this imagery, the practice of worship in Christianity, as with other traditions,
consistently involved the use of one’s body. A range of bodily actions are routinely involved
in expressing the inner, spiritual state of the believer. The position of body in prayer; the
marking of the body with the sign of the cross; the rituals of baptism and anointing; the
participation in the Eucharist; the laying on of hands; prostrations; fasting; sexual abstinence
— all these were the outward expressions by which an individual could express and make
known their adherence to the faith.2” Thus the body, with all its many postures and nuanced
gestures, became a symbolic entity, or key, in which the mysteries of the faith, as well as its

many practicalities, could find their expression and meaning.

Finally, in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul sets out the fundamental doctrine of bodily resurrection,
which is the foundation for the believer’s hope of eternal life enjoyed in a fully restored but

also completely transfigured physical form designed for a new kind of post-mortem

%21 Cor. 15:3-8 — “For | delivered to you as of first importance what | also received, that Christ died for our sins
in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the
scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. Then he appeared to more than five hundred
brethren at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James,
then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.”

31 Cor. 10:16.

? See Mt. 26:26.

> See 1 Cor. 12:12-31.

% \Ware, “’My Helper and My Enemy’: The Body in Greek Christianity” in Religion and the Body, p. 94.

2" Note for example Dante’s interest in the ritualised orientation and movement of the body in prayer, at Pur.
8:10-12 — “Ella guinse e levo ambo le palme, / ficcando li occhi verso I’oriente, / come dicesse a Dio: ‘D’altro
non calme.”” (“This soul, first, joined his palms then lifted them, / eyes fixed towards the orient, as though / to
say to God: ‘For nothing else I care’).
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existence, based on the historical evidence of the bodily resurrection of Christ. If there was
in fact no rising from the grave, Paul says to his brethren, then he can have no assurance that
his, or our, salvation has been accomplished, and he is left to face both the futility of his own
preaching and the apparent hopelessness of the body’s mortality. It is this remarkable and
distinctive idea that set the early church apart from the world of Greek thought in which it
arose. Indeed, the radicalism of bodily resurrection quickly became a subject of contempt
within the world of Greek thought into which it was introduced.?® For the pagan, the body
was generally regarded as a hindrance to the pursuit of true goods, spiritual and intellectual,
and they looked for a life after death in terms of the immortality only of the soul, rejecting the

notions of embodiment or reunification.

In all of this we can see the origins of Dante’s treatment of the human form. Specifically, it
can be shown that Dante holds firmly to the orthodox doctrine, instituted by St. Paul, of the
transformative resurrection of the human body as the foundation on which the architectural
and moral landscape of his poetic experimentations are grounded, particularly in the
Commedia. The human body is the central fact of Dante’s theological and poetic world, and
is the prime metaphor by which he would seek to measure the nature of all things. For this
poet, the broken, inverted or incomplete body always symbolises a distortion of the divinely-
created order. Conversely, the body kept whole and upright, whether the earthly human form
or the heavenly body, is the primary image of rightness manifested. Dante is committed to
the preservation of unity in all its manifestations and meanings, and his work demonstrates a
commitment to the idea of the complete indestructibility of the human complex. In the more
theological elements of his poetic creation, this commitment to unity overcomes the legacy of
knotty practical considerations surrounding the concept of resurrection that Dante had
inherited from the scholastic tradition.”® Traditional arguments regarding the doctrine of
resurrection focussed on matters of materiality and vocabulary, so that images of resurrection
tended towards reconstitution rather than transcendence. Dante moves away from this stream
of thinking, preferring to focus on issues surrounding the resurrection of the body in terms of
wholeness, completeness and reintegration.®® It can be fairly stated that one of Dante’s

crucial projects within the Commedia was to take the question of the body’s permanence well

%8 Note the mockery of Paul’s preaching on the subject before the Areopagus in Athens, in Acts 17:16-34.

# Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, Lectures on the
History of Religions New Ser., No. 15 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), pp. 298-3009.

% Rachel Jacoff, “*Our Bodies, Our Selves’: The Body in the Commedia” in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval
Literature and Its Aftermath: Essays in Honor of John Freccero, eds. John Freccero, Dana E. Stewart, and
Alison Cornish (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2000), pp. 119-121.
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beyond mere intellectual argument. By force of imagery and, | will say, a distinct allegorical

architecture, he elevates the issue to that of metaphysical speculation and poetic wonderment.

It is remarkable that in what purports to be an account of an otherworldly journey, the
Commedia is consistently attentive to the bodiliness of its characters. The souls are still
somehow embodied in the shade-bodies granted to them as part of their post-earthly
continuance. They have sensate bodies that experience real pain: the punishments in Hell,
and penances in Purgatory, while having strong psychological components, are never merely
so. All in Hell are physically tortured or tormented, while all in Purgatory are made to
physically labour or otherwise subject their bodies to a regime of purgation.> Only in the
Paradiso does Dante suggest that the human forms we “see” have approached a rarefied
version of their former selves. Yet there remains a pressing tension throughout the
Commedia, brought about by the representational finesse with which Dante chooses to
portray the dead. The author’s own claim is that “the subject, then, of the whole work, taken
according to the letter alone, is simply a consideration of the state of souls after death; for
from and around this the action of the whole work turneth.”** The Dantean scholar John
Freccero has called this a “dazzling reversibility”: the apparent inseparability of body and
soul, theologically speaking, is given an exact reversal in Dante’s poetics - “if one wishes to
represent a soul, one has no choice but to represent it as a body, while a body, if it is alive,
must be represented by some principle of animation which is indistinguishable from what we

mean by the soul.”*

In addition, Dante is concerned to assert an understanding of human personhood as being
fundamentally grounded in its earthly embodiment. Any intellectual construct of the human
form must, at some point, decide upon taking either a generally dualist or generally
hylomorphic approach. Such a decision will prove highly influential in our attitude towards,

and interpretation of, poetic or theological texts, as well as our overall ethical position and

1 1t is these “punishments” and “labours” that often provoke such fascination and disgust in contemporary
readers, since in our own time corporeal punishment has been eliminated from our systems of personal
correction. See John Freccero, Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1986), pp. 105-106.

%2 Dante’s letter to Lord Can Grande della Scala, para. 8, in Charles Sterrett Latham, ed. A Translation of
Dante’s Eleven Letters (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, 1891), p. 195.

% John Freccero, “Infernal Irony” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1986), p. 102.
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personal modes of behaviour.** Dante is clearly non-dualist in his approach to matters of
human corporeality (despite the often strong neoplatonist strains that inform much of the
structure and symbolism of the Paradiso), and he is prepared to stake out his position on such
issues, often in unanticipated ways, as being central to his theological and creative claims.
He endeavours to move away from the theological controversies and uncertainties of the past
to produce a statement of renewed confidence in the essential unity and indestructibility of
the human complex, body and soul, while simultaneously signalling a new way of looking at
what we now regard as the “psychological” aspects of the human person. To Dante, the body
is the person, for he follows the broadly Aristotelian model which proposes that the body
does not “contain” a soul, with the two entities in tension with one another, but that the soul
is the omnipresent animating force that operates upon, and is in its turn affected by, the
workings of the body.* To Dante, it simply made no sense to conceive of the human person
as either a disesmbodied soul or a soulless body. Body and soul are designed for, and cannot
be said to properly exist without, the other. Dante’s human form, then, is best understood as
a subtle and complex entity of psychosomatic interplays and responses. With a foundation of
Christian theology, derived from the essential unity of the human being as evinced in the
examples of holy scripture, Dante completes his model of the human body as a form that has
divine origins and in which its essential spirit is, in its natural state, inextricable from its
matter. It may surprise Dante’s modern audiences, influenced by contemporary, secular
models of human existence, that even in the blissful realms of the saved in the Paradiso, the
state of being eternally and perfectly beatified as a disembodied soul is not enough for its
denizens — as shall be seen, they demonstrate an urgent and intense longing for the return of

their earthly bodies as necessary for their final consummation.

Further, Dante demonstrates a profound and sustained interest in the subtle, symbolic
meanings that can be drawn from the bodies of individual human beings. The study of Man
is a legitimate area of enquiry, perfectly concomitant with his science — that is, his desire for
rational investigation into the workings of the natural order. The Commedia is marked, at
almost every moment, by Dante’s concentrated attention upon the multitudinous appearances,

behaviours, and symbolic possibilities of the human form. He is deeply concerned with the

% Robin Kirkpatrick, “Dante and the Body” in Framing Medieval Bodies, eds. Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), p. 239

% For a detailed assessment of Dante’s ideas of the operational relationship between body and soul, see Patrick
Boyde, Perception and Passion in Dante's Comedy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), passim.

% See Par. 14:34-66.
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particularity of the person, developing a sense of the self in each finely drawn character that
has led him to be described as the first modern author. His great poem teems with references
to bodily movement, gesture, and expression; and the poet shows an intense interest in the
subtly psychosomatic relationships that can be deftly elicited between the external aspect and
the inward condition of the individual. To Dante, the perceptible workings of body and soul
are inextricably linked — the exterior particularities of the body give expression to the inner

person.

Dante also clearly withdraws from the negative ideals of the Christian hermetic tradition, or
those who advocated extreme asceticism. He shows little regard for those streams of
Christianity that sought to despise or maltreat the human body, or to close oneself off from
the world. The human life is to be lived through the body, and should seek its fullest
expression in proper and meaningful exchanges with the bodies of others. In Dante’s view of
paradise the joy of looking upon the joyful faces of others will be an essential element of
one’s beatific experience. Here he follows the Augustinian tradition that sought to move
away from the concept of the world as inherently evil, and restated the essential goodness of
the natural order. Dante upholds the body not only as the form in which God chose to
incarnate himself but as the very paragon of that natural order. A traditionalist commentator
confirms this idea in stating: “The form of Man, made in the image of God, exhibits
something unlimited and perfect.”*” The human body, in this traditional understanding, is the
best physical form that there could be (or “the finest expression of the material world”), the
primary and supreme means by which the rational order of the physical universe could be
understood, and, as this thesis will demonstrate, the best metaphor by which man may
ingather images of the world unto himself. The human body is the most complete and primal
of all symbols.** The human form alone is granted the special privileges of both rationality

and immortality, and its beauty is derived from the especial nature of its form.*

Whilst this analysis of Dante’s thought concentrates upon his Commedia, it is worth noting
briefly how his attitudes towards the human body are prefaced in his minor works. In the

third treatise of the Convivio Dante is building a commentary on the arrangement and purpose

¥ Frithjof Schuon, From the Divine to the Human: Survey of Metaphysics and Epistemology (Bloomington:
World Wisdom Books, 1982), p. 87.

%8 Robin Kirkpatrick, introduction to Inferno, (London: Penguin, 2006), p. Xxxi.

¥ Rodney Blackhirst, Primordial Alchemy & Modern Religion: Essays on Traditional Cosmology (San Rafael,
CA: Sophia Perennis, 2008), p. 65.

“% Schuon, From the Divine to the Human: Survey of Metaphysics and Epistemology, p. 92.
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of the various faculties of the human complex, when he compares man’s natural tendency to

desire its native “soil” to the behaviour of plants:

Because of the second nature, of the mixed body, it loves the place of its
generation, and even the time; and therefore each one naturally is of more
power in his own place and in his own time than in any other.*

That is, despite being incarnated souls we are nevertheless inextricably bound to the
condition of earthly embodiment, and humans are designed for, indeed are innately driven
towards, seeking out the best conditions in which to fulfil their potentialities. The good
things of the created order, and the inherent goodness of the human body, invite us (within
properly ordered and appropriate limits) to fully participate in and enjoy such goods. The
approach to such participation, Dante claims, is best made, or perhaps can only be made,
through those established means — lineage, liturgy, citizenship, language — which are already
prepared for us. In practical terms this equates to remaining in the native city-state, and
culture, into which one is born.** The body is constructed of that which also constitutes the
living cosmos in which it lives and moves, and therefore right living in an embodied form is a
matter of correct internal balance, and harmonisation with what we commonly label our
“environment”. Therefore the body finds its most natural, and consequently its best,
operation when it discovers the particular fulfilment that accords with its nature, when it
accomplishes the unique possibilities granted by the time and place into which it is born.*

“ Convivio, 3.3.

“2 These sentiments will find a later echo in the Paradiso, Canto VIII, where Dante meets the French prince
Charles Martel. Amid a general discussion of the nature of providence as it may affect the patterns of noble
heredity, Charles states that a limited realisation of one’s human possibilities will be the inevitable outcome of
personal displacement. See Par. 8:138-141 — “un corollario voglio che t’ammanti. / Sempre natura, se fortuna
trova / discorde a sé, com’ ogne altra semente / fuor di sua region, fa mala prova.” (“I’d have you robed in this
corollary: / Like any seed not sown in native soil, / nature, on finding fortune out of tune, / will always give poor
proof of what it is.”)

*3 \We should recall that the name of Florence means “the flowering place”, and Dante as political exile is like a
plant that, deprived of its native conditions, is struggling to fulfil his potential as a human being. With this
symbolism in mind, it is apposite that Dante should depict the Empyrean, the seat of the blessed where all
human potentials are fully realised, as an enormous rose. Dante gives this broadly Aristotelian idea of telos a
particular Christian overlay — it is the workings of Divine providence that drive the natural processes of the
material world; and God, through such providence, desires that the goodness inherent in existence should be
pursued by those he has created. In Inferno XI1I, Dante demonstrates his belief in the essential goodness of the
material world, and the human body within it, by bracketing together in one circle of punishment, as sinners
against nature, both the suicides (wasters of human life) and the profligates (wasters of the world’s material
goods). Of course, such a view of the relationship between Man and Nature adds a particularly galling flavour
to Dante’s experience as a political exile, as though he was a plant uprooted and derived of its requisite
nutriments. In all of this Dante may have been mindful of the Platonic idea of autochthony, in which a right
ordering of society, and thereby the maximisation of man’s ultimate good, may be derived from both the
cultivation of religious practice that attends to the rhythm of the cosmos as it surrounds us, and the proper
ordering of the procedures for human procreation so that all childbirth aligns with the cyclical patterns of the
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In the Convivio, in a digression amid a longer discussion of the state of his own soul as it was
affected by a vision of Beatrice, Dante affirms his abhorrence for any notions of a non-
unified, perishable human complex, particularly as it may involve denial of the immortality

of the soul. He says:

For proposition | say that, amongst all the bestialities, that is the most
foolish, the most vile, and most damnable which believes no other life to
be after this life; wherefore, if we turn over all books, whether of
philosophers or of the other wise writers, all agree in this, that in us there
is some everlasting principle... This each of the Poets who have spoken
according to the faith of the Gentiles seems to desire; this the law seems
to desire, among Jews, Saracens, and Tartars, and all other people who
live according to some civil law.**

That there is some indestructible but non-corporeal component of the person, Dante declares,
is so strongly imbedded in our understanding of ourselves that it exists as a universal
principle across all cultures and religions. But moments in the Inferno make evident that
Dante was not given over to any intimations of the unity of religions. Yet despite introducing
his adherence to Christian doctrine as perhaps a step back from any accusation of religious
universalism, he fails to mention the very thing that distinguishes the Christian ideal of
immortality from its pagan influences — namely, the complete resurrection of the body at the
Last Judgement. The target of this refutation is the pagan philosophical school of
Epicureanism, which held among its tenets a denial of the immortality of the soul. Later in
the Convivio Dante gives a neutral summary of Epicurus’ philosophy as it pertains to the
pursuit of happiness as the end goal of human existence,* and goes on to dismiss as false

these opinions in preference to those of the Aristotelian conceptions of telos, the true end of

seasons. (For the idea of Man as a “man-plant” see Timaeus 91E.) In his extended meeting with Cacciaguida,
which not coincidentally occurs in the “middle” of the Paradiso, Dante draws upon the simile of the “natural
man” as being akin to a native plant. See Par. 15:48, 88-89; 16:22. That Dante sees love of native land as one
of the strongest of human emotions is evinced even in Inferno. In the case of the gluttonous Ciacco in Canto VI,
this cold and unfeeling mass of a person who has now been “unmade” can still give voice to his longings for
home. Cf. Inf. 6:88-90. See also the extended speech of Sordello of Mantua, in Pur. 7:87-136, in which he uses
the analogy of the man-plant. Dante is clearly no world-hater, and no despiser of the body: the things of this
world are inherently good and worthy of our attention and nurturance, and the right use of our physical gifts will
produce much pleasure and satisfaction. Indeed, it is his minutely focussed observance of the physical, the
“ordinariness” of the everyday, as it were, that often propels his intellectual concerns. When Dante is granted a
description of the “perfect city” by his ancestor Cacciaguida in Paradiso XV1 it is not some idealised utopia, but
the peaceful city of Florence, where the citizenry are free to participate in the ordinary but completely satisfying
communal rituals of work, home and family. (See Par. 15:97-132).

“ Convivio, 2.9.

** Convivio, 4.6: “Other philosophers there were who saw and believed otherwise; and of these the first and
chief was a philosopher, who was named Epicurus, who, seeing that each animal as soon as it is born is as it
were directed by Nature to its right end, which shuns pain and seeks for pleasure, said that this end or aim of
ours was enjoyment.”
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man.*® However, these minor criticisms of Epicureanism’s denial of immortality are but a

preview of the full condemnatory treatment he delivers in Inferno.

In De Monarchia, Dante makes another philosophical “move” in allowing the structure and
purpose of human corporeality to take on a deliberately political purpose. The foundational
idea of this work was that political justice was best served when man was placed under two
distinct rulers, the Pontiff and the Prince, each with its own particular and mutually exclusive
sphere of power and responsibility. Dante again turns to the unicity of the human form as a
potent wellspring of metaphor, and it provides him with an allegorical model of civic and
religious organisation, as set out in Book Three of the work.*” Man has two components,
body and soul, and is therefore destined to experience two modes of life — the earthly and the
eternal. That he should find the highest happiness in both depends upon the just and proper
execution of power by both the temporal and spiritual authority. Dante’s argument, however,
rests not merely upon a simple analogy based on the arrangement of the human constitution,
but on the divine origins of this arrangement. Since God created man to be an intermediate
being composed of two natures, in Dante’s concluding argument he can appeal to the highest

authority of all.*®

“® Convivio, 4.22: “Wherefore, since it is our final rest for which we live and labour as we can, most useful and
most necessary it is to see this mark in order to aim at it the bow of this our work. And it is most essential to
make it inviting to those who do not see the mark when simply pointed out. Leaving alone, then, the opinion
which Epicurus the philosopher had concerning it, and that which Zeno likewise had, | intend to come
summarily to the true opinion of Aristotle and of the other Peripatetics.”

" De Monarchia, 3.16: “In order to grasp this it must be realized that man is unique amongst all beings in
linking corruptible things with those that are incorruptible; hence the philosophers righty liken him to the line of
the horizon which is the meeting-place of two hemispheres. For if man is considered according to his essential
constituents, that is, his soul and body, he is corruptible in respect of one, the body, but incorruptible in respect
of the other, the soul. Thus in the second book of the De Anima the Philosopher rightly says of the incorruptible
constituent of man: “and this alone, being eternal, is capable of separating itself from the corruptible world.”
Therefore man is, so to say, a middle-term between corruptible and incorruptible things, and since every middle-
term participates in the nature of the extremes which it unites, man must participate in these two natures. And
since every nature is ordered towards some ultimate goal, it follows that man’s ultimate goal is twofold —
because since man is the only being sharing in both corruptibility and incorruptibility he is the only being who is
ordered towards two ultimate goals. One of these constitutes his goal in so far as he is corruptible and the other
in so far as he is incorruptible.”

“8 De Monarchia, 3.16: “This explains why two guides have been appointed for man to lead him to his twofold
goal: there is the Supreme Pontiff who is to lead mankind to eternal life in accordance with revelation; and there
is the Emperor who, in accordance with philosophical teaching, is to lead mankind to temporal
happiness...Furthermore, since the condition of this world has to harmonize with the movements of the heavens,
it is necessary for the protector of this world to receive knowledge of the appropriate conditions directly from
the One who sees the whole course of the heavens at a glance; only then can he apply the principles of liberty
and peace at the appropriate times and places...If this is so, then God alone elects and confirms the Emperor,
since God has no superior.”
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These excerpts from Dante’s minor works demonstrate a consistency of approach to these
matters, yet it is, as always, in the Commedia that we may ultimately locate the fully
developed expressions of the poet’s intellectual pursuits. At one level the entire poem can be
read as a testament to the miraculous nature of man’s indestructibility, since it purports to
show nothing less than the state human beings will inhabit in eternity. Despite the
multiplicity of forms in which Dante chooses to portray the individual in the afterworld as an
essential expression of their spiritual state and hence the workings of Divine justice, they are,
except in one particular instance which will be later considered, nevertheless a recognisable,
substantial continuation of their earthly selves. It is a feature of Dante’s imaginary world that
he should choose to populate it not with the archetypal figures of existent medieval
allegories, such as the immensely popular and influential Roman de la Rose, but with an
extensive catalogue of real, historical figures, many of whom were known personally to the
author and his contemporary audience.*® This emphasis on the particularity of individual
persons has the effect of making real an imaginary world, but also attests to the enduring
nature of its inhabitants. Indeed, though the actual, historical personages that Dante describes
are dead, such are the author’s powers of poetic representation that the reader is at once
confounded and impressed at their unmistakeable “aliveness”. It is as though a journey
through the portal of death serves to amplify their essential human qualities, not deaden them,
as we might expect. Dante’s work affirms that the human form, and an individual life, has a
perpetual value that even death cannot efface. He persistently emphasises that the human
form is essentially indestructible by creating poetic representations of individuals who
survive in full individuation beyond the grave to show an unmistakeable “continuity of

self.”°

As a primary example, his presentation of the shade-bodies in the Purgatorio shows that they
are clearly a recognisable, individual continuance of the earthly person.® The journey

through the realms of Purgatory is marked by an increasing interest in the true nature of the

*® 1t should be noted that Dante also places within his world a selection of famous fictional characters, but does
so only in the Inferno, as if it was simpler to provide representative figures for vice rather than virtue. In any
case, these references are made with such assuredness and brevity that the reader barely has need to stop and
consider such inclusions. As a point of distinction, they do not engage with Dante-pilgrim as he makes his
journey through Inferno but stand as indicative figures that assist in “filling out” the respective circles of Hell.
The one striking exception to this is Ulysses, as portrayed in Inferno XXVI, whose presence and interaction with
Dante carries deliberate significance.

%0 Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, pp. 307-308.

*! See Pur. 25:88-90 — “Tosto che loco | la circunscrive, / la virtl formativa raggia intorno / cosi e quanto ne le
membra vive.” (“As soon as it is circumscribed by place, / the power that forms it radiates around / in size and
shape as in its living limbs.”)



La Nostra Effige 31

shade-bodies, in Dante’s own earthly corporeality as it compares with those around him, and
in the ways in which the bodily experiences of the penitents shape their inner state.
Purgatorio contains a series of what have been called “body-stories” — representative bodies,
such as the wounded body of Manfred in Canto IlI, and the rigid body of Bonconte da
Montefeltro in Canto IV, are used by Dante to illustrate the relationship between exterior
appearance and inner conviction.>  Furthermore, the body of Dante as pilgrim is
progressively shaped and transformed, inscribed and purified, and finally perfected, so that
the entire middle part of the poem can be read as a hymn to the perfectability of the human
body as it may be made so by the workings of divine grace.>® Here Dante makes plain his
belief in the irreducibility of the human form, and confirms the positive nature of physical
embodiment as a means by which the soul can fully express itself. Far from being a prison,
the body is, in this reading, the proper home of the soul. Nor, in this understanding, is soul to
be seen as a stripping away or refinement of “person” to purest elements, but a guarantor of

individuality.

This argument for the nobility of the body as the house of the soul is allowed a final example
in the Purgatorio. In Canto XXXI Dante is forced into a bitter confession before his beloved,
Beatrice. He endures further castigation, downcast and dumb, until finally being asked to

raise his eyes unto her. When he does so, the result is thus:

...e le mie luci, ancor poco sicure,
vider Beatrice volta in su la fiera

%2 See Freccero, “Manfred's Wounds and the Poetics of the Purgatorio” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion,
pp. 195-208; Kirkpatrick, “Dante and the Body” in Framing Medieval Bodies, 246-248.

> This concern over the bodiliness of human experience finds its doctrinal high point in the famous
“embryology lesson” in Purgatorio XXV. The context for this set-piece is, as in the Inferno, the circle of the
gluttonous, and is precipitated by a question concerning the corporeal sensations, or otherwise, as they might be
experienced by the shade-bodies in Purgatory: how can people who have no apparent need of physical
nourishment yet experience the pains of hunger? (Pur. 25:34-108.) The answer, delivered by the Roman poet
Statius, sets forth Dante’s essentially Galenic physiology of the creation of human creatures. The mixing of
male and female sperm begets the generation of a human foetus, into which Gods breathes a uniquely created,
rational soul, that will govern the other spirits, sensitive and vegetative, of its corporeal nature. To illustrate his
argument, Dante employs the metaphor of the heat of the sun forming the vital and irreducible part of wine,
when joined with the base material of the juice of the grape. This passage goes on the explain that at the
expiration of the physical body, the soul irradiates the air around it and thus creates a “shade-body” that in
almost all respects resembles that of the earthly body (see Pur. 25:34-108). The soul, then, is “body-shaped”
and serves as an “index of its affective life” (Jacoff, “*Our Bodies, Our Selves’: The Body in the Commedia” in
Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature and Its Aftermath: Essays in Honor of John Freccero, p. 130.) See Pur.
25: 103-108 — “Quindi parliamo e quindi ridiam noi; / quindi facciam le lagrime e ‘sospiri / che per lo monte
aver sentiti puoi. / Secondo che ci affliggono | disiri / e li alri affetti, I’ombra si figura, / e quest’ é la cagion di
che tu miri.” (“And that is how we speak and how we laugh, / and how we form our tears and all those sighs /
that you may well have heard around this hill. / As our desires and other feelings form, / the shade accordingly
configures them, / and that’s the cause of what you wonder at.”)
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ch’é sola una persona in due nature.
Sotto ‘I suo velo e oltre la rivera

vincer pariemi piu sé stessa antica,

vincer che I’altre qui, quand’ ella c’era.

Those lights of mine, still very far from sure,
Saw Beatrice turn towards the beast,
being two natures and, in person, one.
Beneath her veil, beyond the flowing stream,
she overcame, it seemed, what once she’d been,
when once, as here, she overcame all women.

(Pur. XXXI, 79-84).

The telescoping effect of Dante’s description is to place his beloved at a point well beyond
the usual range of observation, and thereby memory, and therefore beyond the reach of
language. This placing of a great remove between the poet and his subject looks forward to,
and will form the basis of, Dante’s apologetic disclaimer at the opening of Paradiso, where
he freely admits to a compounded failing of perception, memory and language before the
intense, otherworldly experiences of the celestial spheres.>* This moment in the Purgatorio
also specifically previews the theme, explored to its full extent in Paradiso, of the perfection
of the human person when completely transformed by divine grace. For Dante claims that in
this new vision of Beatrice, a woman he has previously regarded as more beautiful than all
other women, she is that much more beautiful again than she appeared in her earthly
embodiment. That is, the resurrected body of this already “perfect” person is now supra-
perfected in Heaven, for Beatrice is a resident of the celestial realm and has descended to
Purgatory specifically to reveal herself to Dante in this way. This new image of perfection
beyond earthly imagining indicates the nature of embodiment in the Heaven to which Dante
and Beatrice will soon enter, and it will be fully developed by Dante in the heavenly court of
the wise philosophers. But here Dante allows a further development by framing this moment
in terms of Beatrice’s own line of vision, for she looks not at Dante but the mythological
griffin which forms part of the divine procession in the Earthly Paradise. Dante allows us to
imagine that he sees the griffin reflected in Beatrice’s eyes, as though in this looking the true
nature of Beatrice’s re-incarnated form can be glimpsed. The purpose of the griffin, a
creature “being two natures and, in person, one” is to represent in Christian eschatology the

figure of the ascended, triumphant Christ, and in Dante’s repetition of the word “vincer” —

> Par. 1:7-12 — “perché appressando sé al suo disire, / nostro intelletto si profonda tanto, / che dietro la
memoria non puo ire.” (“For, drawing near to what it most desires, / our intellect so sinks into the deep / no
memory can follow it that far.”)



La Nostra Effige 33

“overcame”, at the commencement of consecutive lines, he purposefully draws the parallel
between the perfect, resurrected being of Beatrice with the resurrected Christ as triumphant
over the mortality of the body. With his emphasis on the “two natures” Dante moves away
from any suggestion that a purely spiritual state is achievable, or even desirable. Rather, like
light that is intensified and concentrated by reflection, the re-unification of body to soul will
serve to heighten the powers of each, which in their turn magnify the perfection of the other.
It is this emphasis on the perfected form of the bodies of the blessed in the Paradiso to which

we now turn.

In Canto VII of the Paradiso, the voice of Beatrice, a figure of the truth of the resurrection
towards which Dante is continually reaching, now articulates a further particularity of the
human complex. Amid the general discussion of the nature of the Christian doctrine of
Atonement, Beatrice makes a distinction between the physical makeup of the human being

and that of the rest of creation:

Cio che da lei sanza mezza distilla
non ha poi fine, perché non si move
la sua imprenta quand’ ella sigilla.

Whatever — without a second cause — distils
directly from the source of good can have
no end. Stamped thus by good, the print won’t move.

(Par. VI, 67-69).

A distinction is made here between the two types of creation. Strictly speaking, the living
things of this world are generated by the procreative acts of their progenitors, and can be
understood as merely the reorganising of the already extant materials of the physical world,
which are bound by immutable laws of generation, growth, decay and death. The eternal
elements of the world — the angels, the heavenly spheres, and the soul of man — are created ex
nihilo. They are made “sanza mezza” — “without second cause”. The consequence of this,
according to Dante, is that a fundamental tension exists between the immortality of the soul
and the corruptibility of the decaying body, since according to Christian doctrine the
mortality of the body was not a natural inevitability but a universal and irredeemable
consequence of man’s fall from a state of perfection. The meaning of Atonement, as Dante
expresses it here, is partly a promise that the restorative nature of a resurrected Saviour will

return to us the body that belongs to the eternal soul. It is a return to that primal state of
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unsullied human existence to which Beatrice alludes at the conclusion of the canto. She

elaborates thus:

E quinci puoi argomentare ancora
vostra resurrezion, se tu ripensi
come I’'umana carne fessi allora

che li primi parenti intrambo fensi.’

And from this principle you may infer
the resurrection you yourselves will have.
Return and think how human flesh was made
when our first parents were themselves made live.”

(Par. VII, 145-148).

Given the centrality of the theme of resurrection to the narrative structure and moral impetus
of the Commedia, it is surprising that this passage contains the only direct use of
“resurrezion” in the entire poem. The explicit use of the term here focuses our attention on
Beatrice’s nature as an already fully restored and perfected member of the Empyrean; and
upon her new, elevated claim that since God has directly created the perfect bodies of “our
first parents”, the bodies of the blessed, of all the created things in this world, are not bound
for disintegration or even decay, but have been given assurance of perfect wholeness and
perpetuity. Beatrice’s speech affirms that only the physical matter of the human being is
destined to immortality. All other material in the universe enjoys no such privilege, and is

bound not only to perpetual cycles of re-integration, but also to final elimination.

Dante’s attention to the possibilities inherent in the doctrine of physical resurrection reaches
its theological and poetic climax in Paradiso XIV. Here, in the circle of the Sun reserved for
the wise theologians and teachers, the inhabitants, many of whom were formative influences
on Dante’s own intellectual development, form a double circle of dancing, spinning lights.
Before this assembly Beatrice declares that Dante-pilgrim still requires a question to be
answered: even here, in the joyous state of beatitude, can it be that the inhabitant’s clothing of
dazzling light will remain so even after the restoration of their earthly bodies? And so what
part, if any, does the body play in such beatitude? The answer comes from an unexpected
source — the Hebrew King, Solomon. His response is, in effect, Dante’s climactic,
triumphant declaration of the glory of the human form:
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‘Come la carne gloriosa e santa
fia rivestita, la nostra persona
pil grata fia per esser tutta quanta;
per che s’accrescera cio che ne dona
di gratuito lume il sommo bene,
lume ch’a lui veder ne condiziona;
onde la vision crescer convene,
crescer I’ardor che di quella s’accende,
crescer lo raggio che da esso vene.
Ma si come carbon che fiamma rende,
e per vivo candor quella soverchia,
si che la sua parvenza si difende;
cosi questo folgdr che gia ne cerchia
fia vinto in apparenza da la carne
che tutto di la terra ricoperchia;
né potra tanta luce affaticarne:
ché li organi del corpo saran forti
a tutto cio che potra dilettarne.’

‘But when the glorious and sacred flesh

is clothing us once more, our person then

will be — complete and whole — more pleasing still.
For then whatever has been granted us,

by utmost good, of free and gracious light

(the light through which we see Him) will increase.
Hence, as must be, our seeing will increase,

increasing, too, the fire that vision lights,

the ray increasing that proceeds from that.
But just as burning coal may give out flames,

yet overcome these with its own white light,

keeping, within, its shape and semblance whole,
S0, too, the shining-out that rings us round

will, in appearance, be surpassed by flesh

which all day long the earth now covers up.
Nor can | be that so much light will tire.

Our organs, physically, will have the strength

for every pleasure that can come to us.’

(Par. X1V, 43-60).

We might imagine that the wise teachers and theologians would rejoice in the condition of
being disembodied lights of pure intelligence, since their earthly preoccupation was to set
aside, where possible, the concerns of the material world for the pursuit of intellectual and
spiritual goods. Yet Solomon’s proclamation, made in the modest voice of an annunciating
angel, affirms the very opposite: just as the inner heat of a burning coal will overcome the

radiance of its surrounding flame, so too the perfect beatitude of being “sempiterne fiamme”
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— “sempiternal flames”*°

will somehow be surpassed in the reunification of one’s body. In a
figure of escalation and repetition, Solomon states that the experience of re-embodiment will
be a perpetual increase in our human faculties and powers, which will in turn increase the
very radiance of our being, like a self-feeding fire. Heaven, it is said, will be hotter than Hell,
for one will be so much the nearer to the sources of divine power. The body, says Dante, will
be able to welcome this, since the body that is transformed by the power of resurrection will
be eternally strengthened to accommodate the full power of its new surrounds. Solomon’s
declaration makes it clear that with a reunited and restored body we will see more, and be
seen as more, than we do even as glorified shade-bodies. More than this, the re-united body
will take on a form even greater, more whole, more powerful, more blessed, than we ever
experienced in the “earth-bodies” of our mortal lives. This is the highest state to which

human identity may ascend.

And what of the choice of Solomon as the mouthpiece for Dante’s greatest statement on the
poem’s pre-eminent theme? Among the many theologians and philosophers from whom to
select, Dante calls forth a man who sought wisdom that he might provide temporal justice for
his people; who was reputed to have constructed a temple whose architecture represented a
microcosmic version of the universe; and who created the Scriptures’ greatest testament to
the glory of the human body in the Song of Solomon, which stood as a pre-eminent text
among medieval thinkers for its presentation of an allegorical expression of metaphysical
truths. Solomon is thus an emblematic, triune figure — ruler, builder and poet — and in these
three guises we can read Dante’s presentation of Solomon as an expression of his own self-
assuredness, for Dante also consistently demonstrates an integrated concern with these three
themes: political justice, the microcosmic-macrocosmic view of the human form as it exists
within a divine order, and divinely-inspired and deeply allegorical poetry that celebrates the

beauty and goodness of the body.

Dante completes this set-piece with a concise depiction of the other inhabitants’ unanimous
reaction to Solomon’s declaration. While the usual response of such men to any doctrinal
statement may have been, on earth, a tendency towards argumentation or clarification, Dante
would have us see that the proper reaction to such an expression of yearning for one’s
restored body is in fact a simple and concise affirmation. The disembodied souls respond

% Par. 14:66.
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with a concerted “Amen”, as if adding an exclamation mark to Solomon’s song of longing —
“che ben mostrar disio d’l corpi morti” (“they showed their keen desire for long dead
bones”).”® This then, is the surprise for which Dante has long been preparing his audience in
the various discursions on the themes of embodiment and resurrection — disappearance of
physical human form in beatitude stimulates an intense longing for its return. Yet it does not
quite end there, for Dante demonstrates that in accordance with the completely communal
and harmonious nature of beatitude, solitary bliss is not the final goal of spiritual ascent.
Rather, it is the regathering of souls into a perfected form of their earthly relationships. The
wise philosophers, many of whom had devoted themselves to the immaterial goods of this
world, and were accustomed to long periods of solitary industry, are shown to long not only
for the return of their bodies, but those of their families and “li altri che fuor cari” (“others
dear to them”).>” In one of the most evocative rhymes in the Commedia, Dante links the
exultant expectation of the “Amme!” (“amen”) to the meaning of the current existence of the
souls, “fiamme” (“flames™), in that it promises a return to the fold of the “mamme”
(“mums”).®® The completion of resurrection, then, is not a solitary ecstasy or impersonal
rarefication, but a return to the fundamental experiences that guarantee our human identity,
and provides the conditions in which human existence may flourish. Resurrection means a

complete re-entry into the mystical “body” of the elect.

With a purely theological outlook, the Commedia can be read as a testimony to the certainty
of man’s imperishability, with the doctrine of bodily resurrection acting as a footing on which
such certainty rests. However, merely reflecting upon the theological content of the poem
would be to overlook the significant structural and symbolic elements of the work that serve

to strongly underpin this content.

The overarching narrative structure of the work, and some its key uses of specific symbolism,
are deliberately constructed on the motif of bodily resurrection. This applies to both Dante as
the story’s author and main protagonist, and, by extension of the author’s declared intent, for

his readership.®® The desire for bodily continuance beyond death, and all that such an

% par. 14:63.

>’ Par. 14:65.

% Par. 14:62-66.

% Since the author claims that the primary purpose of the poem is moral. It has also been argued that a
satisfactory allegorical model, paralleling many of the resurrection themes explicated here, is to conceive of
Dante the pilgrim’s journey through the narrative of the Commedia as being imitative of Christ’s
transfiguration. See Oliver Davies, “Dante’s Commedia and the Body of Christ” in Dante’s Commedia:
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existence may involve, is never merely a topic for intellectual investigation, but is a key
thread in Dante’s imaginative explorations.®® We might expect such explorations to fit within
the beatific atmosphere and intellectual mood of the Paradiso, where those who accepted the
Christian doctrine of the Resurrection await their reward. Yet Dante demonstrates that even

in the earliest stages of the Inferno such matters are foremost in his thinking.

John Freccero has shown that the theme of resurrection is clearly intimated by the
topographical symbolism described within the opening scenes of the Inferno, and that by
doing so Dante is laying the foundations of a “structural principle” upon which the
Commedia should be read and interpreted.®*  This principle involves the deliberate
embedding of higher or alternate meaning within the literal events of a given narrative, which
can typically be properly understood only from the viewpoint of those who stand on the
“other side” of such events. The standard example of such “figurative” principles within
Christendom was the story of the exodus of the Jewish people from Egypt as a symbolic
adumbration of the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ, and it was this particular example
that Dante employed in the epistle to Can Grande della Scalla, in which he sets out the ways
in which the Commedia was meant to be interpreted.®® Freccero summarises thus: “We may
take it as established by Dante’s own words...that the outlines of the poetic journey are
essentially those of exodus, the figure of conversion.”® He points to key expressions within
the first two cantos that allude to the events of the Book of Exodus, and elucidates their
meaning as it relates to the figure of Old Testament exodus as it was understood by medieval
exegetes to be a precursor to the New Testament figure of resurrection. There is,
appropriately, a trilogy of key elements that define the narrative of the Exodus: the crossing
of the Red Sea by the Israelites; their crossing of the desert under the leadership of Moses;
and finally the crossing of the flooded Jordan River under the guidance of Joshua. In each

element the primary experience is that of a “crossing over”, or a kind of death to one’s former

Theology as Poetry, eds. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew Treherne (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2010), pp. 173-178.

% 1t has also been argued that Dante’s concern with the various meanings possible in poetic representations of
bodily resurrection initiated a decisive turning point in the depiction of post-mortem bodies in the visual arts.
See Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336, pp. 307-308; Alison Morgan,
Dante and the Medieval Other World, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), p. 40.

® Freccero, “The River of Death: Inferno 11, 108” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, pp. 55-69.

%2 See Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, pp. 193-194.

® Freccero, “The River of Death: Inferno 11, 108” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, p. 56.
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life and emergence into newness, so that the symbolism of the expedition of the Jews

naturally lent itself to the key Christian doctrines of baptism and resurrection.

These three elements all have their subtle parallels in the opening scenes of the Inferno. The
experience of emerging safely from the “selva selvaggia” — “savage wood” — in which Dante

is lost in the opening lines of Canto | is described thus:

E come quei che con lena affannata,
uscito fuor del pelago a lariva,
si volge a I’acqua perigliosa e guata:

And then, like someone labouring for breath
who, safely reaching shore from open sea,
still turns and stares across those perilous waves,

(Inf. 1, 22-24).

The sea crossing is easily analogous to the opening phase of Exodus. Next, the new terrain in

which he finds himself is “la piaggia diserta” — “the lonely scree”®*

, that is, an uninhabited
desert. The association of this landscape with the wilderness of Sinai is not unreasonable, yet
the third part of this referential schema presents a more complicated scenario. Towards the
end of Canto Il, Virgil is describing to Dante the chain of communications that resulted in
him coming to Dante’s aid. Part of this multi-voiced dialogue is an exchange in Heaven

between St. Lucia and Beatrice, in which the former says of Dante:

Non odi tu la pieta del suo pianto,
non vedi tu la morte che ‘I combatte
su la fiumana ove ‘I mar non ha vanto?’

Can you not hear the pity of his tears?
Do you not see the death that beats him down,
swirling in torrents that no sea could boast?

(Inf. 11, 106-108).

Through an ingenious chain of connections, Freccero argues that the oblique reference to a
swirling body of water over which “no sea could boast” in this passage, in keeping with the
previous references to the Exodus narrative, is in fact an allusion to the Jordan River as it

appears in the events of Joshua 3-5. Here, the wandering Israelites are confronted by a

%4 Inf. 1:29.
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swollen, impassable river, and can only complete the desired crossing with the aid of divine
intervention. This is precisely paralleled in the events of Canto II, in that the “court of
heaven” has passed judgement upon Dante, who has already completed the first two stages of
his own personal exodus, as worthy of receiving special aid to make his crossing to the
Promised Land. Thus the three-fold sequence of references is completed, and the
foundational theme of resurrection is established. On a moral level, this motif of resurrection
is not merely symbolic, but deeply personal. Dante’s depiction of his own helplessness
before an uncrossable river, even one that is metaphoric, indicates a belief in the necessity of
both the death of the self for the preparation of receiving divine grace; and likewise an
ultimate recognition that the accomplishment of resurrection is wholly dependent upon the
free granting of such grace. The fear that a travelling pilgrim may feel before an impassable
barrier, or in the confusion of disorientation, becomes the necessary preparatory state by
which they may make their resurrection, their recovery unto a state of restoration, at all

possible.®

Yet there is more to be said here, for Dante continues to build upon this foundational
metaphor of the death and resurrection of the self, as the poem develops. Most clearly, the
structure of the penitent’s experience in the temporal setting of Mount Purgatory mirrors the
pattern of exodus as identified in the opening sequence of the Inferno. The second canto of
Purgatorio describes how the shades of the about-to-be penitents arrive at the shore of the
mountain on an oarless and sail-less boat, piloted by a brilliant angel. Their relief at having

survived such a crossing speaks of the miraculous nature of their deliverance:

Poi fece il segno lor di santa croce,
ond’ ei si gittar tutti in su la piaggia:
ed el sen gi, come venne, veloce.

Then, over them, he made the holy cross,
at which they flung themselves upon the shore.
And he, as fast as he had come, went off.

(Pur. 11, 49-51).

The parallels with the Exodus story are clear: the new arrivals are safely escorted through an
otherwise impossible sea crossing by a divine agency; their experience of reaching land is

precisely that of the intensely grateful shipwreck or sea-peril survivor, just as we have

® Freccero, “The River of Death: Inferno 11, 108” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, pp. 68-69.
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previously seen Dante describe his own deliverance in such terms; and the supernatural speed
and motion of the angelic pilot is the equivalent, in this set-piece, of the abrupt parting and
reforming of the sea that allowed for the crossing of the Israelites. But the subsequent
reaction to such survival, after that of relief, turns out to be further confusion:

La turba che rimase li, selvaggia
parea del loco, rimirando intorno
come colui che nove cose assaggia.

The crowd that now remained, it seemed, was strange,
astray there, wondering, looking all around,
as people do, assessing what is new.

(Pur. 11, 52-54).

The disorientation and uncertainty of this group, who immediately seek the assumed
authority of Virgil’s leadership, points to the themes of wilderness and transient exile that
pervade the second cantica of the poem. These souls are archetypal “wanderers in the
wilderness”, who comprehend the goal of such wayfaring — “mostratene la via di gire al
monte” (“point us the way to go towards the Mount”)®® — but nevertheless require an external
guide. In this introductory meeting of the two parties, it is significant that Dante should
employ the term “peregrin” — “pilgrim” — for the first time in the poem, as befitting the
travellers in Purgatory who are moving towards a Promised Land. The narrative of the ascent
of the mountain of Purgatory will produce poignant similes of the very personal experience of

pilgrimage.®’

% pur. 2:60.

¢ pur. 8:1-9 — “Era gia I’ora che volge il disio / ai navicanti e ‘ntenerisce il core, / lo di ¢c’han ditto ai dolci
amici addio, / e che lo novo peregrin d’amore / punge, se ode squilla di lontano / che paia il giorno pianger che
si more, / quand’ io incominciai a render vano / I’udire e a mirare una de I’alme / surta, che I’ascoltar chiedea
con mano.” (“It was, by now, the hours that turns to home / the longing thoughts of seamen, melting hearts / the
day they’ve said goodbye to dearest friends, / and when by love the pilgrim, new to this, / is pierced to hear, far
off, the evening bell / that seems to mourn the dying of the day, / as | began to blank my hearing out, / and gaze
in wonder at a single soul / who, risen up, hand raised, asked all to hear.”); Pur. 23:16-21 — “Si come i peregrin
pensosi fanno, / giugnendo per cammin gente non nota, / che si volgono ad essa e non restanno: / cosi de retro a
noi, pit tosto mota, / venendo e trapassando ci ammirava / d’anime turba tacita e devota.” (“As pilgrims do
when, deep in thought, they meet / a group along their path that they don’t know / and, though they turn towards
it, still don’t stop, / so, now, behind us, moving with more speed, / a throng of spirits, silent and devout, /
reaching and overtaking us, gazed back.”); Pur. 27:109-114 — “E gia per li splendori antelucani, / che tanto a’
pellegrin surgon piu grati / quanto, tornando, albergan men lontani, le tenebrae fuggian da tutti lati, e ‘I sonno
mio con esse: ond’ io leva’mi, / veggendo | gran maestri gia levati.” (“Driven before bright antelucan rays /
(which pilgrims, in returning, welcome more / since now they’ve lodged one night less far from home), /
shadowy dark now fled on every side / and, with these shades, my sleep. At which I rose, / and saw my masters
were already up.”)
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Finally, the closing scenes of Purgatorio present us with a recapitulation of the last phase of
the exodus topos. At the conclusion to Canto XXX we read of Beatrice’s condemnatory
remarks regarding Dante’s straying into errant avenues of intellectual enquiry after her
physical death. This includes a reference to the “court of heaven” scene in which Dante is
helpless before the metaphorical “river over which no sea could boast”, as given in the
account offered by Virgil in Inferno 1. Canto XXXI begins with a continuation of Beatrice’s
speech, but in abrupt fashion her attention is now turned directly upon Dante, in order to
emphasise the still-exiled nature of his status in Purgatory: “O tu che se’ di lu dal fiume
sacro” — (“You on the far side of the sacred stream”).®® Dante remains in view of the Earthly
Paradise, yet barred from entry and participation in its blessings until he fully repents and is
baptised by Matelda in the river Lethe. This is the culminating moment of the entire
Purgatorio, and the goal toward which all past progression was directed — the complete
overthrowing of the “old man”, a wanderer in a strange land, who will “cross over” the
threshold of the sacred river to be completely cleansed and transformed. And this moment
has been long-looked for, since Dante first enquires of it to Virgil in the circle of the
blasphemers in Inferno XIV.*® And when it is reached, Dante describes the river with a
detailed fascination rarely matched in the poem, using it as the centrepiece of the Earthly
Paradise topography, and referring to it no less than twenty-four times throughout the final

eight cantos of the Purgatorio.”

These are the key moments in Purgatorio that constitute Dante’s metaphor of exodus as a
prefigurement of resurrection, yet a further examination of the initial element of his
metaphorical construction demonstrates the centrality of this theme. In Canto Il Dante
describes the rapid appearance of a boat:

Da poppa stava il celestial nocchiero,
tal che parea beato per descripto;

% pur. 31:1.

* See Inf. 14:130-138.

"0 See for example Pur. 26:108, 28:130, 30:143, 33:96,123. Rivers have previously found a prominent place in
Dante’s imagined landscape, serving in the Inferno as boundaries among the hierarchy of punishments, for
example. The discussion regarding the origin of Hell’s rivers in Inferno XI triggers Virgil’s explanation of the
geographical arrangement of the infernal realm, and later in Paradiso XXX Dante will bring his depiction of
imaginary rivers to a stunning climax as he immerses his whole being in the river of dazzling light that circles
within the Empyrean. (See Par. 30:55-93). But here in the Earthly Paradise the river Lethe is specifically
introduced as a barrier that separated Dante from that which he desires: “pit andar mi tolse un rio” — “A brook
held back my onward pace.” (Pur. 28:25.) These moments of symbolic “crossing-over” combine to build a
thematic framework of personal transformation within the poem, and all point towards the most crucial crossing
of all — the passing from the grave into resurrection, from death into new life.
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e piu di cento spirti entro sediero.
‘In exitu Israel de Aegypto’
cantavan tutti insieme ad una voce
con gquanto di quel salmo é poscia scripto.

Celestial, at the stern, the pilot stood —
beatitude, it seemed, inscribed on him —
and, ranged within, a hundred spirits more.

‘In exitu Israel de Aegypto’:
they sang this all together, in one voice,
with all the psalm that’s written after this.

(Pur. 11, 43-48).

The new mood of co-operation and mutual purpose is demonstrated in the hundred-strong
choir “in one voice”, as though singing was a natural physical expression of voicing one’s
individuality whilst also submitting to the commitment of greater good. This new,
polyphonic nature of existence in Purgatory serves as a prelude to the communal nature of
existence in Paradise, where the glory of individual blessedness is subsumed into, but never
lessened by, hierarchical arrangements or dynamic configurations. The song to which the new
arrivals give voice, In exitu Israel de Aegypto, is a rendering of Psalm 114, which

commemorates the miracles of the communal survival as told in Exodus:

When Israel went out from Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of
strange language; Judah was his sanctuary, and Israel his dominion.
The sea saw it, and fled: Jordan was driven back. The mountains
skipped like rams and the little hills like lambs...™

Thus the first expressive utterance on Purgatory is a joyous remembrance of the role that
divine providence may have in determining the course of human history. This is Dante’s
most famous use of scriptural quotation, in typological terms an expression of the individual
penitent’s salvation from sin, in poetic terms an indication of the contribution that human
artistic endeavours may play in furthering one’s faith. As the first song of the entire
Commedia, rich in allusion and meaning, it becomes Dante’s “theme song” by which we may
recall the biblical foundation of his artistic enterprise, and the tropological means by which
he may re-inforce the primary purpose of the work.”® Yet the full purpose of this allusion is

realised in the hymn’s standing as a prime example for the proper application of the four-fold

71

Ps. 114:1-4.
"2 peter S Hawkins, Dante’s Testaments: Essays in Scriptural Imagination (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1999), pp. 43-45.
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interpretation of allegorical texts, particularly in regard to holy writ. In Dante’s letter to Can
Grande della Scala, he sets out the terms by which such interpretations may be properly
conducted, and uses the multiple meanings latent in the psalm as his definitive example.”
Thus the In exitu Israel de Aegypto refers back to the primary text by which the value of the

four-fold interpretation of texts can be demonstrated.”*

The Commedia starts with a concentrated use of exodus-resurrection simile, which is
replicated in the second cantiche, and concludes with a strongly affirmative statement on

bodily resurrection as the primary element of communal beatitude. Yet there are key

"3 See Dante’s letter to Lord Can Grande della Scala in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, pp.
193-194. cf. Convivio 2.1.

"™ There remains a further possibility within this passage. In Canto Il Dante introduces the idea that human art
may have a part to play in one’s spiritual praxis and development. The singing of the In exitu Israel de Aegypto
is the first instance in the Commedia of human creative energies at play. Communal singing is a means by
which multiple voices may retain their distinct individuality yet contribute to a greater purpose, and Dante has
specifically allocated various thematic psalms to the penitents on Mt Purgatory as a means of expressing the
particular virtue that each terrace is designed to cultivate in its visitors. What distinguishes the recital of the In
exitu Israel de Aegypto is that it occurs while the participants are yet to set foot on the mountain. The text of
Purgatorio Il makes it clear that the singing of the hymn takes place while this new choir are still passengers on
this strange, angel-captained boat. Further, Dante gives a numerical approximation for the number of souls on
board — “e piu di cento spirit entro sediero” (“and, ranges within, a hundred spirits more.”) (Pur. 2:45.) This
figure, which may seem a way of providing a rounded estimate, is highly suggestive, when one considers that
the image of a boat containing a hundred singing souls is clearly intimated in the opening image of the
Purgatorio. (See Pur. 1:1-6). The poem is a “ship of mind”, of which Dante, who is frequently fond of nautical
metaphors, depicts himself as both author and helmsman. The future tense of his newly-declared purpose — “I’ll
sing” — speaks of the new outlook that will characterise the mood of Purgatory, and the declaration of song as a
medium of this new attitude defines it as a central component of the penitent’s experience. This reference to a
ship upon which his song will take place prepares us for the arrival of the angel-driven boat of Purgatorio 11,
and the parallels which may be drawn are intriguing. The “hundred spirits” of the penitential choir directly
suggest the one hundred cantos which comprise the Commedia, in that they “sang all this together”. That is,
they all hold an authoritative “voice”, and thematic and poetic individuality, while contributing to the essential
unity of the poem. Each part of the Commedia is a Canto, a “song”, and the “individuality” of each canto in the
Commedia is one of its notable features. Almost without exception, each canto in the poem is a self-contained
episode with its particular mood and colouration. See Joan Ferrante, “A Poetics of Chaos and Harmony” in The
Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 153-
171. Further, comparisons may be made to Dante as author of the poem, and the angel that appears to “pilot”
the boat to the shore of Mt. Purgatory — we are told that this angel has beatitude “inscribed on him”, a clear
preview of the way in which Dante himself will soon be literally “inscribed” as an initiate to Purgatory, by the
sword-strokes of an angel. The descriptions of the boat’s motion, which appears to occur without the normal
forces of sea-faring, are a veiled reference to what Dante has already declared to be the supernatural inspiration
for the undertaking of his poetic “voyage”, and will later declare as the clearly divine nature of its construction.
This boat is like no other, just as Dante’s poem is to be regarded as beyond the normal workings and limitations
of human operation. He is both the author and pilot of, yet is not solely responsible for, the “ship-poem”. The
image of the “ship song” is completed later in the Purgatorio 11, when an associate of Dante’s, Casella, steps
forward to converse with him, and commences to sing the opening lines of one of Dante’s own lyrics, the “Amor
che ne la mente mi ragiona” (“Love that speaks reasons in my mind to me”) from his Convivio. The
introduction of a previous poetic work, at such a crucial juncture in the narrative of this poem, points to Dante’s
confidence in the artistic achievements of his past, while also signalling a renewed passion for a “crossing over”
into new areas of philosophical enquiry. This association of the In exitu Israel de Aegypto with Dante’s own
poem provides a further emphasis of the themes of exodus and resurrection to his poetic and moral project.
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sequences in which Dante undertakes a more detailed exploration of the meaning of

resurrection as an essential element of bodily unity and perpetuity.

In Canto VI of Inferno Dante passes through the circle of the gluttons, and engages in a
misdirected conversation with a fellow Florentine, Ciacco, a figure whose voracious living
has now “unmade” him. Significantly it is in this canto, addressing the question of bodily
appetites, that we find the Commedia’s first doctrinal argument and its first reference to
Dante’s own status as a political exile, and it is also here that Dante brings together three
related themes — the disfigurement of the human form as an image of appropriate punishment;
the corruption of the body politic of the Florentine city-state; and the resurrection of the
body.” The chain of reasoning that connects these themes may be understood in this way:
the gluttonous live for an unrelieved and monotonous fulfilling of a single desire, that of the
gullet, and thus distort the variety of attentions and interests that the created order requires of
the individual. Moreover, their excessive indulgence in one part of the world’s material
goods produces a gross distortion that, at least, deforms the proper balance and proportion of
a healthy human body.” Dante would say that at its core gluttony is simply a form of greed,
and greed, in all its manifestations, is the essential antithesis of justice. Where a misdirected
attention on the fascinating but ultimately unsatisfying goods of this world comes to
dominate, there can be no justice, and no satisfactory application of the intellectual and
spiritual principles that produce both civic order and individual righteousness. And in
Dante’s schema of divine will it is ultimately justice that determines the individual’s fate,

and, we are made to suppose, the corporeal form that such a fate might assume.

At the conclusion to the canto’s main exchange, Virgil intercedes to declare that:

...Pit non si desta
di qua dal suon de I’angelica tromba,
quando verra la nimica podesta:
Ciascun rivedera la trista tomba,
ripigliera sua carna e sua figura,
udira quel ch’in etterna rimbomba.’

" Inferno VI is also the shortest canto in the entire Commedia, surely a pointed counter to the “excessiveness”
of the gluttony to which it turns its attention. Dante’s own commitment to sober living, and physically lean
appearance (established by his first biographer, Boccaccio, and perpetuated in all known portraiture of him) is
ironically manifested in the very “abstemiousness” of the canto itself.

"® This idea may be behind Dante’s inability to recognise Ciacco. The bloated form, pressed to the ground by a
battering rain, has lost all semblance of its original state. See Inf. 6:43 — “L’angoscia che tu hai / forse ti tira
fuor de la mia mente” (“The awful pain you feel / perhaps has cancelled you from memory.”)
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...He’ll not stir
until the trumpets of the angel sound,
at which his enemy, true Power, will come.
Then each will see once more his own sad tomb,
and each, once more, assume its flesh and figure,
each hear the rumbling thunder roll for ever.’

(Inf. VI, 94-99).

This initial reference to the resurrection of the body in the next world may contain a surprise
for the reader, for Dante declares that even the damned will experience a restoration of their
physical forms. Thus the vision here is of resurrection as judgement and punishment, as
though it were merely an extension of the contrapasso schema of transgression and penalty
that underpins the imagery of the Inferno. Being re-united with one’s body, then, serves as
mere confirmation of one’s sinfulness.”” Carna and figura remain as essential elements of
human identity, even for the damned. But Dante also claims that the punishments meted out
to the shade bodies, as painful and disgusting as they may be, are only a part-measure of the
full weight of justice that awaits them in a fully embodied form subsequent to the Last
Judgement. In response to a question from Dante on the nature of embodiment as it affects
sentience, it is Virgil who answers, drawing not upon Christian revelation, but the precise

logic of classical philosophy:

Ed elli a me: “‘Ritorna a tua scienza,
che vuol, quanto la cosa e piu perfetta,
pit senta il bene, é cosi la doglienza.
Tutto che questa gente maladetta
in vera perfezion gia mai non vada,
di la piu che di qua essere aspetta

‘Return,’ he said, ‘to your first principles:
when anything (these state) becomes more perfect,
then all the more it feels both good and pain.
Albeit these accursed men will not
achieve perfection full and true, they still,
beyond that Day, will come to sharper life.”

(Inf. VI, 106-111).

" Jacoff, “*Our Bodies, Our Selves’: The Body in the Commedia” in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature
and Its Aftermath: Essays in Honor of John Freccero, p. 126.



La Nostra Effige 47

The gluttons, and all the damned, “will not achieve perfection” because they have been
forever sundered from the vision of God for which they have been created. Yet Dante’s
incorporation of the teleology of Aristotelian philosophy is potentially problematic, since it
suggests that the re-uniting of the damned with their bodies is, at one level, purely the
fulfilment of natural processes that lie beyond human control; or, it is as if the intervention of
divine justice is set aside to allow the forces of a simple, natural justice to develop — the
bodies of the gluttons, as for many of the damned, merely experience the logical
consequences of their actions repeated back to them and magnified.

This negative interpretation of resurrection relies on the remorseless logic of the so-called
contrapasso, yet Dante goes on to investigate the possible implications for such a reading, in
his treatment of two particularly divisive categories of sinners — the heresiarchs and the
suicides. Dante’s conceives of the ring of heresiarchs as an empty, silent plain that is filled
with half-opened tombs encased in fire. This first scene inside the City of Dis, is, in effect, a
“City of the Dead”. The fundamental error of these sinners, according to Dante, was to
follow the Epicurean fallacy of mistaking the soul for body; that is, to think that the soul
perishes with the body into an eternal oblivion. For this confusion of relationship, and denial
of immortality, Dante condemns such heretics to a condition that befits them — they are bound
eternally in death in a corpse-like state that parodies the reductionism they espoused in life.
Partly enclosed in fiery tombs of agony, they will be re-united with their bodies only in such

a way that their eternal state will be a solitary burial of both body and soul.”

A philosophy
that denied both the role of an omnipotent God in the affairs of human history, and the
perpetuity of life, in any form, beyond the grave, was clearly detestable to a poet who
claimed to deal in the matters of the life to come, and for whom the divine ordering of all

created matter was a fundamental tenet. Yet for Dante, the exercise of reason demands that it

"8 Inf. 10:10-15 — “E quelli a me: “Tutti saran serrati / quando di losafat qui torneranno / coi corpi che la su
hanno lasciati. / Suo cimitero da questa parte hanno / con Epicuro tutti suoi seguaci, / che I’anima col corpo
morta fanno.” (“‘These tombs,” he said, ‘will finally be shut / when, from Jehoshaphat on Judgement Day, /
sinners bring back their bodies left above. / This circle is the cemetery for all / disciples of the Epicurus school, /
who say the body dies, so too the soul.””) Dante says little of the finer theological distinctions that mark out
heresy as a sin, instead choosing to see how the obstinacy and divisiveness of errant thinking plays out in the
political arena. This may be an admission that pre-Christian thinkers can hardly be considered heretical in a
strictly Catholic sense, given that the pagan philosophers knew nothing of the doctrines that they are here
assumed to offend. But Dante will choose to condemn his contemporaries who display those qualities that
characterise the atomistic philosophy of Epicurus. Dante’s animosity towards the Epicurean approach to
metaphysics was certainly genuine, and was grounded in the Church’s strong opposition to any teachings that
threatened its own reason to exist, namely, the role it might play in the affairs of men beyond this life; in
Epicureanism the Catholic Church found the one pagan philosophical system to which it stood in diametric,
unresolvable opposition.
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recognise the eternal value, and indeed the origin, of its own existence. To deny such
eternalness is “an absurdity, denying the perpetual existence of the very faculty which
conceives that denial.””® But he extends this view to stress that a devotion to the truth of
Christian revelation demands that we accept that Love, not Chaos, brings into being and
sustains the entire created order and, within it, each individual human person. Thus we are
only fully human when we turn our rational attentions to the acknowledgement of this source
of our being. In civic terms, the recognition of the value of human identity is the foundation
on which communal harmony and order must be built.?® Without such an understanding,
Dante claims, the passions of family lineage and political patriotism can only turn to the
destruction of the very thing they pretend to serve.®® These concerns are undercut, Dante
says, by the neglect of the fundamental truths of doctrine that underpin all other truths. In
this Dante demonstrates heresy as an obstinacy — a refusal to properly perceive, a kind of

intellectual suicide.

It is, however, the physical suicides to which Dante devotes his most intensive treatment of
the resurrection as it may negatively affect the damned, and | take his depiction of the
suicides as a representative type of “negative resurrection” that underpins the entire schema
of punishments throughout Inferno. There is no doubt as to why Dante should regard suicide
— violence against oneself — as a sin. From a Christian viewpoint, human life is a divine gift,
which is neither our private creation nor ours to dispense with at will. Yet the necessity of
human free will demands that we are free to destroy, as well as free to generate. Dante sees
suicide as the ultimate negation — the ending of one’s very physical existence. It is a
disturbing phenomenon that the body should turn against itself, for this is in effect a complete
breakdown of the essential unity of body and soul that Dante upholds as the proper state of
the human form. It is fundamentally illogical, strictly speaking, that the human mind should
have the power to convince the body to end that very unity by which both parts of the human

composite are sustained. If the human body is the supreme physical entity, then the suicide is

™ Robin Kirkpatrick, Dante’s Inferno: Difficulty and Dead Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1987), p. 144.

% Dante, Inferno, trans. Robin Kirkpatrick (London: Penguin, 2006), notes, p. 353.

8 Thus his representative figures in Canto X are two heterodox thinkers — the Ghibelline politician Farinata
degli Uberti, and the Guelf aristocrat Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti. The physical presence of these two main
characters says more than any philosophical discourse is likely to have done — both are occupied with concerns
for those matters which sustain the civic stability in which humanity may flourish, namely the continuation of
lineage and the defence of the city-state through patriotic action. They show no regard for Dante or each other,
but remain essentially “closed off” in their perceptions and judgements, metaphorically expressed by their
entombed posture, and defiant body language.
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guilty of the grossest destruction, that of self-destruction of the highest corporeal possibilities.
If being allowed a human form is the greatest gift, then denying that form is the ultimate
negation — an act that is absurd, false, and tragically irredeemable. In his condemnation of
suicide as a serious sin, Dante again underlines his commitment to the value and dignity of

the human body.

But it is Dante’s striking construction of the man-plant as a metaphor for suicide in Inferno
X111 that has special significance for his symbolism of the resurrection of the body. The full
measure of Dante’s symbolic language in this intricate and complex Canto cannot be fully
explicated here. However, the central image of this episode is that the suicides are the first
sinners we meet in Hell who are depicted in a form other than their own bodies. Dante
imagines the suicides as stunted and barren trees. They are continually hacked at by pestilent
Harpies, which causes the suicides considerable pain but also allows them to speak. These
tree-bodies in turn recover and regrow, only to be redestroyed in an endless cycle of fruitless
regeneration. This image, drawn from Book Three of Virgil’s Aeneid, reduces the suicides to
a form of embodiment at the lowest possible level of existence, the merely vegetative, where
they are denied the essential human experience of free movement. As freedom of movement
is the physical expression of free will, the denial of such movement is an appropriate

punishment for those who forsook the proper purpose of their own freedom.

This imagery concerns itself with resurrection in two ways. Firstly, as Rachel Jacoff has
demonstrated,® the description of the origins and growth of the suicide-trees can be
construed as an inverted parody of Paul’s account of resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15, the key
scriptural passage for the doctrine of the resurrection of the body:

Quando si parte I’anima feroce
dal corpo ond’ ella stessa s’é disvelta,
Minos la manda a la settima foce.
Cade in la selva, e non I’¢ parte scelta,
ma la dove fortuna la balestra,
quivi germogllia come gran di spelta.
Surge in vermena e in pianta silvestra;
I’Arpie, pascendo poi de le sue foglie,
fanno dolore e al dolor fenestra.

8 See Jacoff, ““Our Bodies, Our Selves’: The Body in the Commedia” in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature
and Its Aftermath: Essays in Honor of John Freccero, pp. 127-128.
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When any soul abandons savagely
its body, rending self by self away,
Minos consigns it to the seventh gulf.
Falling, it finds this copse. Yet no one place
is chosen as its plot. Where fortune slings it,
there (as spelt grains might) it germinates.
A sapling sprouts, grows ligneous, and then
the Harpies, grazing on its foliage,
fashion sharp pain and windows for that pain.

(Inf. X111, 94-102)

In comparison, at verses 36-38 of his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes:

What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. When you sow,
you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of

wheat or of something else. But God gives it a body as he has

determined, and to each kind of seed he gives its own body.
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Thus Paul imagines the resurrection body as a developed seed that reincarnates the soul in a

new state of complete freedom. The Inferno account can only envision the tragic reversal of

this: the soul, separated unnaturally from its proper home, can only be reborn into a stunted

and disgusting thorn-tree that is its own semi-living prison.®® Yet immediately following this

passage is the crux of Dante’s contrapasso for the suicides. The representative suicide, Pier

della Vigne, tells us that:

‘Come I’altre verrem per nostre spoglie,
ma non pero ch’alcuna sen rivesta,
ché non e giusto aver cio ch’om si toglie.
Qui le strascineremo, e per la mesta
selva saranno | nostril corpi appesi,
ciascuno al prun de I’ombra sua molesta.’

‘We (as shall all), come Judgement Day, shall seek
our cast-off spoil, yet not put on this vestment.
keeping what we tore off would not be fair.
Our bodies we shall drag back here; and all
around this melancholy grove they’ll swing,
each on the thorn of shades that wrought them harm.’

(Inf. X111, 103-108).

& Ibid., p. 127.
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The meaning here is unmistakable. The human composite was created to be eternally united,
so that the divorce of body and soul at death was an unnatural intrusion into the divinely-
instituted, cosmic order. For this reason, it is right that we should fear death. The suicides,
hastening their own deaths unnaturally, voluntarily chose to separate that which was designed
never to be disunited. Their punishment therefore involves a tantalising near-restoration of
their earthly bodies — their body-skins will hang, swinging, on their stunted vegetative forms

in an eternal mockery of their final, tragic transgression.*

These are the various elements of the poem’s content that comprise its topos of resurrection.
Yet in metaphorical terms, there are two further ways in which Dante’s commitment to the
idea of bodily resurrection, or, we may say, restoration, is demonstrated — in the basic
chronology that underpins the narrative structure of the Commedia; and in the way in which
Dante elects to include the personal circumstances that he endured while composing this

work as a defining element of its content and structure.

Dante would have us understand that the chronology of the Commedia follows closely to that
of Holy Week, and specifically that of the year 1300. However, in typically Dantean fashion
he does not make this explicit at the outset, but relies on his audience correctly interpreting a
somewhat obscure reference that occurs well into the narrative, and is delivered by a most
unlikely source. In Canto XXI of the Inferno Dante-pilgrim has reached the circle of the
barrators, and is informed by the devil Malacoda that one of the stone bridges over the ditch

has been in ruins for many years:

ler, piu oltre cinqu’ ore che quest’ otta,
mille dugento con sessanta sei
anni compie che qui la via fu rotta.

Just yesterday (five hours ahead of now),
a thousand years, two centuries and sixty-six
from when the path was cut had then elapsed.

(Inf. XXI, 112-114).

8 This image was regarded as near-heresy by some of Dante’s earliest commentators who, quite correctly,
pointed out the doctrinal certainty of the restoration of the body to the soul. The poetic reading of this image is
that Dante consciously adds to the mood of tension and separation that define this episode, in order to heighten
the sense of absurdity that underlines his view of suicide as the ultimate sundering of the human complex.
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From this we are meant to recall Virgil’s earlier statement in which he says that Christ’s
Harrowing of Hell was followed by a great earthquake which brought to ruin much of the
“architecture” of the infernal realm.*® Following the traditional understanding that Christ
was crucified on Good Friday in the year 34, the meeting between pilgrim and devil is thus
occurring five hours behind, but a whole day ahead, of the hour of Christ’s death. That is, it
is now 7am on Easter Saturday, 1300.%° There are political implications for why Dante
should choose this year as the chronological setting for the narrative. It would provide
something of a rebuttal to his arch-enemy, Pope Boniface VIII, who had declared the first
Papal Jubilee in Rome for that year. Dante also saw the potent personal symbolism of 1300
as marking the crux or high point of his own life, and therefore the perfect timing for the
“mid-life crisis” with which the Commedia is commenced, since he had previously declared
in the Convivio that in temporal terms the human life was comparable to the projection of an
arch that reached its apex in its thirty-fifth year, as we shall later examine in Chapter Four.?’
Dante may also have simply viewed 1300 as the beginning of a new century and therefore the
appropriate setting for a narrative that proposed a political and moral re-awakening.
Whatever value we may place on these correspondences, the broader symbolic meaning of
the poem’s temporal setting is unmistakable — the author intends that his own journey through

the story will run parallel to the key events of Easter.

Tradition attests that Christ died in his thirty-fourth year, and Dante was 34 at the time of the
poem’s action, so that Dante’s own moment of crisis and descent into Hell mirrors the death
and burial of the Saviour. Likewise, Dante’s escape from Hell to the shores of Mt. Purgatory,
an earthly realm marked by themes of regeneration and renewal, is a form of resurrection
from the living death that constitutes existence in Hell. It is notable that the opening scene of

the Purgatorio takes place at dawn on Easter Sunday, and that Dante’s first astronomical

% See Inf. 12:28-45.

® There is some conjecture over the exact chronology here, which largely hinges on interpreting the meaning of
gospel references to the precise timing of the crucifixion. Cf. Lk. 23:44, Mt. 27:45-46. For a discussion of
possible renderings of Dante’s reference here, see D. Sayers’ translation of Inferno, Penguin, 1949, pp. 297-298.
87 Convivio, 4.23.6: “Wherefore, since our life, as has been said, and also the life of every living creature here
below, is caused by Heaven, Heaven is revealed in all such effects as these, not, indeed, with the complete
circle, but with part of it, in them. Thus its movement must be not only with them, but beyond them, and as one
arch of life retains (and | say retains, not only of them, but also of other living creatures) almost all the lives,
ascending and descending, they must be, as it were, similar in appearance to the form of the arch...Where the
top of this arch may be, it is difficult to know, on account of the inequality which had been spoken of above, but
for the most part | believe between the thirtieth and fortieth year, and | believe that in the perfectly natural man
it is the thirty-fifth year.” The full meaning of this geometric metaphor will be discussed in Chapter Four —
Purgatorio and the Symbolism of the Human Chest.
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reference in this cantica involves a reference to “lo bel pianeto” — “the lovely planet”®. This
is Venus, a planet which is “lovely” in that it is both pleasant in appearance, but also the
planet “of love”, and Love, in its capacity to transform and renew, is the controlling power
that will revive the souls of its penitential visitors and fit them for ascension to Heaven.®
But Venus here is rising as the Morning Star, and we know that “bright Morning Star” is one
of the titles the risen Christ assigns to himself in the Book of Revelation.® At the summit of
Mt Purgatory, after three days and nights in a temporal realm, Dante is effectively “re-
baptised” and transfigured into a pure physical state so that he is ready for his own
ascension.” Finally, the poet’s flight through the heavenly realms is in imitation of the
bodily ascension of Christ as suggested by the biblical narrative,”® and Dante makes it plain
that he is somehow still in a version of his mortal, earthly form when undertaking this
journey.” While the astronomical references in Dante’s text are not always strictly accurate,
and may invite differing interpretations, the general intent of the narrative is nonetheless
clear: the journey of the pilgrim in the story is designed to explicitly parallel the crucifixion,
descent, resurrection and ascension of Christ.”* Read retrospectively, the success of the work
as a literary and cultural landmark may in part give force to this parallel, so that Dante is now
regarded as a crucial figure in the transmission of western culture. He is now viewed as a
“crux” figure who stood at the intersection of cultures and political energies and who brought
to summation the virtues of antiquity while ushering in the first steps towards modernity.*®
Or, to repeat John Ruskin’s famous quote, Dante was “the central man in all the world” in
which all of the very best attributes and qualities of man were brought together in harmonious

accord: as if, in one person was to be seen the very high point of human attainment.*

% pur. 1:19.

8 pur. 1:4-6 — “e cantero di quel secondo regno / dove I’'umano spirito si purga / e di salire al ciel diventa
degno.” (“And I’ll sing, now, about that second realm / where human spirits purge themselves from stain, /
becoming worthy to ascend to Heaven.”)

% Rev. 22:16.

L Pur. 33:142-145 — “lo ritornai da la santissima onda / rifatto si come piante novella / rinovellate di novella
fronda, puro e disposto a salire a le stelle.” (“I came back from that holiest of waves / remade, refreshed as any
new tree is, / renewed, refreshed with foliage anew, pure and prepared to ride towards the stars.”)

% Cf. Lk 24:50-51, Mk 16:19.

% Par. 1:73-75 - “S’i” era sol di me quel che creasti / novellamente, amor che ‘I ciel governi, / tu ‘I sai, che col
tuo lume mi levasti.” (“Whether | was no more than soul (which love, / in governing the spheres, made lastly
new), You know, who raised me up through Your pure light.”)

% For a discussion of Dante’s astronomy as it relates to the setting of the “ideal Easter” in the Commedia, see
Patrick Boyde, Dante, Philomythes and Philosopher: Man in the Cosmos (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), pp. 163-165.

% Kirkpatrick, “Dante and the Body” in Framing Medieval Bodies, p. 236.

% R. W. B. Lewis, Dante (New York: Lipper/Viking, 2001), p. 191.
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The complicated political circumstances in which Dante suddenly found himself as poet-in-
exile are well known, and lie beyond the scope of this discussion. Yet it is important to
recognise that political justice has a place in Dante’s symbolic representations of the human
body.®” For the purposes of this argument, it is enough to read Dante’s wholly shocking and
unjust predicament as a kind of death, or, at least, a form of spiritual and cultural
disembodiment.®® To Dante, as to all residents of medieval Italian city-states, life was the
existence conducted in the self-contained and ordered microcosm of the city-state. The nexus
between an individual citizen and their home city existed to a degree almost unimaginable in
our own time, when large-scale migration and global transportation have become
commonplace. It is a measure of the difference between Dante’s time and ours that the
Commedia should be considered as belonging to the oeuvre of “prison literature”, produced
within what has called “the invisible walls of exile.”®® For the medieval walled city was the
“inside” in which all desired to find their security and identity. The city was inextricably
bound with one’s lineage, connections, religious practice, political allegiances, and cultural
heritage. To live outside of this enduring and supporting structure was a kind of half-life; and
at worse, as Dante found, to be an exile, separated from everything that made one’s life
purposeful and meaningful, was to be persona non grata. To live outside the recognition and
identity that came with being a member of a city was, quite literally, to be nobody: “Florence
was not merely his birthplace, it was the very context of his being.”'® Thus for Dante the
plea for personal justice is deeply personal but not only so. If living in a well-governed and
spiritually orientated city-state is the ideal forum for human existence, then the loss of such
existence is all the more difficult to endure — that we should be cut off from the wellspring of
our very being is among the most wretched of experiences. In accord with his representation
of himself as the archetypal pilgrim and exile in the story, Dante fuses poetic narrative and
personal circumstances to present his claim for personal restoration as an image of the

restoration required for his society as a whole. In parallel to another of our themes — the

" For a detailed study of the circumstances which led to Dante’s political banishment from Florence, see
Anderson, Dante the Maker, pp. 145-147; Lewis, Dante, pp. 71-84.

% |t should be recalled that the proposed punishment should he ever unlawfully venture within the precinct of
Florence was to be burnt alive at the stake, a cruel and painful death in which the body suffered something close
to total obliteration. Dante would not have had to exercise his imagination in order to sense the extreme
intensity of this bodily experience. A snippet in Purgatorio provides evidence that he had witnessed people
being burned, possibly at the famous battle of Campaldino of 1289, notable for its bloodiness, in which Dante
had been a participant. Pur. 27:17-18: “imaginando forte / umani corpi gia veduta accesi.” (“...imagining /
bodies of human beings 1’d seen burn.”) See also Lansing and Barolini, eds., The Dante Encyclopedia, p. 136;
Lewis, Dante, pp. 39-42.

% Kirkpatrick, “Dante and the Body” in Framing Medieval Bodies, p. 241.

199 ewis, Dante, p. 2.
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microcosmic nature of Man in the universe — Dante’s plea for personal reinstatement is a

microcosmic representation of his call for universal justice.

It is this sense of isolated disembodiment that informs much of Dante’s treatment of the

damned in the Inferno.'%

The residents of Hell represent an otherworldly vision of the
ultimate exile, being cut off from the knowledge of, and being unknown by, the presence of
God. But Dante suffers in his earthly life a version of “death” that is a reversal of that which
we should rightly fear — namely, the separation of soul from the body. The literal death that
involves the separation of body and soul, and the ending of the body’s physical operations,
was naturally conceived of as “the soul fleeing the body”. The continuing presence of the
inanimate corpse after death naturally led to conceptions of the soul leaving the body to
further its existence in the realms of the other-world, whatever they might be. Dante’s exile,
and plaintive expression of hope for return, is an inversion of this. He has a body which has

left his “soul”.

It can also be seen how the poet’s political circumstances and the poem itself are related to
each other in a curiously symbiotic fashion. For while it is likely that the original inspiration
for the composition of the Commedia came to Dante while he was still a secure citizen of
Florence, it is arguable that the circumstance of his nineteen-year political exile itself
provided him with the opportunity, and, it can be argued, the motivation, for writing the
poem. It hardly escapes notice that throughout the Commedia, even in the higher reaches of
the Paradiso, Dante launches bitter and passionate invectives against those who conspired to
banish him from his native city. And, of course, one of the earliest criticisms of the work was
that Dante had constructed an imaginary world, and enacted final judgment over its
inhabitants, so that he could reward his allies and condemn his opponents.’®* What can be
safely said is that at least part of Dante’s commitment to the ideals of universal political
justice is an attempt to bring attention to, and potentially redress, his own cruel
circumstances. It remains an open question, however, as to whether the Commedia would
have been composed if Dante had merely continued into comfortable old age, undisturbed by

political events. Certainly it would have taken on a less political flavour.

101 Robin Kirkpatrick, introduction to Inferno, p. xiii.

192 \While there is some weight to this argument, detailed analysis of his concepts of justice have revealed that
his scheme of punishments and rewards contains far more subtlety and complexity than a simple ledger of
measure for measure. See Kirkpatrick, “Dante and the Body” in Framing Medieval Bodies, pp. 244-245.
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What Dante’s own hand clearly declares is that he saw the Commedia as the means by which
his personal injustice might be righted. Indeed, it became, in the end, the only possible means
by which he might achieve restoration, given the failure of his long-held dreams for a
political solution. Remarkably, after almost two decades of an isolation that was tantamount
to a personal dissmbodiment, Dante places hope in the sheer power of his own poetic genius.
At the beginning of Paradiso XXV Dante famously declares his hope for a return to Florence

in these terms:

Se mai continga che ‘I poema sacro
al quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra,
si che m’ha fatto per molti 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 voce omai, con altro vello
ritornero poeta, e in sul fonte
del mio battesmo prendero ‘I cappello;
pero che ne la fede, che fa conte
I’anime a Dio, quivi intra’ io, e poi
Pietro per lei si mi giro la fronte.

If ever it should happen that this sacred work,
to which both Earth and heaven have set their hands,
(making me over many years grow gaunt)
might overcome the cruelty that locks me out
from where 1 slept, a lamb in that fine fold,
the enemy of wolves that war on it,
with altered fleece, with altered voice, | shall
return as poet, taking, at my fount
of baptism, the laurel for my crown.
For I first entered there within the faith
that makes us known, in soul, to God, and then,
for that same faith, Saint Peter ringed my brow.

(Par. XXV, 1-12).

Here, Dante poignantly voices the faint, human hope (“if ever it should happen” / “might
overcome”) that his poetry alone will prove sufficient to persuade the Florentine authorities
to offer him that for which he has longed — an unconditional return to the status of full
citizen. This return from exile is envisaged as a form of re-birth, or “resurrection”, in that it
might include a public acknowledgement of his artistic achievements in the baptistery of San

Giovanni, the civic and religious heart of the city. Dante softens his usual condemnation of
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the city here, to reflect upon it as a safe and welcoming place — “that fine fold” — in which he
was born, baptised, and grew to full citizenship. A return to this secure space is a form of re-
baptism, and re-naming, whence he can be fully restored as both artist and citizen. The
sacrament of baptism contains much symbolism that is analogous to resurrection, and Dante
would have us envisage his return to Florence as a kind of bodily resurrection, an imitation of
his original baptism in its alternate form. He emphasises that the experience of banishment
has been quite literally a form of disembodiment, in the wasting away of his very flesh —
“making me over many years grow gaunt.” Significantly, this is also the only moment in the
Commedia in which Dante refers to himself as poeta. It is the granting of the laurel crown,
the traditional award for poetic excellence, which will mark the new man. In this way Dante

can be seen as endeavouring to “write his own resurrection.”

In Canto X1V of the Paradiso Dante contemplates the nature of the resurrected bodies of the
blessed, where King Solomon, the biblical epitome of worldly wisdom, is moved to declare
that the souls of the heavenly realms not only long for their earthly bodies, but that they will
only become truly and fully human when they are re-united to their bodies. In an ascending,
three-fold use of ““crescer” (“increase”), Solomon maintains that the reunited human form
will be more, far more, in all respects, than the earthly body alone, or the beatified soul alone.
He says that just as the goodness of God’s glory will increase in the unified human form, so
too that form’s ability to comprehend such glory will increase, which will only add to the
divine “fire” that produces such, which will again increase the beatitude of the form, and so
on in an ever-escalating scale of bliss. Like two mirrors that eternally reflect and amplify
each other’s image, the re-unified form and its creator are coupled in a perfect twinning. To
Dante, this is the destination of both the poem that he writes and the human life that his poem
is intended to direct — the final perfection of “la carne gloriosa e santa” (“glorious and sacred

flesh”) %,

At the commencement of the Paradiso Dante tells us how the story will end — he will reach

the sphere of the Empyrean to behold He who:

...tutto move
per I’universo penetra, e risplende
in una parte piu e meno altrove.

103 par, 14:43.
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...moves all things that are,
penetrates the universe and then shines back,
reflected more in one part, less elsewhere.

(Par. 1, 1-2).

“All things that are”, in their own way, bear witness to the glory of their maker. The
universal order is expressed in the relationships of quantity and quality, between emanation
and reflection. All things are purposeful and meaningful, and all things are literally, for
Dante, risplende — “shining”. Everything carries within it, by mere fact of its existence, the
reflected splendour of the divine. In the Convivio Dante defines the nature of splendour as
the state in which all things display their full potential and show the glory of their maker:
“They speak of it as a ray of light while it passes through the medium from its source into the
first body in which it has its end; they call it Splendour where it is reflected back from some
part that has received illumination.”*® Everything, in this understanding, is splendid. But
the most splendid thing of all creation is the form of the human being, who is the summit and
the primary symbol of creation. As we come to know, the scriptures told Dante, so too will
we be known. Finally, Dante says, when we truly see we will also be seen as we truly are.
The highest reaches of poetry might show us that witnessing the ultimate nature of reality is

like looking into another, eye to eye, face to face.

10% Convivio, 3.14.
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CHAPTER TWO

A CONSIDERATION OF DANTE’S USE OF ALLEGORY, AND HIS USE
OF THE TRADITIONAL CONCEPT OF “MAN AS MICROCOSM”

Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days | will
raise it up.” The Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build
this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?”” But he spoke of
the temple of his body.

John 2:19-22.

The project at hand offers an alternative, allegorical reading of the symbolism of the human
body as expressed in Dante’s work, with particular emphasis on how the structural
architecture of the Commedia may be understood as a testament to the imperishability and
centrality of the human form. A reading of this nature requires a contextual and theoretical
base regarding the poem’s allegorical form and basic architectonic structure, and the
establishment of such a base will comprise the content of this chapter. Two key ideas are
pertinent here. Firstly, that it is perfectly in accord with Dantean scholarly tradition to
construct a thematically-arranged, allegorical reading of the Commedia; and that in this
particular instance it is appropriate to argue that Dante’s employment of a specific form of
allegory, namely the so-called “allegory of the scriptures”, neatly accords with two crucial
components of the poem previously considered: his central concerns over the nature and
purpose of the human form, and his employment of the resurrection topos as a fundamental
element of the poem’s narrative structure. Secondly, that the poet has chosen to employ the
human form as the primary natural symbol by which he underpins the entire topographical
and moral structure of the poem; and that in doing so he fully incorporates, and brings to an
unprecedented summation, the ancient tradition of literary representations of man as a
microcosmic representation of the world. It has been established that of supreme importance
to Dante’s work is the doctrine of the Incarnation, and that equally vital is the centrality of the
resurrection of the body, the body of the incarnate Christ, to both the narrative structure and
chronology of the Commedia and the author’s personal circumstances that surrounded the
composition of the poem. It can now be shown how the Commedia might be viewed as an

attempt to compose a symbolic object, which, constructed along a broad analogy with the
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tripartite arrangement of the human form, is imitative of both the cosmos as a whole and the

human body that was perceived as a miniaturised representation of that cosmos.

To modern readers the allegorical form presents some difficulties, not least because the
proper context or background for the reading of Christian medieval allegory is the (now
largely overlooked) ritualised practice of the liturgy, in which all the available signs and texts
of the visible world “could be converted from their immediate meaning and thus contribute to

"l God, it was understood, had created a

the enactment of the story of divine creation.
universe in which everything was a reflection of the divine nature, and could point to a higher
meaning beyond the merely physical properties of the object. In a universe of multiple levels
and layers of meaning, all things can be signs that point to the Divine Intelligence that
underpins the created world. To the medieval thinker the meanings contained within allegory
were immediately intelligible because they were immersed in a world that was “read” in such
a way that is no longer natural to modern audiences. For them, “allegory meant something
more real than it does for us; in allegory people saw a concrete realisation of thought, an

enrichment of possibilities of expression.”?

Additionally, allegory, in its disposition towards
systemisation, was well suited to the intellectual climate of medieval Christendom. Here is
an instinctively bookish culture that prized order and organisation; universally acknowledged
a divine creator who was author of, and presided over, a universe so ordered and organised;
and participated in a body of knowledge, still human in scale and readily accessible to an
individual thinker, which could be contained within a single artistic or intellectual
endeavour.® The longing inherent in such endeavours, in an era that preceded the explosions
of scientific knowledge and geographical exploration that would later emerge, is
characterised by the desire to incorporate, to bring into a single “body”, or a single book, all
that was known or could be immediately read in the natural world. However, we no longer
share these experiences. A gulf exists between Dante’s world and our own, over which the
common contemporary reader, sharing little or none of Dante’s theology, religious conviction

or geocentric cosmology, can reach only by granting at least a notional and temporary assent

! Robin Kirkpatrick, introduction to Inferno, p. Ixv. For treatment of Dante’s use of the Christian liturgy within
the Commedia, see John C Barnes, “Vestiges of the Liturgy in Dante's Verse” in Dante and the Middle Ages -
Literary and Historical Essays, eds. John C Barnes and Cormac O' Cuilleanain (Chippenham: Antony Rowe
Ltd., 1995), pp. 231-270; Matthew Treherne, “Liturgical Personhood: Creation, Penitence, and Praise in the
Commedia” in Dante's Commedia: Theology as Poetry, eds. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew Treherne (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), pp. 131-160.

2 Erich Auerbach, “St. Francis of Assisi in Dante's Commedia” in Dante, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea
House, 1986), p. 35.

¥ Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature, pp. 10-11.
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to these ways of seeing. Indeed, a major shift has occurred in the relationship between Dante
and his audience, in that common understandings on the supreme matters of human existence,
once shared, are no longer so. Likewise, Dante’s use of images to produce a figurative
meaning has tended to become obscured or forgotten over the passing of the centuries
between his time and ours, resulting in a loss of the immediate transference of meaning from
artist to audience. It is an indicator of how far we have removed ourselves from these
understandings that contemporary editions of the great works of the medieval mind require
introductions designed to briefly re-educate us in such matters.

Few aspects of Dante’s work have attracted as much interest as his employment of allegorical
forms in the composition of the Commedia, an issue that occupied commentators since the
beginning of scholarly attention to the poem.* This is not unexpected, since the work’s
obvious features include its highly structured arrangement, its frequent use of allusions and
symbolic references, and its pervasive sense of intimation. That is, the alert reader is
frequently mindful of “something else going on” beyond or behind the surface of the text.
This has been a standard response to the poem throughout the entire history of its reception,

and stands as a seemingly indisputable pillar of the Dantean interpretive method:

There is a pervasive belief, supported by a consensus that begins with
the earliest commentators and still flourishes today, that the most
fitting approach to the Commedia lies in attempting a predominantly
allegorical reading. Many elements of allegorical explanation have
become so firmly, almost unanimously established that it may seem
foolhardy to even question them.”

While Dante’s particular gift for dramatic interplay or detailed, realistic representation invites
a high level of engagement with the literal level of the poem, the primary sense of the
narrative seems ever ready to yield to higher or more complex modes of understanding. A
highly distinctive feature of the poem, evidenced by its overwhelmingly positive reception
and continued interest to scholars and readers over the spread of seven centuries, is its
accessibility across a wide spectrum of reading experiences. The lay reader may participate
in the dynamic, immediate thrills of Dante’s fantastical narrative (and certainly the poem can

be adequately enjoyed at a literal level without the reader having to engage in the search for

* Peter S. Hawkins, “Dante and the Bible” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel Jacoff
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 133.
> Peter Dronke, Dante and Medieval Latin Traditions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. vii.
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higher meaning)®, just as the scholar may labour to elucidate its myriad cultural references, or
the linguist investigate the intricacies of the author’s poetics. The multivalent nature of the
work, seemingly inexhaustible, continues to inspire various interpretive efforts from within
the field of Dantean scholarship, such that a substantial range of allegorical readings of

Dante’s work have now been, according to one commentator, “...contrived by the subtle

minds of his interpreters...”’

The variety of available responses suggests that any detailed reading of the work will be
largely determined by our understanding of the allegorical nature of the poem; or, indeed,
whether we feel justified in regarding it as an allegory at all.® For an alternate perception is
that Dante is often careful to direct his audience to the particular, literal level of the poem’s
text.” Though allegory was a pervasive form throughout the literary canon upon which Dante
drew, it is noticeable that the word allegorica is absent from the Commedia itself.
Significantly, however, when Dante does refer to his own creation within the text, it is always
its archetypal structure and its divisibility into canzone, or its quasi-sacred nature as a
Commedia, that he emphasises.®® It should also be noted that Dante himself attests that the

® Michele Barbi, Life of Dante (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1954), p. 85.

" Ibid. For an example of variant allegorical readings of various part of the Commedia, see Dronke, Dante and
Medieval Latin Traditions, p. 65.

& For an historical overview of the scholarship of Dante’s allegorical methods, see Giuseppe Mazzotta, Dante,
Poet of the Desert: History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1979), pp. 227-233.

° Robin Kirkpatrick, introduction to Inferno, pp. Ixii-Ixiii. It is not appropriate to seek at every point in the poem
an allegorical meaning hidden behind the literal sense of the text. And yet set-pieces often have the effect of
‘alerting’ the reader to a heightened state of examination, and can therefore make such ‘hidden” meanings less
difficult to detect than otherwise. A moderately versed reader will be able to identify allegorical references in
the great pageant that concludes the Purgatorio, for example, but only the highly-skilled can reveal allusions
buried with great subtlety under the surface of the text. See also Dronke, Dante and Medieval Latin Traditions,
pp. 5-7.

19°See Inf. 16:127-129 — “ma qui tacer nol posso, e per le note / di questa comedia, lettor, ti guiro, / s’elle non
sien di lunga grazia vote,” (“I cannot, though, be silent here. Reader, / | swear by every rhyme this comedy /
has caused to chime (may it not lack long favour)”; Inf. 20:2-3 — “e dar matera al ventesimo canto / de la prima
canzon, ch’e d’lI sommersi.” (“and give some substance to this twentieth chant / that deals (Cantica 1) with
sunken souls.”; Inf. 21:1-2 — “altro parlando / che la mia comedia cantar non cura,” (“speaking / of things that
I shan’t, in this comedy, / commit to song.”; Pur. 33:139-141 — “ma perche piene son tutte le carte / ordite a
guesta cantica seconda, non mi lascia piu ir lo fren de I’arte.” (“However, since these pages now are full, /
prepared by rights to take the second song, the reins of art won’t let me pass beyond.”); Par. 23:62 — “convien
saltar lo sacrato poema” (“the sacred epic has to make a leap”; Par. 25:1-2 — “che ‘I poema sacro / al quale ha
posto mano e cielo e terra” (“this sacred work, / to which both Earth and Heaven have set their hands™) It
should also be noted that the specific “projects” that commingle throughout the text, such as his personal
analysis of contemporary politics or his desire to re-assert the value of classical literature and philosophy,
demand a focus on what have been called figural identities. (Auerbach, “Figural Art in the Middle Ages” in
Dante, pp. 21-31) Dante’s is a new kind of allegory populated almost exclusively by real personages from
history, not archetypal literary figures. Where Dante does elect to employ rhetorical types, such as the medieval
standard of Fortune in Inferno VII, or the new creation of Lady Poverty in Paradiso XI, it serves only to
highlight the uncommonness of such techniques. The attention to real historical personages as representational
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poem itself was not constructed as a deliberate allegory, but as an outpouring of revelation, so
that the literal level of the text might engage the reader and provide them with a moral
message. The Commedia, viewed from this perspective, has a paramount practical end that
renders secondary all attempts to devise alternate meanings, even though it is readily apparent
that these meanings are there for those able to undertake the requisite examinations of the
text.* A useful intermediate position then is to view the poem as a kind of revelation-
allegory that displays a distinct amalgam of purposes, and in which all things carry, or could

be seen to carry, multiple significances.*?

An abundance of scholarly energy has been expended in constructing, attacking or defending
certain viewpoints regarding Dante’s use of allegory; the inevitable and perhaps lamentable
outcome of which has been to focus attention at an unnecessary remove from the primary
issue under consideration.*® This appears particularly unfortunate, given that Dante’s readers
find themselves in a privileged position in regards to how to read his magnum opus, for,
uniquely among medieval texts, the author himself has provided us with such instruction, and
it is to this that our attention is best directed. In the famous (and regrettably disputed) letter
to his patron, Can Grande della Scala of Verona, Dante sets out for his benefactor (and
therefore, by logical extension, his entire future readership) the methods by which his work
can, or should, be understood.** Chapter six of the epistle prefaces Dante’s intent to “write

»15

something in the manner of an introduction of the part of the comedy above named...” ™ and

clearly establishes that, above all, the poem is to be regarded as a “doctrinal work”.*® That is,

“types”, it has been argued, serves as a poetic means to express the dominant view of earthly life in the Middle
Ages — that the physical world in which men lived, and into which God chose to enter, was very real; but that it
was only an intimation, a figura (Dante is fond of the related term umbra, or “shadow”) of the “authentic, future,
ultimate truth, the real reality that will unveil and preserve the figura.” (ibid., pp. 28-29.) On the other hand, the
use of historical figures may appear not to flesh out Dante’s allegorical framework as may have been intended;
for such is the realism and naturalism of his individual portraiture that it can be seen as tending to obscure the
very programme for which it is designed. In this reading, figura is “a mode of writing in which signs and their
significations are historically true.” However, the depiction of individual human persons, indestructible and
vibrant, obscures the God-inspired order that is thought to give rise to it. (Mazzotta, Dante, Poet of the Desert:
History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy, p. 231.)
1 Barbi, Life of Dante, p. 87.
12 Barbara Reynolds, Dante: The Poet, the Political Thinker, the Man (New York: I.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2006),
p. 73.
3 See Freccero, “Introduction to Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, pp. 172-189; Singleton,
Dante’s Commedia: Elements of Structure, pp. 11-19.
1 For the sake of simplicity, | proceed on the acceptance of the authenticity of the letter to Can Grande della
Scala as being from Dante’s hand. There is more than adequate scholarly attention to this issue, such as Dronke,
Dante and Medieval Latin Traditions, pp. 103-111, who provides an extensive linguistic analysis of the letter to
construct an argument for lack of authenticity.
iz Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, p. 192.

Ibid.
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the primary purpose of the work is not aesthetic, or even theological, but moral. It is written
for the instruction and edification of its readers, a point later reinforced in chapter fifteen,

where he declares:

But omitting all subtle investigation, it can be briefly stated that the
aim of the whole and of the part is to remove those living in this life
from a state of misery and to guide them to a state of happiness.*’

Dante’s letter also carefully elucidates the title of the poem. The form of a Commedia, he
claims, is that of the “village song”, composed in a style “mild and humble”.*® “Comedies”
are written in a low language, simple in style so that they may be comprehensible to all men.
Dante’s decision to compose the Commedia in his native Tuscan dialect, over classical Latin,
argues for his commitment to extend the reach of the work to the largest audience, in keeping

with his avowed apostolic purposes.*®

Chapter seven of Dante’s letter commences with the now-famous declaration that the
Paradiso, and by extension the entire Commedia, is a difficult work containing many layers

of meaning.”® The author’s intent is clear on two main points: the work is deliberately

7 Ibid., p. 199. Dante’s insistence on the moral component as primary in the Commedia has a clear precedent.
In Convivio 2.15 he is building an allegory that equates the various spheres of heaven with the essential human
sciences, and he aligns moral philosophy with the Primum Mobile, stating that the study of moral philosophy is
the proper preparation for all the other sciences, just as the Primum Mobile was thought to give the primary and
unending impetus for the movement of the planetary beings: ‘The Crystalline Heaven, which, as the Primum
Mobile, has been previously counted, has a sufficiently evident comparison to Moral Philosophy; for Moral
Philosophy, according to what Tommaso says upon the second book of the Ethics, teaches us method in the
other Sciences...Not otherwise, should Moral Philosophy cease to be, would the other Sciences be hidden for
some time, and there would be no generation not life of happiness, and all books would be in vain, and all
discoveries of old. Therefore it is sufficiently evident that there is a comparison between this Heaven and Moral
Philosophy.’

'8 Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in ibid., p. 196.

9 The implications of this declared intent cannot be overlooked, for again we are forced to consider the
seemingly irreparable separation that exists between Dante’s time and our own. For the contemporary reader
who takes the text at face value, an unavoidable judgement must be to regard as a failure the author’s declared
intent to uphold the primary purpose of the work as moral, for how many modern readers claim that a reading of
the poem had resulted in their own personal conversion? In fact, the opposite reaction is the more likely.
Dante’s time is much closer to antiquity than to “modernity”, so that his work, with all its medievalism and
Catholicism, seen across the chasm that exists between his day and ours, inclines not to convert or even
persuade but to reinforce our own prejudices against such qualities. Indeed, forces at play throughout the
history of the poem’s transmission and analysis have sought to deliberately downplay the Christian meaning of
the work, with the effect of placing its true nature at a further remove from its audience. See Charles S
Singleton, “In Exitu Israel De Aegypto” in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. John Freccero (Galveston:
Prentice Hall, 1965), p. 111. And yet, undoubtedly the power and fascination of the work endures. Its
universalism, its summative nature, seems to carry an innate power that transcends the milieu of its composition.
% Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, pp. 193-194:
“For the clearness, therefore, of what | shall say, it must be understood that the meaning of this work is not
simple, but rather can be said to be of many significations, that is, of several meanings; for there is one meaning
that is derived from the letter, and another that is derived from the things indicated by the letter. The first is
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constructed to be read on various levels of interpretation, which presents potential difficulties
for the reader as well as opening up multiple opportunities of meaning; and, the famous
example of the four-fold method of interpretation as it can be applied to the story of the
Jewish Exodus, used to demonstrate such possible meanings, shows that the model upon
which the author has chosen to base his entire work is scriptural.?> Dante proceeds in
chapter eight to declare that the subject of the work also has a double meaning: literally, the
state of souls after death; and allegorically, “man, liable to the reward or punishment of
Justice, according as through the freedom of the will he is deserving or undeserving.”?* Thus
the earliest readers of the Commedia were briefed from the beginning that the reading of the
poem was no small undertaking. What confronted them was a new kind of supra-allegory, in
which previous forms of narrative were drawn upon but then surpassed, in both the
complexity of the arrangement of subject material, and the exalted status to which the work
laid claim.?® Furthermore, the new emphasis on particularity and concreteness in the

narrative, what | perceive as the “bodiliness” of the text, extends the work beyond previous

called literal, but the second allegorical or mystical. That this method of expounding may be more clearly set
forth, we can consider it in these lines: “When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a people of
strange language; Judah was his sanctuary and Israel his dominion.” For if we consider the letter alone, the
departure of the children of Israel from Egypt in the time of Moses is signified; if the moral meaning, the
conversion of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin to a state of grace is signified. And although these
mystical meanings are called by various names, they can in general all be said to be allegorical, since they differ
from the literal or historic...”

2! Dante had previously declared his endorsement of the traditional four-fold method of textual interpretation, in
Convivio, 2.1 — “I say then, as is narrated in the first chapter, that this exposition must be Literal and
Allegorical; and to make this explicit one should know that it is possible to understand a book in four different
ways, and that it ought to be explained chiefly in this manner.

The one is termed Literal, and this is that which does not extend beyond the text itself, such as is the fir
narration of that thing whereof you are discoursing, an appropriate example of which is the third Song, which
discourses of Nobility.

Another is termed Allegorical, and it is that which is concealed under the veil of fables, and is a Truth
concealed under a beautiful Untruth;...Verily the theologians take this meaning otherwise that do the poets: but,
because my attention here is to follow the way of the poets, | shall take the Allegorical sense according as it is
used by the poets.

The third sense is termed Moral; and this is that which the readers ought intently to search for in books,
for their own advantage and for that of their descendents; as one can espy in the Gospel, when Christ ascended
the Mount for the Transfiguration, that, of the twelve Apostles, He took with Him only three. From which one
can understand in the Moral sense that in the most secret things we ought to have but little company.

The fourth sense is termed Mystical, that is, above sense, supernatural; and this it is, when spiritually
one expounds a writing which even in the Literal sense by the things signified bears express reference to the
Divine things of Eternal Glory...”

22 Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, p. 195.

2 «“The condition of souls after death’ might seem superficially to correspond to the literal subject of the
Commedia — yet it could apply equally to any of the dozen of medieval visions of the otherworld that were set
down in literary form; it in no way indicates that Dante’s poem is radically different from these. The authors of
such visions, who claimed to have been shown diverse conditions of souls in the beyond, never made claims as
far-reaching as those that Dante makes within the context of his poem. No medieval author before Dante had
measured himself against Aeneas and St Paul, as one impelled by divine grace to undertake and otherworld
journey for the sake of mankind, in order to right the world’s injustices at a crucial moment of its history.”
Dronke, Dante and Medieval Latin Traditions, p. 2
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allegorical representations, since these very qualities imbue the work with a sense of reality
that was irreducible to the then-existent literary genres.**

125

Dante elects to employ the so-called “allegory of the theologians”®, or as he himself

described it, the “polysemous way”,?® because it allows him to incorporate what he described
as “many significations”.?’ In this model of interpretation, scripture is, in its first sense,
historical and true. It purports to give an account of the unfolding of certain special events,
specifically the history of the Jewish race, in an orderly, mostly linear narrative. In holy
texts, all other meanings which may be found within and indeed are intended to be found,
have been traditionally understood as being placed so by the higher divine author who was
directly inspiring the lower human author. Only divinely inspired writings could contain the
perfection of unified meaning in this model, and only the theologian was authorised to
interpret these meanings; since only the holy texts were thought to hold within them the third
and fourth levels of meaning — the moral and anagogical — as God was seen as both the author
of all moral law and the architect of heaven. These higher meanings, however, are always
dependent upon the veracity of the first, literal meaning. The four-fold method of
interpretation became an excellent means for drawing out the subtle or hidden meanings in a
text, and consequently the reading of scripture was held to be among the highest of human
experiences, since it involved the operation of a man’s intellect on multiple levels and at its
loftiest reaches. Each method of interpretation could enhance the others, in a magnifying
effect, compounding the understanding and pleasure for the reader. But scripture was also
written in such a way that it could never be completely exhausted by human analysis — it

would always have something new to say to succeeding generations of scholars and readers.

 Singleton, Dante’s Commedia: Elements of Structure, pp. 12-13: “The whole journey beyond exceeds
metaphor. It is irreducible to the kind of allegory in which it had its origin. As this figure of a living man, this
whole person body and soul, moves through the doorway to Hell, the poem quite the recognizable and familiar
double vision in which it began, to come into single and most singular vision, that is, into single journey; to
embodied vision, having a substance and a persuasion that could not have been expected from this beginning.
There unfolds the line of a literal journey given as real, and it is the body beyond, the flesh brought into these
realms of spirit there, that like a catalyst precipitates everywhere the fleshed, the embodied and incarnate....The
particular, the individual, the concrete, the fleshed, the incarnate, is everywhere with the strength of reality and
the irreducibility of reality itself. Here is vision truly made flesh. And the possibility of it arose and was born
back there in the prologue. We shall not exhaust the mystery of it for all our scrutiny. It is because this is so
that we have never before known an allegory like Dante’s allegory... There is no literary allegory to compare
with this.”

% |bid., p. 14.

% Singleton, “In Exitu Israel De Aegypto” in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 112. For a response to
Singleton’s claims for the four-fold method as it may apply to Dante’s work, see Freccero, “Introduction to
Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, passim.

%" Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, p. 193.
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Dante’s work is analogous to scripture in that it accords with one critic’s contention that a
definitive quality of “classic” literature, within which canon Dante has been afforded a lofty

and undisputed status, is “a book which has never exhausted all it has to say to its readers.”?®

It is important to elaborate on the evidence that argues for Dante electing to employ the
“allegory of the theologians”. Scripture was always understood as being given for the
edification of its audience — specifically, for their salvation — and Dante explicitly claims that
the primary purpose of his poem is moral. In a parallel with the structure of the work, the
figure of conversion as a journey from misery to happiness, the imagined outcome of the
work is the redemption and transformation of its audience. In keeping with his quasi-
apostolic mission, Dante proclaims that the Commedia is being constructed “in pro del
mondo che mal vive” (“to aid the world that lives all wrong”).*® The parallelism of the
poem’s narrative is that the example of the main protagonist being led through a moral maze
by a chain of approved guides is, in the reading of the work, mirrored in the author’s
guidance of his readership. The authority for such moral imperative, however, can rest only
on the text’s divine authorship. That the Holy Scriptures were the “word of God” was
attested by both the texts themselves and the long tradition to which they gave birth.
Similarly, Dante lays claim to the divine inspiration of his work. At the conclusion of the

Vita Nuova, Dante says that he is the recipient of a revelatory experience:

After this sonnet there appeared to me a marvellous vision in which |
saw things which made me decide to write no more of this blessed
one until I could do so more worthily. And to this end I shall apply
myself as much as | can, as she indeed knows.*°

The key phrase from this passage, in the current context, is “which made me”, as if Dante is
irresistibly moved by a supra-human force to produce a new kind of vision-literature. It is
impossible to see how the “worthy application” to which he refers, given the subject and
context within which the allusions sits, can be any other than the Commedia, so that the Vita
Nuova can be re-read as a precursor to the grander work that succeeded it. In Dante’s new

work, however, is an ancient model. The conversion of desirable vision into avowed

%8 Calvino, Why Read the Classics?, p. 5.
#pur. 32:103.
%0 vita Nuova, XLII.
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testament follows the visionary, prophetic and apostolic model of the writers of holy texts —

“I saw, so | wrote.”>!

Dante may also have absorbed the idea that the imitation of “God’s way of writing”, in which
the moral and anagogical elements could be harmoniously present, involved assembling the
meaningful spiritual events of his life and incorporating them into a narrative that
demonstrated the divine providence that ordered such events; as though the writing of the
poem was, in the true meaning of spiritual autobiography, both an attempt to gather these
events into a meaningful arrangement and complete them by the work under his hands. In
this way it can be seen to precisely mirror the psychological states of the many personae he
describes in the after-life, who can only fully understand their lives as seen from its end-
point. The dead, it is said, know more about life than the living, for only they have seen the
completion of death that gives life its full meaning. There exists here a parallel with the
eschatological plan of the Commedia. The “meaning” of paradise, it seems, can only be fully
grasped by first seeing its opposite. This is an imitation of the way in which the events of the
Old Testament, marked by the separation of God from his people, were supposed to point to
the events of the New Testament, in which such separation is repaired. Dante can only fully
understand the nature of beatitude because he has been face-to-face with the misery of
spiritual alienation. Similarly, Dante attempts to incorporate the Christian view of history in
the poem, for it purports to tell his whole life story as though he were standing outside of it.*?
In addition, the work claims for itself a quasi-sacred status. Dante states that the composition
of the Commedia is not merely a human act, as no work of art, in the traditional view, is ever
merely human but brought about by “inspiration”; that is, in its proper meaning, the

incorporation within the human artist of some divine or supernatural power. There are

%1 At the end of the Purgatorio, Beatrice prepares Dante to take his otherworldy vision back to the realm of
earth, with the following command: “Tu nota, e si come da me son porte / cosi queste parole segna a’ vivi / del
viver ch’é un correre a la morte.” (“Take note and, as these words are borne from me, / inscribe them for a sign
to those who live, / the life that rapidly runs on to death.”) (Pur. 33: 52-54). This use of “segna” (“sign”)
indicates the very poem in which we read of him receiving this instruction. In the manner of a prophet, Dante is
the recipient of a divine command to report back to earth all that he has been granted to see and hear. Dante’s
claim that he received the benefit of a special revelatory experience lies within the sphere of Christian poetics,
for the scriptures attest that the Holy Spirit of God could and did visit individuals in just such a fashion, setting
them apart for a particular calling or purpose, the most important of which was to become a witness in the
world. Viewed from a Christian viewpoint, “...it would not be absurd to claim that a man inspired with the
spirit of prophecy and poetry could discover the meaning of things and events, could use and manipulate God’s
language, read God’s books and fuse elements therefrom into a book of his own.” (Joseph Anthony Mazzeo,
Structure and Thought in the Paradiso (New York: Cornell University Press, 1958), p. 31.) Dante’s status as a
political exile therefore also neatly accords with his avowed prophetic role, in that he imitates that archetypical
biblical figure — the lone voice crying in the wilderness.

%2 Freccero, “An Introduction to the Paradiso” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, p. 216.
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moments when Dante regards his authorship as akin to the work of an amanuensis for God,
transcribing that which is preternaturally dictated to him, as though all that is required of him
IS to remove his own ego or individuality from the process and allow the Divine Mind to pour
forth from his pen.*® As is well-known, in the twenty-fifth Canto of the Paradiso, dedicated
to the theological virtue of hope, Dante expresses his own intensely human hope (poignantly
unfulfilled, as it turned out) that he might return from exile to his native Florence, as a poet,
through the sheer force of his poetic accomplishments, which he describes as “che ‘I poema
sacro / al quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra” (“this sacred work, / to which both Earth and
Heaven have set their hands”).3* Likewise, in Paradiso XXI11 Dante refers to the inadequacy
of his poem before the task of describing Beatrice’s smile, claiming that “convien saltar lo

sacrato poema” (“the sacred epic has to make a leap™).*

The exegetic tradition seems to reinforce both the “Allegory of the Theologians” model and
the interpretation of Dante’s poem as a “second scripture”. The scriptures for Dante were a
work-in-progress, since to the medieval exegete the process of uncovering the full meaning of
the texts was in itself part of the historical fulfilment for which those texts were designed, a
process that remained incomplete in Dante’s lifetime. The scriptures, in this view, stood
before the interpreter “unfulfilled”, awaiting their proper reception and interpretation. Yet
the weighty task of this interpretation fell to particular human beings who, however gifted or
scrupulous in their work, were always open to fallibility and error. Therefore, interpretation
was always (and possibly remains) susceptible to ambiguity and some uncertainty.
Traditional exegesis did not contrast or see as irreconcilable the notions of authority and
ambiguity, nor did they feel obliged to choose one standpoint over another.*® This “process”
of the scriptures had an end in which all the meanings of the texts would be drawn together in
its final act, the Apocalypse, the “uncovering”.®” Dante himself is eager to employ the figure
of the veil as a metaphor for the gradual and progressive uncovering of knowledge, and he
addresses the reader many times in a form that shows that the composition of the work is still
in progress, as if the end of the book is still incomplete and possibly unclear.®® Dante’s

% See Clive Staples Lewis, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1966), pp. 76-77.

* Par. 25:1-2.

% Par. 23:62.

% Eric Griffiths and Matthew Reynolds, introduction to Dante in English (London: Penguin Books, 2005), p.
Ixvii.

¥ Ibid.

% Ibid.



Allegory / Man as Microcosm 70

achievement, however it is regarded, is to stake out a position as the first human author to
consciously apply the four-fold method of allegorical interpretation to his own work,
however tentative or inconsistent the subsequent results of such methods may seem.* In
parallel, the achievement of the Dantean scholar is to likewise unravel the meaning inherent

within the “second scripture” of Dante’s text.

In all of this, Dante may have been mindful of St. Augustine’s handling of the question of
biblical exegesis. In Book XII of the Confessions, Augustine undertakes an extended
meditation upon the possible meanings that can be drawn from interpreting the opening two
verses of Genesis. After lengthy consideration of the first verse, he admits the possibility that
different interpretations of an allegorical text may exist, without either undermining the

authority of the text or creating ambiguity in any particular reading:

There is no doubt of these truths in the minds of those whom you have
gifted with insight to understand such matters and who firmly believe
that Moses, your servant, spoke in the spirit of truth. But from these
truths each of us chooses one or another to explain the phrase ‘In the

Beginning God made heaven and earth’.*°

After further consideration of the second verse, he concludes with a remarkable statement

that contains much significance for Dante’s own project:

For my part | declare resolutely and with all my heart that if 1 were
called upon to write a book which was to be vested with the highest
authority, 1 should prefer to write it in such a way that a reader could
find re-echoed in my words whatever truths he was able to apprehend.
I would rather write in this way than impose a single true meaning so
explicitly that it would exclude all others, even though they contained
no falsehood that could give me offence.*

The scenario which Augustine contemplates, read forward into history, appears to be
precisely the experience of Dante as poet, who indeed claims that he was “called upon to
write a book which was to be vested with the highest authority”; an approximation to the
nature of scripture in this case being the loftiest profession an author could make. As it

eventuated, “whatever truths he was able to apprehend” has indeed become the experience of

¥ Anderson, Dante the Maker, pp. 190-193.
0 Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1961), XI1.20, p. 297.
* Ibid., X11.31, pp. 308-309.
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Dante’s audience, for the author’s self-declared “polysemous way” has allowed for a

multiplicity of meanings and purposes to be drawn from the text.

As has been suggested, scholarly attempts to preserve the certainty or exclusivity of just one
of the four levels of allegorical reading, as they may apply to Dante’s work, has tended to
obscure, rather than clarify, the issue at hand. We should be open to the probability that
Dante, being a poet and not a systematic theologian, has deliberately chosen to use all the
different levels of allegory, as it may have suited him for a particular purpose at a particular
time.*” The Commedia is an immense project, composed over more than a decade, which
seeks to incorporate a vast and complex assortment of influences and ideas into a harmonious
structure. Any attempt to apply one particular method of interpretation across the entire
poem will distort the work, for not even the most elaborate passages of Dante’s work, nor
indeed the multi-layered texts of the scriptures he sought to imitate, can more than
temporarily contain all four of the standard levels of meaning. Most obviously, Dante’s
poem, like the scriptures it sought to imitate, does not always convey direct narrative or
historical content; in which case it cannot meet the requirement, established in the “allegory
of the theologians”, of having a specific, literal level of meaning. It is here that we must
allow that for Dante the poet, as for all poets, the primary sense of his text, in accordance
with the “allegory of the poets”, comprises the literal meaning. The words as they appear on
the page convey a precise and literal meaning, which should be understood as such, whether
or not they intimate a higher level of meaning, or whether, like the texts of scripture, they
purport to relate an historical truth.** Whatever our understanding of the subtleties of these
arguments when considering Dante’s authorial intent, a distinction should be made between
the possible latent meanings in the text, and the grand arrangement of the text per se. For it is
the over-arching structure of the work, rather than the consistent rendering of a particular

intent of meaning within the text, that can withstand the force of such sustained examination.

For a justification of this approach we need only refer again to the most authoritative source

available to us, Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala. The passages previously quoted

%2 Anderson, Dante the Maker, pp. 332-333.

*% See Freccero, “Introduction to Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, pp. 179-187. It is of course
natural that medieval theologians would have been instinctively mistrustful of the art of poetry, since poetry,
apart from that which existed on the pages of scripture, was traditionally the form employed by those whole
dealt in fiction. Dante achieves a way to overcome these concerns, since despite the self-consciously fictive
moments in the Commedia, the poem’s approximation to scripture in content and mood serves to elevate it
beyond existing attitudes to the role of the poet in constructing valuable theological discourse.
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here, derived from chapters six to eight, typically form the basis of scholarly attention on the
issue of interpretative methodology; yet the subsequent portion of the letter, largely
overlooked, allows us the flexibility of interpretation that potentially dissolves any tension
concerning the *“correct” approach. Having laid down the doctrinal, polysemous, and
subjective nature of the work, Dante continues by discussing the “form of the treatise, and the
form of treating it.”** Significantly, the emphasis here is not on the work’s consistency, but

its divisibility and variety:

The form of the treatise is triple, according to its threefold division.
The first division is where the whole work is divided into three
canticles; the second is where each canticle is divided in cantos; the
third is where each canto is divided into rhythms.*

After explaining the basic divisional structure of the work, Dante would have the poem’s
audience consider the various techniques of approach required for proper understanding:
“The form or method of treating is poetic, figurative, descriptive, digressive, transumptive,
and, in addition, explanatory, divisible, probative, condemnatory, and explicit in examples.”*®
Is this not in fact the experience of reading the Commedia, which moves us from one mode of
expression to the next so effortlessly? Dante is endlessly shifting his tone and content,
displaying a dazzling variety of style and material: allegorical set-piece, biblical allusion,
theological discourse, astronomical observance, dialogue, historical digression, diatribe,
acrostic, riddle, interrogative, metaphysical speculation, geographical reference, panorama,
art criticism, philosophy, personal reminiscence, catalogues, prophecies, visions, dreams, and
enchantments. The scriptures also contain many different literary “types” — myth, history,
epigrams, philosophical speculation, poetry, prophecy, first-hand accounts, correspondence,
visions, and this diversity of texts within the corpus of Holy Writ is necessary to reach the

variety of human aptitudes and experiences.”” This seems to match precisely with Dante’s

*“ Dante’s letter to Can Grande della Scala, in Latham, ed. A Translation of Dante’s Eleven Letters, p. 195.

*® Ibid, p. 196. Readers of Dante will also recall his frequent habit of referring to his own structure of
96ivisibility in the commentary sections of his two prosimetrum works, the Convivio and the Vita Nuova.

Ibid.

“" See Robert M. Durling and Ronald L. Martinez, introduction to The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri,
Volume 1: Inferno, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 18: ‘Such breadth and diversity can be
matched within a single book only by the Bible, which is itself a miscellaneous compilation of verse and prose,
myth, chronicle, prophecy, allegory, and sententious wisdom, high style and low (although always sublime in
some sense, being the transcription of God’s word). Medieval study of the Bible also affects how we interpret
Dante’s poem, for Dante’s views of the multiple meanings possible for a text derive directly from techniques of
biblical interpretation typical of his age (although by Dante’s day even works written by pagans — Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, for example — were interpreted in a similar way). Although the manner and extent of Dante’s
application of such schemes to his own poem is hotly disputed, that the richness of the poem’s meaning is in
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advice on the proper “treatment” of the form of the “treatise” of the Commedia in chapter
nine of the letter, and should be read as not a weakness or evidence of inconsistency, but as a
testament to its strength. Traditional readings of the scriptures recognised their multiplicity
and variety, and saw this as a virtue, praising the Divine author for allowing divergent levels
of meaning. The scriptures express plurality in form, style and meaning, because they
contain the entirety of existence, which is multiple and variant, and because they seek to
address a humanity that is many and diverse. The heterogeneity of the Commedia can be
perceived as an alternative argument for Dante’s employment of the four-fold method of
interpretation since it gives him the very flexibility of approach that the multi-faceted scope
of the work requires. An advantageous position, then, is to read the Commedia as an “open
book” in which the reader finds an unprecedented level of freedom to explore and construct
their own readings, despite the fact that the poem is at all times marked by Dante’s
unmistakeably authoritative voice.*® Dante grants us an invitation to decide - vision, spiritual
narrative, autobiography, allegory, symbolic journey through the body; or possibly an
amalgam or these. The work breaks down established boundaries, and instead opens up a
multitude of interpretive possibilities, which allow and indeed encourage consonant overlap

and assimilation.*®

A final point of comparison is that Dante provides the reader with a multitude of direct
references and allusions from the Scriptures themselves. The consistent incorporation of the
holy texts into his own work can be read as Dante’s most sincere imitation. He was writing
out of a “fund of scriptural metaphor and narrative so deeply assimilated as to be second
nature — more a mother tongue than a foreign language deliberately acquired.”®® In the
Commedia, he quotes directly from the scriptures on more than two hundred occasions, far

some sense analogous to that of the Bible (as then interpreted) has been an influential view among modern
students of the poem.’

*® Robin Kirkpatrick, introduction to Inferno, pp. Ixvi-Ixvii.

*® We can also consider how the subsequent treatment of the poem has strong parallels with the tradition of
reverence and exposition afforded to the scriptures, although we should also be wary of reading backwards into
the poem that which was not originally intended. The text’s own claims to prophetic status and divine
inspiration have somehow deemed it necessary to afford it a quasi-biblical authority, and the history of its
reception has borne this out. From its earliest readings the Commedia gave rise to a tradition of detailed
analysis, well beyond that afforded to any other single literary achievement, which has continued to the present
day. Study of the Commedia requires a concordance. The apparently supra-human qualities of the Commedia —
its length, complexity and subject — seemed to merit the epithet of “Divine” (which Dante himself, rightly, could
not have dared to attach to his own work). We can also contemplate how the work, much like the scriptures, has
proven to be a fount of inspiration for visual artists, or how for the Italian peoples and the Italian language the
cultural standing of the poem approaches something like the foundational status of the Torah for the Jewish
peoples, or the gospels for the early Church.

*® Hawkins, “Dante and the Bible” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, p. 121.
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more than for any classical author, and it has been estimated that there are more than five
hundred total references or identifiable allusions to the scriptures. At times it seems as
though the language of scripture is so deeply ingrained within Dante’s text as to appear
inseparable from it — the famous opening line of the poem initiates this practice in the
strongest possible way. Any argument against Dante employing “God’s way of writing”

must account for the deeply instilled way the scriptures are found in the poem.

There remains, however, one important difference between the scriptures and Dante’s
“imitation” of them. In the Commedia, “intimation” is clearly intended by its human author,
for he was well placed well along the traditions of literary form and scriptural analysis that
understood the distinction between immediately-inspired texts and purely human creations.
Dante could clearly predetermine that his work would contain multiple layers of meaning,
whereas for the writers of Scripture, even if they sensed that they were the recipients of
supernatural inspiration, it can hardly be imagined that they foresaw how their work would

one day become the subject of an analytical tradition.

Dante’s allegory is biblical, because it contains the narrative structure of the Scriptures,
wherein the central theme of resurrection is echoed in the Christian reading of the Old
Testament, and in the retrospective writing and “reading of one’s own history, thematically
represented as conversion.”® The text of the Commedia follows the general Biblical figure
of conversion, and conversion (which, in purely physical terms, can be represented in its
supreme form by resurrection) is the primary metaphorical “matrix” through which the entire
allegorical system of the Comedy must be understood.>®* The Commedia also conforms to the
pattern of Christian spiritual biography, given a preliminary formulation in the epistles of St.
Paul and a definitive example in St. Augustine’s Confessions, in that it largely forsakes
originality in order to conform to the standard pattern of the “journey of the soul”,
(incorporating, it must be said, elements of Platonic allegory), from fear and darkness to
certainty and light. In this conformity we can see how Dante wants to generalise his personal
experience into an archetypal narrative of the epic voyage — the story of his life is also that of

“la nostra vita” (“our life”) — so that the truths of such an experience can be effectively

%! Hawkins, Dante’s Testaments: Essays in Scriptural Imagination, p. 36. See also Paget Toynbee, Concise
Dictionary of Proper Names and Notable Matters in the Works of Dante (London: Oxford University Press,
1914), pp. 78-81.

*2 Freccero, “Introduction to Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, p. 188.

*% Singleton, “In Exitu Israel De Aegypto” in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 103.
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communicated as didactic. Dante’s journey is autobiographical and yet deeply emblematic, a
synthesis of the personal circumstances of his life, fused within the paradigms of salvation
history as depicted in the Bible.>* In this sense, his entire life is allegorised in the Commedia,
since his exile in the political wilderness becomes an emblematic representation of the exile —
the entire human race’s exile from Paradise. A somewhat paradoxical feature of the
Commedia, then, is that despite all its daring originality as a poem, it nevertheless maintains a
strict conformity to the established, biblically-based structure of spiritual narrative. It is a
“comedy” because it tells of a conversion from sin to beatitude, as it narratively moves from
lowest to highest; from bareness and disorder to elevation and perfection. The poem moves

progressively and steadily in accord with the pattern of a salfivic story, from despair to joy.*®

In its structure and content, however, the Commedia is imitative of the created order as a
reflection of its creator, for it is strictly measured, hierarchical, patterned, and, most
importantly, completely self-contained. That Dante saw the entire universe as “God’s book”
places him firmly in the medieval tradition of such understandings, and is borne out by a
beautiful simile at the culmination of the Paradiso.’® If he in fact experienced a vision of the
cosmos as being metaphorically “legato con amore in un volume” (“bound up and gathered in
a single book™) it would be a simple move to then conceive that a single book, this time a
literal book of his own devising, could bind up the entire cosmos. And so this is the scope of
the Commedia, a poem that dares to gather together and hold within it no less than
everything. In this way it stands in comparison to the summa of the scholastic theologians,
and the massive stone temples of the medieval world, in its striving for what has been called
“total containment”, or an attempt to bring the entire sum of human experience into a single,

unified work.®’

Dante has imitated “God’s way of writing” in attempting to emulate the book of the world, as

this phrase was understood in two senses by the medieval mind. For the believer, God had

> Freccero, “Introduction to Inferno” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, p. 179.

% As a simple measure of this progression, consider Dante’s use of “lieto” (“happy”) throughout the poem,
which changes in both frequency and purpose. The word is used on only seven occasions in the Inferno, sixteen
in Purgatorio and nineteen in Paradiso. More than this, however, the purpose of the word changes, from being
used in the context of remembrance in the Inferno, becoming mostly a noun (that is, a transient quality) in
Purgatorio, to a verb in the Paradiso (implying the eternalness of that realm). See Eric Griffiths and Matthew
Reynolds, introduction to Dante in English (London: Penguin Books, 2005), p. Ixxi.

* See Par. 33:85-93.

> George Steiner, Language and Silence: Essays on Language, Literature, and the Inhuman (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1998), pp. 13-14.
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produced two “testaments” of his will and pleasure — the sacred texts in which men could find
all their requisite moral order and examples; and the natural world in which men lived. Or, as
Aquinas had phrased it: “God, like an excellent master wanting to ensure there be nothing
missing in our education, took care to leave us two perfect books: Creation and Holy

Scripture.”®

In a traditional understanding of Scripture, God has used both words and
things. He has spoken in verbis and in factis. The explicit commands of the Law, the
warnings of the prophets, or the direct instruction of St. Paul’s letters, for example, convey a
direct and immediate understanding that is transmitted through the literal reading of the text.
Alternatively, significant and symbolic events, such as the Sacrifice of Isaac, the Exodus of
the Jews from Egypt, or the story of Jonah, carry a literal meaning in that they purport to
describe what actually happened, yet they also contain an embedded, deeper meaning,
deliberately designed to be later uncovered and interpreted. Thus, the exegete saw his role as
itself being part of the purpose of Scripture — completing the picture, as it were, by
unravelling the hidden significance of the texts according to their archetypal figures, and
disseminating such significances. In addition, God is the author of the book of Creation, a
“language” in which every thing was thought to carry, in some way, the mark of its creator,
since it was a logical conclusion that in a purposefully designed universe there can be nothing
without meaning. In the Commedia, Dante adopts both these forms. He writes in verbis and
in factis, consciously performing the role of divine imitator and divinely-authorised maker,
for he sets out to achieve nothing less than the creation, through words, of an entirely
imagined cosmos, which he orders and controls, in which he can travel and intervene, and,

somewhat alarmingly, over which he exercises the right of final judgement.*® He imparts to

%8 Jean Hani, The Symbolism of the Christian Temple (San Rafael, CA: Sophia Perennis, 2007), p. 11.

% QOliver Davies, “World and Body: A Study in Dante's Cosmological Hermeneutics” in Dante and the Human
Body: Eight Essays, eds. John C. Barnes and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007), p. 210: “He can
indeed break the rules of the world he represents, as part of a claim perhaps that as Christian artist he occupies a
uniquely privileged position in the cosmos.” It may also be useful to consider that the basic nature of the
Commedia alone suggests a move towards a representation of the manifold as it emerges from divine unity in
the act of creation. All existence develops from a single unified point but remains harmonised and proportioned
despite its innumerable variety, and the human form likewise begins its existence as a minute singularity, yet
expands into a complex and diverse but always unified entity. Just so, the Commedia, which Dante claims
originated with a single miraculous vision, evolved to become a complete “body” incorporating immense variety
and detail, yet always maintaining its cohesion and harmony within its organic structure. And of course Dante’s
choosing to cast himself as the main protagonist in his own narrative adds an additional layer of physicality
upon this theme, for he is a fully fleshed human being passing through the realms of shades. Their reaction to
Dante’s apparent physical solidity, and Dante’s own bodily reactions to all that he experiences, re-enforce the
very ‘bodiliness’, the concreteness, of the poem. Dante would also have us understand that, for him, the poet
holds an especially privileged position in his role as imitator of deus artifex — God as Maker. While in a general
sense every artist can reproduce the symbolic language that is created by God in the natural world, whereby
things point to other things, it is only the poet that makes out of words. As Dante argues, the gift of human
communication through words — at a higher level than that of the written word, but primarily and more
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the work the sense of totality that was thought to exist only in the canon of scripture; and he
imitates the structure and detail of the universe as the “symbolic text” of physical signs by
which God also spoke to mankind. By employing to their limit these two senses, Dante has
produced a reconstruction of the “archetypal book”.®

But if the cosmos is “contained” within the body, and vice versa; and the Commedia is a
literary containment of the cosmos; can it follow then that the Commedia can be said to
symbolically “contain” the human body, or be a metaphorical journey through the body?
How surely can it be stated that an analogical parallel exists between the thematic and
symbolic presentations in the poem (as they specifically relate to the human body as
metaphor) and the author’s regard for the body as a central component of his theological and
temporal concerns? In pursuing such parallels, two avenues present themselves. In Dante’s
work there is an emphasis on the specific use of references to the human anatomy to convey
an immediate and precise effect or implication; and a more generalised technique of applying
an overarching structure or symbolic layer to the poem in order to produce a sustained
metaphor. Both are fit for examination, since it is typical of Dante’s own intellectual
approach, and hence analysis of his work, that in isolation neither reductionism nor holism
will lead to a satisfactory understanding, and this in itself accords with the subject under
consideration in being an imitation of the macrocosm-microcosm axiom which governs the

work.

This is the understanding of Dante’s allegory upon which the remainder of this thesis will
proceed. It is now necessary to outline how Dante not only incorporates allegory generally,

and the specific form of the *“allegory of the theologians” because it imitates the nature and

commonly through speech — is a means by which Man is set apart from, and elevated above, all other creatures.
See De Vulgari Eloquentia, 1.3. See also Davies, “Dante’s Commedia and the Body of Christ” in Dante’s
Commedia: Theology as Poetry, pp. 163-166.

% Freccero, “An Introduction to the Paradiso” in Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, pp. 215-216. It is in this
special sense of the poet as creator and shaper of words that Dante takes on the role of dues artifex. We should
be mindful, for example, of the way in which Dante invented many neologisms for various purposes within the
Commedia, and in constructing the poem brought his own native, emerging language into something like a
definitive form. He has “made the world anew”, imitating the original act of divine creation, by constructing an
intricately structured, detailed and highly organised physical world at once both imaginary and vividly realistic;
and, in accord with our parallel to the divine creation of the cosmos, contains nothing that is meaningless. The
general body of scholarship agrees that nothing within Dante’s thought, and hence nothing within his written
work, can be considered meaningless. Based on this understanding, much energy is often devoted to the
explication or unravelling of a particularly obscure reference or “crux” in the texts. See, as examples, R. E.
Kaske, “Dante’s DXV” in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. John Freccero (Galveston: Prentice Hall,
1965), pp. 122-140; Freccero, “The Firm Foot on a Journey without a Guide” in Dante: The Poetics of
Conversion, pp. 29-54.
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purpose of the scriptures that were his narrative and moral example; but to show how Dante
has employed traditional forms of fundamental symbolism, particularly as they relate to the
classical understanding of the symbolic arrangements of the human form. The foundational
image upon which this thesis turns, la nostra effige, found at the conclusion of the
Commedia, is the last in a long series of examples in which Dante has deliberately employed
the use of symbols, signs, and reflections that convey multi-layered levels of meaning. It
confirms Dante’s assent to the notion that within the universal language of signs that the
author inherits and develops it is la nostra effige — our human form — that is the supreme sign
by which all the other signs are, and should be, measured and ordered. The human body is
the most primary and complete of all symbols, and it is worth detailing here the ways in
which the symbolism of the human form can be viewed as paralleling the structure and

thematic development of the Commedia.

It is straightforward enough to assert that the basic three-part structure of the work
corresponds to the three fundamental divisions of human anatomy — the belly, chest, and the
head. In a natural ascendency from lowest to highest the Commedia delineates a course
through the abdomen in Hell, the chest in Purgatory, and the human head in Paradise. The
significance of the limbs within such an arrangement is more complicated, but the most
defensible alignment is that the legs and feet belong to the Inferno, while the arms and hands
find a place in the Purgatorio.”® The anatomy of human beings naturally lends itself to
tripartite symbolism, and there seems something intrinsically right about dividing the human
form into three distinct parts.®? This habit of mind exhibits itself across all eras and places
within the western tradition, and is attested to by traditionalist commentators.®® Analysts of

the Commedia are also strongly inclined to producing allegorical interpretations of the three-

% It is a useful exercise to consider the symbolic treatment Dante affords to the human feet as the journey of the
Commedia develops. At a purely quantitative level, a survey of the text reveals that the poem commences with
a heavy concentration upon the feet, and progresses with a steady declination away from them, as we may
expect in a narrative that contains a basic element of journeying from difficulty to ease. There are a total of 60
references to “piede” or “pie” (“feet” or “foot”) in the Inferno, where many of the residents suffer torture to, or
deformity of, their feet, and in which the pilgrim-poet offers the reader many detailed descriptions of the way
his feet struggle with the infernal landscape beneath them. There are 37 references in the Purgatorio, where a
new emphasis on the feet as instruments of holy pilgrimage begins to move descriptions of the feet away from
literalness and towards metaphorical representations. In the Paradiso, where it becomes obvious that the
pilgrim is moving through space without walking, there are just 17 references, all of which are either
metaphorical or are used by a resident of heaven in regards to their previous, earth-bound existence. A similar
pattern of reference can be observed in regard to Dante’s use of “gambe” (“legs”). There are 9 within Inferno, 6
in Purgatorio (all of which occur within the first nineteen cantos), and none in the Paradiso.

%2 See Blackhirst, Primordial Alchemy & Modern Religion: Essays on Traditional Cosmology, pp. 67-68.

% For example, see Jean Hani, The Divine Liturgy: Insights into Its Mystery (San Rafael, Ca.: Sophia Perennis,
2008), p. 87fn.; Schuon, From the Divine to the Human: Survey of Metaphysics and Epistemology, pp. 96-97.
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fold division of the poem, and indeed its tripartite structure appears to encourage this habit of

allegorical interpretation.®*

This tripartite nature of the human form, however, can apply to more than merely its physical
arrangement. It is also relevant to the functions of the human complex. Dante assents to the
important idea that human existence can be understood, at least at the level of operation, in
terms of a hierarchical, tripartite structure. In the third treatise of the Convivio he explains
thus:

| say, then, that the Philosopher, in the second book on the Soul, when
speaking of its powers, says that the Soul principally has three powers,
which are, to Live, to Feel, and to Reason:...And according to that
which he says, it is most evident that these powers are so entwined
that the one is a foundation of the other; and that which is the
foundation can of itself be divided; but the other, which is built upon
it, cannot be apart from its foundation. Therefore, the Vegetative
power, whereby one lives, is the foundation upon which one feels, that
IS, sees, hears, tastes, smells, and touches; and this vegetative power of
itself can be the Soul, vegetative, as we see in all the plants. The
Sensitive cannot exist without that. We find nothing that feels, and
does not live. And this Sensitive power is the foundation of the
Intellectual, that is, of the Reason; so that, in animate mortals, the
Reasoning power is not found without the Sensitive. But the Sensitive
is found without Reason, as in the beasts, and in the birds, and in the
fishes, and in any brute animal, as we see. And that Soul which
contains all these powers is the most perfect of all. And the Human
Soul possessing the nobility of the highest power, which is Reason,
participates in the Divine Nature, after the manner of an eternal
Intelligence...®

While not in complete harmony with the following treatment of the allegorical possibilities
presented by the structure of the Commedia, it can be seen that the essential elements of the
Aristotelian ideas from which Dante quotes are generally supportive. Man is comprised of
three levels of operation, or power, which are tiered and have distinct qualitative differences,
and involve the higher functions being dependent on the existence of the lower. All living

things have vegetative powers in as much as they share temporal existence; the beasts and

% See, as examples, Eric Griffiths and Matthew Reynolds, introduction to Dante in English (London: Penguin
Books, 2005), p. cxii, where the three cantiche of the poem are paralleled to the three stages of the sacrament of
confession — examination of conscience in the Inferno, confession and penance in the Purgatorio, and
reintegration into the community of the faithful in Paradiso; or Robin Kirkpatrick’s proposal that the three parts
of the poem illuminate three differing aspects of the experience of exile, in his introduction to Inferno, p. xv.

% Convivio, 3.2.
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birds have sensation of feeling and, we may add, the faculties of emotion and movement;
while only Man, the “Divine Animal”, is granted the “sovereign power” of Reason. Man is
comprised of these three elements of the soul, since he exists at a base level, he feels at an

intermediate level, and he thinks at the highest level.

Moreover, we can understand the symbolism of the human form at another level, for the
body, when viewed in a particular fashion, demonstrates microcosmic representations of
itself. Man contains miniaturised versions of his own form, and in this aspect the human
form can also be seen to parallel the structure of the Commedia, since the three parts of the
poem can be understood as containing microcosmically tripartite elements within their own
structure. Primarily, this anatomical miniaturisation of man within himself can be read in the
most personal and semiotically rich element of the human form, the face.®® This idea will
find special relevance in the higher spheres of the Paradiso, where Dante reaches the end-
point of his representations of gradual disembodiment of the human form, electing in the
sphere of the Contemplatives, and in the Empyrean, to focus particularly on the primacy of
the face as guarantor of human identity. At a level of basic symbolism, the arrangement of
the face resembles the greater organisation of the human in toto, in as much as it contains a
distinctly tripartite and hierarchical structure. The mouth holds an obvious correspondence to
the belly, since both are a warm and enclosed space that is internalised and contain particular
fluids, and both are intimately connected through the actions of eating and digestion. The
nose is comparable to the rhythmic organs of the torso, particularly the lungs, since both are
bi-fold and are symmetrically arranged about the central axis of the body, and again are
connected through the action of human breathing. Most suggestively, however, the eyes are
analogous to the head, as both are spherical and the metaphor of “seeing” is the primary
means by which we describe the mental activity that occurs inside the head. The eyes, too,
best display those qualities of the observable heavens that are, traditionally speaking,
represented in morphology by the human head. As will be fully explicated in the following
chapters, the topographical symbolism of the various cantiche of the Commedia lends itself to
precisely this kind of symbolic reading. Hell can be seen as both a belly and a great mouth;
Dante’s intermediate realm of Purgatory is a place where the crucial rhythms of pulse and
breathing, and the symbolism of the mountain as a central axis of the cosmos, remind us of
the form and function of the human torso; the spheres of the Paradiso, round like the human

® For an imaginative reading of the various symbolic interpretations possible within the human form, See
Blackhirst, Primordial Alchemy & Modern Religion: Essays on Traditional Cosmology, pp. 67-69.
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head, contain the concentricity and gem-like qualities of the human eye, while being the
setting for ever-ascending experiences of “looking” that symbolise the inner states of

understanding.®’

It can also be imagined that, in accordance with the correspondences between the macro- and
micro- representations of the human form, some broad parallels can be made between the five
human senses, the traditional four elements of the physical world, and the three realms of the
Commedia.®® A continuum of relationship can be seen to exist between man and his external
environment, which are replicated in the moral and topographical arrangement of Dante’s
poem. These associations require us, in the main, to forego our contemporary conceptions of
physics and astronomy, and return to the medieval model, largely inherited from antiquity,
that comprised a geocentrically arranged universe and the classical four-element system of

understanding and categorising natural phenomena.®

We can construct a simple, hierarchical arrangement of the four elements as they may apply
to the various cantiche of the Commedia, particularly in regard to its topography. Such an
arrangement is based on both the perceived weight of the elements, and their relation to
temperature. The heaviest elements, Earth then Water, accord with the physical earth and its
obvious solidity. The central, static position of the earth in geocentric cosmology meant that
all matter was inevitably drawn down onto, and then within it. The nature and behaviour of
these two elements is most easily paralleled with the subject matter of the Inferno, where the
action takes place not only on the surface of the earth, but within it. A key element of the

Inferno’s moral programme is the schematic arrangement of sins whereby the increasing

87 Conversely, one consideration is that in viewing the microcosmic representations of its own larger form, the
human face can be an image of the macrocosmic universe that the human form was thought to imitate. See
Roger Sworder, "Three Short Essays in Astrophysiology," Eye of the Heart 3 (2009): pp. 53-71. It has been
argued here that in the various physiological elements and arrangement of the face, we can glimpse an
anthropomorphised impression of the entire universe. This might be one reason why looking directly into the
face of another is amongst the most intensely personal of experiences, since it provides, in a moment, a glimpse
of total containment.

® There are traces of all the elements in every compound body in creation, just as each human person was
thought to be a combination of the four ‘humours’ of the body. Health was a matter of keeping these humours
in proper proportion, such that illness was often diagnosed as a disproportion of humours — ‘distemper’ or
‘indisposition’, say — that was treated by a ‘materialistic’ method that directly impacted upon the body’s
physical properties. The humours within the body, were, in turn, ‘influenced’, in the original meaning of that
word, by the operations and powers of the planetary bodies that comprised the cosmos. See James Burge,
Dante’s Invention (Stroud: History, 2010), p. 99; Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval
and Renaissance Literature, p. 110.

% For an overview of the classical designation of the “four elements’ as they may apply to the work of Dante,
see Boyde, Dante, Philomythes and Philosopher: Man in the Cosmos, pp. 57-73.
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seriousness of transgression is matched by the continuing descent of the pilgrims, as if by
natural downward inclination, into the dead and heavy centre of the earth. As a preview of
this phenomenon, the first sinners whose physical forms are portrayed in a symbolic way, the
gluttons of Canto VI, are strongly connected to images of the lower elements and have been
described as “...merely versions of the elements earth and water.””® Similarly, Inferno is
notable for the way the rivers of Hell play a key role in its demarcation; and for the way
many of the various punishments involve immersion or covering with fluids. The elements
of Earth and Water, traditionally understood, are also cold — they involve constriction and
contraction. This is an obvious feature of the topography of Dante’s Hell, where the circles
of punishment grow ever-tighter as they near the centre of the earth; and where the lowest
circles feature landscapes of frozen water populated by the damned who are rendered inert by
the punishments that mirror the seriousness of their sins. One great surprise for many readers
of the Inferno (and accordingly one of literature’s great anti-climaxes, generated by our
common conceptions of infernal punishment as involving trial by burning) is that the worst
sinner of all, Lucifer, is reduced to a near de-animated state. He is mute and nearly
motionless, an image of the paralysing nature of sin in its purest, we might say chilling, form.
Dante’s cosmology tends to confound the modern reader in the application of this analogy,
since we have become habituated by the findings of modern geology and astronomy to think
of the earth as containing a hot core whilst also being surrounded by an atmosphere that is a
cold extremity. We have internal heat, surrounded by external chill. In Dante’s arrangement,

the reverse is the case.”*

The lighter elements, Air then Fire, are comparable to the mood and structure of the
Purgatorio. According to the classical arrangement of the elements, these sit above the

heavier elements of Earth and Water, just as the mountain of Purgatory is clearly designed to

® Dante, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, Volume 1 - Inferno, ed. Robert M. Durling and Ronald L.
Martinez, trans. Robert M. Durling (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), notes, p. 108.

™ We should also note that, although used infrequently, specific terminology designating temperature in the
Commedia supports this analogy. There are 12 instances of “freddo” (“cold”) used as an adjective — five in each
of the first two cantiche and only two in Paradiso. However, all references to cold outside of the Inferno are
made in a metaphorical sense. It is only in Hell, and in particular the lower circles of Hell, where objects are
directly described as being cold. See particularly Inf. 32:22-30; 33:97-114. Dante’s use of “caldo” (“hot” or
“warm’) shows an opposite trend — there are 8 uses in the Inferno but 15 in the Paradiso. Significantly
however, the meaning of the word undergoes a distinct change. Whereas in the earlier cantiche the concept of
heat has a meteorological or elemental intent, in Paradiso the term “caldo” begins to describe the warmth of
human emotions and, more importantly, the love of God. The climax to this progressive development of
meaning comes in the final canto of the poem, where St Bernard of Clairvaux says: “...per lo cui caldo ne
I’etterna pace / cosi € germinato questo fiore.” (“And here, in this eternal peace, the warmth of love / has
brought the Rose to germinate and bloom.”) (Par. 33:8-9).
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be on, but significantly above and beyond, the ordinary, downward-tending confines of the
earth’s surface. The elements of Air and Fire have an upward-tending quality that mirrors
both the upward-pointing form we usually associate with mountains, and the ever-upward
motion of the penitents who occupy the mountain of Purgatory. The terraces of Purgatory are
structured to provide an ascent into realms of increasingly rarefied and pure air that are

crowned by a circle of perfectly purgative fire.

To continue this analogy, it is possible to compare the uniform, harmonious and unreachable
heavenly bodies (and perhaps the perfect non-corporeal “bodies” of the blessed) as described
in the Paradiso, with the mysterious fifth element — the “quintessence”, which was thought to
be a special kind of material that was perfect, imperishable and eternal. The Aristotelian
concept of the fifth element — Aether — that sat beyond and somehow imparted impetus to all
matter that was comprised of the other elements, found an obvious counterpart in Dante’s
Christian cosmology to the primum mobile — the “first mover” — a mysterious, invisible outer
sphere of the heavens that was speculatively posited as necessary for the nature and

behaviour of the observable heavenly bodies.™

This hierarchy of elements and their corresponding parts of the Commedia can also be
paralleled in one particular aspect of the human form — the arrangement and function of the
human senses. There are five senses just as there are five classical elements, allowing for
some convenient associations. | say that the human senses are subtly alluded to in Dante’s
cosmology, since the hierarchy of elements and moral states of the Commedia are paralleled
in the organisation of the human sensory faculties. In this, he is likely to have drawn upon a
source that, as identified in the appendix to this thesis, provided specific models of
microcosmic imagery — the Cosmographica of Bernardus Silvestris. In the final chapter of
the work Bernardus concludes with an overview of the construction of man, which contains a
hierarchical arrangement of the senses, from the highest — sight, to the lowest — touch, and he
parallels the senses with the various elements of the physical world with which they
interact.”® A similarly broad correspondence between hierarchical human senses and

topographical imagery can be observed throughout the Commedia. What we might call the

2 Boyde, Dante, Philomythes and Philosopher: Man in the Cosmos, pp. 134-135, 158-160; Lansing and
Barolini, eds., The Dante Encyclopedia, p. 171.

" Bernardus Silvestris, The Cosmographia of Bernardus Silvestris, trans. Winthrop Wetherbee (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), pp. 123-127. See commentary in Robert M. Durling and Ronald L.
Martinez, Time and the Crystal: Studies in Dante's Rime Petrose (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1990), pp. 97-99.
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base faculties, touch and taste, parallel the Hell of Inferno. The emphasis upon tactile
experience is most obviously forefront in the Inferno, where the bodiliness of the inhabitants
(and their physical interaction with the two pilgrims) plays a major role in both their physical
punishments and their role as symbolic representations of the sins they are said to have
committed. There are recurrent themes of eating and digestion throughout the Inferno, whose
narrative action takes place within an internal space that can be compared to a giant mouth.
The intermediate senses, smell and hearing, are comparable to the mood of Dante’s
intermediate realm of Purgatory. Smell here is restored and revivified to its proper function,
after the toxic experiences of Hell. Specifically we can recall the “milli odori” (“thousand
perfumes”) of the valley of the Princes in Canto VII, or the tantalising fruit odours that
permeate the circle of the Gluttons.” Yet throughout the Purgatorio wafts the scent of “fresh
air” that seems to assist in, and be emblematic of, the restoration of the penitents who inhale
it. Scenes that involve the experience of refreshment in a revitalising landscape, such as the
emergence onto the foot of the mountain in Canto I, or the opening view of the Terrestrial
Paradise in Canto XXVIII, while not specifically mentioning scent, nevertheless strongly
imply the freshness and sweetness of air that is sensed through inhalation. Like smell,
hearing is also properly restored and features prominently in the Purgatorio, for here is
recovered the proper place and purpose of human speech, and here is heard for the first time
in the Commedia the human voice in song. And hearing, like smell, is a sense directly
aligned to the element of Air that we have previously identified as being characteristic of the
mountain of Purgatory; where both senses carry the key “airy” qualities of invisibility and

expansiveness.

To complete this series of analogies, the faculty of sight is properly comparable to the
Paradiso. The eyes are placed higher on the body than all other sense organs, and the eyes
themselves resemble the heavenly bodies. But more than this, the faculty of sight, according

to the Platonic tradition, is given to Man so that he might look upon the heavens as the

™ Pur. 7:79-81 — “Non avea pur natura ivi dipinto, / ma di soavita di mille odori / vi facea uno incognito e
indistinsto.” (“Nor had great nature worked in paint alone. / She also with a thousand perfumes wrought / a
sweetness never known and indistinct.”); Pur. 22:130-132 — “Ma tosto ruppe le dolci ragiona / un alber che
trovammo in mezza strada, / con pomi a odorar soavi e buoni;” (“But then (a sudden break to soothing words!) /
we found there, in the middle of the road, / a tree — its fruits, in perfume, good and sweet.”); Pur. 23:34-36 —
“Chi crederebbe che I’odor d’un pomo / si governasse, generando brama, / e quel d’un’acqua, non sappiendo
como?” (“Who would have thought the scent of some mere fruit / could work to make a craving grow like this, /
and water, too — unless he knew the “how’.”)
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supreme means by which he will come to understand the universe in total.”” The upright
stance and unique upward-looking quality of the human form finds its ultimate expression in
the act of the human eye contemplating that which in the cosmos it most resembles — the
shining, concentrically arranged bodies of the heavens. This invites a further level of parallel
by which we may align the senses with the topography of Dante’s cosmology in the
Commedia. The hierarchy of sense is one of increasing power, where the relationship
between sense faculty and sensory source is based on distance. The faculties of touch and
taste are immediate and close to us, because they rely on direct contact between the body and
the object so experienced. This is very like the tactile nature of existence for Dante’s
damned, who are locked into a world of sensory pain no bigger than their own bodies, and
beyond which they have no worthwhile understanding. With the intermediate sense of smell
and hearing, the distance between sensor and source can increase dramatically, so that the
senses greatly expand the range of physical phenomena available to human comprehension.
We can clearly hear and smell objects that are well away from our person, so that these
sensory experiences direct our attentions away from the immediacy of our physical selves.
This often seems to be the experience of the penitents as they scale the mountain of
Purgatory. They feel a gradual uncovering and expansion of their senses (recalling that on
the lower terraces they have limited or no sight, and are therefore bound to rely mostly on the
lowest of the senses, that of touch). The journey through Purgatory proper culminates in a
magnificent set-piece, the Triumphal Procession through the Earthly Paradise, which is, given
its intense pageantry and concern with the perfection of the human form, at one level a
celebration of renewed and reinvigorated sense perception. The expansion of sensory range
is exponentially increased when we consider sight, the faculty that allows us to perceive the
very edge of the cosmos. The eyes, in this way, provide us with an almost limitless
experience, since they can bring into their operation all that cannot be perceived by any of the
other senses. The expansiveness of the faculty of sight is a keynote of the Paradiso in
another crucial respect: Dante frequently and often with urgent intensity employs the
metaphor of sight for the experiences of spiritual development that he undergoes as he makes

his celestial ascent. "

" Plato, Timaeus, 47B, p. 65: ‘For | reckon that the supreme benefit for which sight is responsible is that not a
word of all we have said about the universe could have been said if we had not seen stars and sun and heaven.
As it is, the sight of day and night, the months and returning years, the equinoxes and solstices, has caused the
invention of number, given us the notion of time, and made us enquire into the nature of the universe; thence we
have derived philosophy, the greatest gift the god have ever given or will give to mortals.’

"® Robert Durling has observed that the Paradiso contains a specific treatment of the human senses — “sensory
representations of the Paradiso are limited to sights and sounds; there are no experiences of smell, taste, or
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It is natural that we should perceive the physical world as containing elements that can be
effectively internalised — mirrored in the inner states of our own selves. Dante insists on
making essential connections between the physical features of the “outer world” and the inner
states of man.’”” Of all the created order from which Dante drew to construct a “language of
signs”, it is the human body that stands as the centrepiece and pivot of his intellectual, moral
and cosmological systems. For the body, in an age before the invention of “advanced”
scientific instrumentation, was both a means and an end of human enquiry. There is an
inherent naturality in observing the world merely by looking at it, or measuring the world by
touching it. If sense experience is how we come to rightly comprehend the physical world,
what might our senses tell us about the other-world? Within an intellectual setting that prized
metaphorical expression, what could be more natural than employing the human form, of all
the entities in the physical world that which is most apparent and accessible to us, as the
means by which artists should seek to convey their sense of this world to others? The body,
as the final and perfecting work of creation, is the supreme sign, by which and through which
all other signs are to be understood.

A key component of this supremacy of the human form as symbol is that mankind as a
collective entity, and any one individual human body in particular, can and should be
understood as a mikros kosmos — a little cosmos, or model of the universe, containing within
it all the elements, proportions and functions of the greater world around it; and that
conversely the entire physical universe could be understood as an immense representation of
the human form. Being of Greek origin, the term microcosmo is not one that Dante employs
directly, yet doubtless it was part of his intellectual environment. As | have suggested, an
important element of Dante’s intellectual endeavours was his adoption, full incorporation,
and further extension of the lengthy philosophical and literary traditions of “man as
microcosm” that was available to him. An examination of these traditions shows that Dante
stood squarely in the cultural mainstream of his time, using established imagery that would
be recognised and understood by a common audience. Of course, Dante is renowned as a
great synthesiser — a thinker who, by virtue of his wide-ranging intellect and desire to

construct an all-encompassing schema, became highly adept at incorporating and assimilating

touch.” (Dante, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, Volume 3 - Paradiso, p. 760n. Likewise, one of the first
descriptions of Hell in the Inferno describes it as a “cieco mondo™ (“blind world”). (Inf. 4:13-15.)
" Burge, Dante’s Invention, p. 99.
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an immense and varied range of influences. Yet I also hope to demonstrate that in regard to
the particular theme of microcosmic representations of man, the sources from which he drew
may be even wider and richer than is usually acknowledged. The survey of sources that
comprises the remainder of this chapter (and the attached appendix) does not purport to be
exhaustive, and will be concerned with directing attention to traditional sources, with a view
to proposing how they anticipate and prepare the way for the Tuscan. In retrospectively
reading some of these sources we may find a large measure of uncannily similar and

therefore highly suggestive imagery that points to a direct influence.

The path taken here is a chronological overview of the known and possible sources available
to Dante that might act as points of inspiration or “seeds” for his construction of two key
literary motifs: the overarching metaphor of man as a microcosmic representation of the
universe; and the portrayal of man in both his corporeal and “complex” form — an entity
comprised of inter-related body and soul — as an essentially three-fold construction. Further,
individual moments in these sources will be highlighted for the way in which they are direct
forerunners to some of Dante’s own work. In accordance with his own liking for tripartite
division this examination of Dante’s sources is divided into three sections: the classical texts
of ancient Greece and Rome; the epistles of the New Testament and the works of Augustine;
and in what we may think of as an extension and amalgamation of the first two categories, a
much longer and broader group of texts that we can generally describe as Christian
neoplatonist. The first and third of these two sections will be fully detailed in the attached
appendix. | will conclude this chapter with an overview of the ways in which the concept of
“microcosmic man” was tentatively developed in Dante’s minor works, as a series of
developmental steps towards a full flowering in the grand project of the Commedia. In this
way it can be seen how in the Western Tradition the ancient idea of man as a representational
form of the physical universe had survived despite the near-total collapse of the civilisation
that generated its initial expression; how it became a staple component of a long era of
intellectual development in medieval Christendom; and how it would come to find its full

expression and completion in Dante’s works.

I want to start, however, with the concept that for Dante, as for all individuals who laboured
as creative artists, the traditional idea of the “maker”, the human artisan, involved him in
creating artefacts that were in themselves miniature representations of the cosmos in which

they lived. If the universe was the planned and ordered construction of a benevolent Creator,
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then man could respond by producing works that were “normatively microcosmic”.”® Even if
the article was not explicitly microcosmic in form, it still contained the intellectual content —
design, function, beauty, proportionality — that was thought to be inherent in all created
things. But there were created objects that held an overt expression of microcosmic form,
most notably the sacred temples of all ancient cultures. In architecture, the representation of
the cosmos could be physically expressed in the materials, dimensions, proportionality,
harmony and ritual use of the building; in an encoded “language” that was implicitly
understood. Dante was doubtless highly sensitive to the ways in which these singular human

constructions could be formed as, and understood as, representations of the whole world.

In a Christian context, man’s understanding of the parallels between divine presence and
human existence was most powerfully manifested in the construction of the Christian temple,
for in the architectural symbolism of the Christian basilica or cathedral the designers and
builders endeavoured to construct an edifice that in all its aspects represented a kind of
paradise on earth. This symbolism is the subject of much study, but for our purposes it is
sufficient to see that in the architecture of the building a basic analogy was implied. The
temple was a man-made representation of Christ’s body on earth. The textual foundation for
this concept was found in the gospel of John, where the Apostle declares that Christ himself
compared his own body to that of a temple, to which followers were meant to orient their

lives and find meaning therein:

Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and | will raise it again
in three days.” The Jews replied, “It has take forty-six years to build
this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?” But the
temple he had spoken of was his body.”

It was natural therefore that the builders of the Christian temple found in the image of the
human form, with Christ as the supreme example of this form, a proper template on which to
design a sanctuary dedicated to the worship of God. Briefly, the correspondences between
architectural formation and human anatomy were these: the floor plan of the sanctuary was a
“recumbent man”; with the feet, by which we are carried to and enter the temple, being the
doors; the legs are the nave, and the extended arms the transepts; the heart, in which one

receives the transmission of grace, is the altar on which the Eucharist is served; and the head,

"8 Lansing and Barolini, eds., The Dante Encyclopedia, p. 614.
" John 2:19-22.
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in which is seated the intellect, is the high altar from which the liturgy is conducted.
Overlayed on these symbolic correspondences is the crucifix formation that represents the
theological doctrine of the sacrificial body of God, to which the believer is internally
“approaching” each time they enter the building. As well as this, the divine idea of creating
diversity within a harmonised unity was symbolised by the gathering of the faithful being
compared to the very stones of the building in which they gathered, for the “Church” is at
once the physical building and the promised metaphysical appearance of God each time
believers came together in worship. This step from individual worshipper to member of a
corporate, living organism was achieved through participation in the central component of
holy rites, the communal meal of the Eucharist. The worshipper could therefore see
themselves as a small but nevertheless invaluable part of a greater complex, an idea surely
appreciated most by those whose calling is was to construct the temple at its origins. That
Dante thought in such terms is borne out in a simile from Purgatorio X, where he literally

compares the bent figures in the terrace of the Proud to the corbel stones of architecture.®

At the same time, the Christian temple was also an architectural representation of the entire
physical universe as it was understood to be arranged by a divine hand. The temple’s
orientation, height, geometric pattern, proportion, permanence, devotion to the sanctity of
light, and detailed decorative splendour, were a conscious imitation of these qualities as they
were perceived in the natural world. Thus the temple is at the same time a representation of
both the microcosmic human form, and the macrocosmic universe, and in the
conceptualisation of it as either we can also see the reflection of the other.®! In all of this we
can see clear parallels to the artefact that we call the Divine Comedy. It is an obvious feature
of the work that it is highly structured. The nuances and meanings of such structure have
been the subject of much scholarship, but the central theme of this analysis is that Dante has,

following the traditional idea of the craftsman as an imitator of the Divine Maker,

% See Pur. 10:130-135.

8 John G. Demaray, Dante and the Book of the Cosmos (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1987),
p. 2: “The medieval conception of the universe as a figural model for religious buildings arose from many early
sources, among them St. Augustine’s discussion of the order of the cosmos in De ordine 2:39, and the remarks
of Macrobius in Commentarius ex Cicerone in Somnium Scipionis 1:14, on that order in which he describes the
universe as a “cosmic temple”. Medieval builders of religious edifices were also clearly inspired by passages in
the Book of Revelation 21:2-31, describing the descending heavenly city, the New Jerusalem, resplendent in
“pure gold, like to transparent glass.” Influential too were passages in Proverbs 8:27, and Ezekiel 40:3, that
were interpreted as alluding to divine architectural creation. Numerological proportions in medieval religious
edifices were developed — though the exact degree of influence has been questioned and debated — using cosmic
proportions cited in Plato’s Timaeus and supposedly advanced also by Pythagoras, and by referring to biblical
passages on the size of Solomon’s Temple.”
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endeavoured to emulate God in the construction of his great poem. It has therefore become
quite natural to see Dante’s poem as distinctly “architectonic” in character, since its possesses
those qualities — detailed structure, pattern, harmony, grandeur — traditionally associated with
monumental architecture. It has become a routine task of many commentators, it seems, to
compare the vastness and structural unity of the poem to the great monument of medieval

Christendom, the cathedral.®?

To return to the theme of literary sources, Dante would have found in the pages of scripture
some confirmation of his attempts to frame a macrocosmic-microcosmic view of man. In
terms of influence, it is St. Paul’s first epistle to the church at Corinth that is primary to
Dante’s thinking, for it addresses an important theological issue on which Dante will
concentrate in the Commedia — the resurrection of the body; and it will use the human body
as a microcosmic image. In at least one important passage of this epistle, Dante could see the
very image of both man as microcosm, and, happily, a justification for him being “read” in
this way by those who were blessed to have been granted such insights. In the twelfth
chapter of 1 Corinthians the Apostle is mindful that a new church, being comprised largely of
pagan converts, may be confronted with the question of how an offering of universal
salvation can be assimilated to the obvious fact that human society is inherently divisional
and unequal. He commences his answer by affirming that it is part of the divine will that
there should be abundant diversity within a corporate unity of believers, and that men are

given gifts according to their particular attributes:

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are
varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of
varieties, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.
To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.

8 See, for example, Eric Griffiths and Matthew Reynolds, introduction to Dante in English (London: Penguin,
2005), p. Ixi, which endeavours to argue that in its structural arrangements the Commedia has more in common
with the earthiness and solidity of Romanesque architecture than with the Gothic style to which it is usually
compared. See also the comparisons drawn between the standard iconography of medieval cathedrals and
Dante’s use of religious symbolism in the Commedia, in Demaray, Dante and the Book of the Cosmos,
particularly p. 64: “Just as Dante gave form to the iconography of the Book of the World in the Commedia by
using the popular literature of “spiritual geography” and pilgrimage, he gave form to the transcendent Book of
the Cosmos in his poem employing the popular art of cathedral architecture.” Or consider another parallel, that
made by Christopher Kleinheiz, who bypasses the standard “Gothic cathedral” comparison to state that the
Commedia has much more in common with the twelfth-century mosaic in the apse of the Church of San
Clemente in Rome, in that they share a “totalizing vision” of the universe. (Christopher Kleinheiz, “On Dante
and the Visual Arts” in Teodolinda Barolini and Wayne Storey, eds., Dante for the New Millennium (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2003), p. 275. Even a famous French author of the nineteenth century was moved to
declare that “Dante in the thirteenth century was the last Romanesque church.” (Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de
Paris, translated by John Sturrock, London: Penguin, 1974, p. 200.)
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To one is given through the manifestation of the Spirit the utterance of
wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge according to the
same Spirit...All these are activated by one and the same Spirit, who
allots to each one individually just as the Spirit chooses.

Dante would have read in these lines a confirmation of his own project, in that it appears to
fall to particular members of human society the special task of “utterance of wisdom”, which
would naturally be understood as the interpretation and transmission of the embedded
meanings within given texts. Since no text held greater wisdom than that which God himself
was said to have composed, the full extrapolation of this particular passage involved a kind of
reflexive reading. It is a microcosmic example, for those who held an ability to interpret
beyond the basic textual meaning, of the reading of all scripture. Notably, Paul reinforces his
new metaphysical concept by use of an extended analogy that involves the features of the
human body. The mystical “body” of this new spiritual entity, the Christian church, is

compared to the construction of the physical human body:

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.
For in the one Spirit we were all baptised into one body...Indeed, the
body does not consist of one member but of many...But as it is, God
arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If
all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are
many members, yet one body.®*

Hence the very beginnings of the new faith were implanted with the idea that the human
body, having been granted renewed status as an object of highest regard by the incarnation of
God into a human form, was an appropriate metaphor for the communication of spiritual
ideas. Paul would have his audience look no further than their own selves for an illustration
of the arrangement of the new unseen, unified but essentially diverse sacred “body” of which
they had become part. Yet he goes on to emphasise that the arrangement of the members of
the “body of Christ”, as part of a metaphysical entity, has an earthly dimension that is no less
relational but is, however, hierarchical: “And God has appointed in the church first apostles,
second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts of healing...”®> The
favouring of one office of the church over another is not, therefore, a human construction, but

part of the divine ordinance. The church as a human institution is no less subject to the

81 Cor. 12:4-11.
81 Cor. 12:12-20.
81 Cor. 12:28.
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divine will than the rest of creation, including the body of man, which has greater and lesser

members, but all of which perform some necessary function.

Dante would also have been mindful of the way in which Paul seals his metaphor of the
“body” of the metaphysical church of believers by referring to Christ as the “head”, meaning

both the source of, and authority over, such a body. Ephesians 4:15-16 —

Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into
him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body,
joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and
builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.

This idea adds a specifically Christian overlay to a basic analogy, present in texts since at
least the Platonic era, that the head is the “sovereign” over the upright human form, a notion

Paul later supports at Colossians 1:18 —

And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and
the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might
have the supremacy.

By this a mode of personal conversion is presented as a metaphor of a journey from lower to
highest, whereby the apparently necessary but “base” functions of the body must be
controlled and disciplined in order that one may overcome their ability to waylay the believer

from their true nature — to be imitative of and in communion with their leader and “head”.

Dante would likewise have been encouraged by the way in which the great Church father,
Augustine, a scholar of high seriousness to whom Dante demonstrates significant
indebtedness and to whom he makes several direct allusions, would deem it appropriate to
call on allegorical figures as the situation may have demanded. That Augustine might be a
literary model for Dante could stand on the Confessions alone, as the prototype of conversion
narrative: a lost man is rescued by Divine favour in a transformative experience then reports
back, from the perspective of his new state as witness to the goodness of his redeemer. This
also adequately describes the moral journey of the Commedia, yet one commentator has gone
so far as to argue that the very structure of the Commedia is based primarily on Augustine’s
three-fold compartmentalisation of human vision into corporalis, spiritualis and intellectualis

— or literal sight, imagination and intellection — as set out in the final section of his De Genesi
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ad litteram.%® For the purposes of this survey, | want to briefly draw attention to two
instances in Augustine’s work that fall within the terms of our enquiry. In Book VII of the
De civitate Dei, the City of God, Augustine presents an argument in opposition to that of the
Roman polymath, Varro, that the earth itself is a deity that has a “world-soul”. Even though
Augustine is against the account of Varro, the airing of the idea in Augustine’s text provides
us with another example of the ways in which the human complex can be considered
tripartitely, and how the parts of the human body can be analogously and
anthropomorphously compared with the structure of the natural world around it.?” Also
fruitful is Augustine’s extended allegory that fills Book XIII of the Confessions, in which he
conducts an inventive reading of the first four chapter of Genesis. Such motifs as comparing
the sky to a great book, the multitudinous and restless sea to the mass of sinful humanity, and
the steady dry land of the earth to redeemed humanity bearing spiritual fruit, are all figures

from which Dante drew significant inspiration.

These sources comprise part of a long tradition within Christian texts that seek to place man,
divisible according to spiritual principles, as the centrepiece of creation and a representational
figure that contains all the elements and structure of the universe. It is a key argument of this
thesis that the Commedia represents a summation of this tradition, yet it is worth considering
how Dante’s minor works have also played a role in the development of his thought; for it
can be seen that far from being a single leap, the construction of macrocosmic—microcosmic

imagery in the Commedia has been foreshadowed in Dante’s earlier writings.

8 Francis X. Newman, “St. Augustine's Three Visions and the Structure of the Commedia” in Dante, ed. Harold
Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1986), pp. 65-81. This idea will receive more detailed treatment in Chapter
Four.

8 Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. Henry Scowcroft Bettenson
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), VII, 23, p. 281: “Varro himself, in the same treatise on the ‘select’ gods,
asserts that there are three degrees of soul in the whole universe of nature. The first is that which penetrates all
living parts of a body; this does not confer sensibility but simply supplies the condition requisite for life; and
this power, says Varro, is diffused in our bones, our nails, and our hair, in the same way that in the world in
general the trees are nourished and grow, and are, in a certain sense, alive, though without having sensibility.
The second degree of soul brings with it sensibility; this power extends to our eyes, our ears, our nostrils, our
touch. The third and highest degree of soul is also called mind, and in this intelligence holds pre-eminent place;
and intelligence is a faculty denied to all mortal beings except man. It is this part of the World-Soul which,
according to Varro, is God; in man he calls it the genius. The stones and the earth which we see in the world,
which are not permeated by sensibility, are as it were the bones and nails of God, while the sun, the moon, and
the stars which we perceive by our senses and which are his means of sensibility, these represent God’s senses;
the ether is his mind, and its powers extend to the stars to make them deities; and the goddess Tellus (Earth) is
constituted by that influence which penetrates to the earth through the mediation of the stars; and that which
reaches to the sea and the ocean forms the god Neptune.’

® See Augustine, Confessions, X111.15-17, pp. 321-324.
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The first of Dante’s four Rime Petrose (Stony Rhymes), the 1o son venuto (“I have come”) is
a major milestone in the development of this theme, for it is here that he explicitly uses some
of the key motifs that find their full expression in the Commedia, and it is “the first of
Dante’s poems to include an astronomical description; it is also the first in which he adopts

"8 The lo son venuto is a

the analogy with the human body as a principle of structure.
bittersweet meditation on the author’s experience of being shunned by a mysterious and
nameless young woman. But the significance of the work lies in its elaborate structure, for
the poem contains a series of interconnected themes: the astronomical references within the
work that hint at the spiritual significance of Dante’s own birth; the relationship between the
cosmos and the human body; the similarities between the course of the poem and the cyclical
course of the sun; and the way in which the poem makes its own journey, in an opposite
direction to that of the Commedia, from the highest to the lowest points. As has been
demonstrated, the five-stanza lo son venuto imitates a descending spiral.*® Each of the five
verses describes the effects of winter upon the various levels or layers of creation — the
heavens, the atmosphere, creatures of the air, plants, and the earth. In parallel, the poem
makes subtle but distinct references to the human body in a descending path — head, breath,
heart, belly, genitals. In addition, each stanza appears to imitate the daily course of the sun,
containing a distinct three-fold set of connected references to rising, stillness, and descent,
which are comparable to the movement of sol. Combined, these two motions can be read as
imitating the descending, spiralling course of the sun as it makes its way towards the winter

solstice, bringing the coldness and hardness that are the poem’s dominant themes.

In Dante’s only overtly and exclusively political work, the De Monarchia, he employs only
one instance of microcosmic analogy, yet it stands out as being typical of his use of
established sources and is appropriately situated at the commencement of his argument, as if
to lay down a pictorial framework upon which the subsequent discussion could be arranged.
The opening sequences of De Monarchia set out for us the key questions to be addressed in
the work, and yet again this takes a trinal form: whether the existence of the “temporal
monarchy” (that is, the Holy Roman Empire) is necessary for the wellbeing of the world,;
whether it was by right that the Roman people took upon itself the office of the Monarch; and
whether the Monarch’s authority is derived directly from God.** The comprehensive

® Durling and Martinez, Time and the Crystal: Studies in Dante's Rime Petrose, p. 97.
% |bid., pp. 71-108.
°! De Monarchia, 1.2.
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answering of these three questions (all, as it happens, in the affirmative), will form the body
of his treatise. Yet as a preliminary move Dante asks us to consider that all such arguments
can only properly proceed from the firm establishment of a prior and irrefutable principle.
This principle, it turns out, is that the proper task of man is to fulfil the capacity of his
intellect, in all its manifold respects. Yet this cannot occur arbitrarily, for the proper
environment that man requires to complete this task of fulfilment is that of a peaceful and
ordered civil society — “Hence it is clear that universal peace is the most excellent means of
securing our happiness.”* Having set down this preliminary ground as virtually axiomatic,

Dante can proceed with the main thrusts of his argument.

Therefore let us see what is the ultimate end of human society as a
whole; once that is grasped our task is more than half accomplished, as
the Philosopher says in the Nicomachean Ethics. In order to clarify the
issue it may be noted that nature forms the thumb for one end and the
whole hand for another, and the arm for yet another, whilst each of
these ends is different from that to which the whole man is destined.
Similarly the end towards which the individual’s life is directed is
different from that of the family community; the village has one end,
the city another and the kingdom yet another; and last of all there is the
end that the eternal God has established for the whole human race by
means of nature, which is the mode of his art. It is this last-mentioned
end that we are looking for and that will be the guiding principle in our
inquiry.*®

It seems likely that Dante has drawn upon the imagery previously used in the writings of St.
Paul and John of Salisbury.®* Different components of the human body are designed for
varying purposes and have differing abilities and strengths, while none are either

indispensable or completely dominant over the other. Again, Dante enjoys employing a

% De Monarchia, 1.4.

% De Monarchia, 1.3.

% See John of Salisbury, Policraticus: Of the Frivolities of Courtiers and the Footprints of Philosophers, trans.
Cary J. Nederman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), V.2, p. 67: “The position of the head in the
republic is occupied, however, by a prince subject only to God and to those who act in His place on earth, in as
much as in the human body the head is stimulated and ruled by the soul. The place of the heart is occupied by
the senate, from which proceeds the beginning of good and bad works. The duties of the ears, eyes, and mouth
are claimed by the judges and governors of provinces. The hands coincide with officials and soldiers. Those
who always assist the prince are comparable to the flanks. Treasurers and record keepers (I speak not of those
who supervise prisoners, but of the counts of the Exchequer) resemble the shape of the stomach and intestines;
these, if they accumulate with great avidity and tenaciously preserve their accumulation, engender innumerable
and incurable diseases so that their infection threatens to ruin the whole body. Furthermore, the feet coincide
with peasants perpetually bound to the soil, for whom it is all the more necessary that the head take precautions,
in that they more often meet with accidents while they walk on the earth in bodily subservience; and those who
erect, sustain and move forward the mass of the whole body are justly owed shelter and support. Remove from
the fittest body the aid of the feet; it does not proceed under its own power, but either crawls shamefully,
uselessly and offensively on its hands or else is moved with the assistance of brute animals.”
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three-fold analogy, comparing how the human thumb, hand and arm, while appearing to be
part of the same organic structure, can fulfil both separate and individual functions while also
contributing to the operation of the “whole”, that is, the entire human frame. Yet he goes on
to build a larger comparison that places an individual man as the centrepiece. Just as the
components of an arm, he says, can be part of a grander function, so too can the life,
politically speaking, of any one individual. Like the nested spheres of his Paradiso, Dante
frames an image of ever-widening spheres of influence and concern, from individual to
family, and then outwards to village, city, kingdom, and finally the entire human race before
an all-enveloping God. In this image Dante expects us to understand that political concerns
are inseparable from spiritual ones by claiming that both are centred on the human form.
The inference is clear: just as individual parts of the body have a unique and indispensable
part to play in the function of the “whole man”, so too the individual in a human society is
part of something beyond himself: thumb is to hand is to arm, just as man is to family is to

community.

This initial experiment in body analogy is a precursor to Dante’s passionate treatment of
justice in cantos XVI1II — XX of the Paradiso. Here, he presents his full argument for the way
in which political justice must fulfil not just the operations of civil law, but the deeper
spiritual needs of man. Justice, says Dante, is not merely an intellectual abstraction but a
practice, a way of living that enables all people to live freely and rightly in pursuing the
excellence of which they are capable. In expression of this ideal, Dante builds a stunning
symbolic set-piece in the concluding lines of Paradiso XVIII — thousands of brilliant lights,
which turn out to be the fiery forms of the just souls, leap upwards, and, each finding their
divinely-ordained place in the arrangement, configure themselves to form the head and neck
of an enormous emblematic Eagle, the very symbol of Imperial Justice.*> Many thousands of

individual members contribute to the construction of the organic, unified entity.

There is yet another element of this chapter of the De Monarchia that falls within the sphere
of this enquiry. Shortly after the analogy of the body already considered, Dante goes on to
re-state two of our key themes — that the human form is essentially triadic in its construction,
and that as an analogous extension of this construction as it applies to the cosmos, man is

placed in an intermediary position within the arrangement of creation:

% gSee Par. 18: 100-111.
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And so the specific capacity of man does not consist simply in being,
since the very elements also share in being: nor does it consist in
compound being, for this is also found in the minerals; nor is animate
being, which the plants also enjoy; nor in the capacity to apprehend
things, for this is shared by brute animals, but it consists in the
capacity to apprehend by means of the possible intellect, and it is this
that sets man apart from inferior and from superior beings. For
although there are other beings endowed with intellect, their intellect
IS not possible like that of man, since such beings are completely
intellectual; in them intellect and being coincide, and their very raison
d’etre is to perform intellectual operations without pause, otherwise
they would not be eternal.®

The “other beings” are of course the angelic hierarchies, who have the ability, indeed the
function, as Dante points out, to fully and instantly comprehend all things with pure
intellection. Man has only possible intellect, (and likewise only man has possible intellect),
because whereas human beings have been granted the potentiality to comprehend with pure
intellection in this life, any one individual person may not in fact achieve the fulfilment of
such potential. In as much as this capacity is always within us, however, we have a status
that in some way approximates to that of the angels, and it is the cultivation of this
component of our being that forms the heart of philosophy and spiritual contemplation.
Alternatively, the earthiness of man’s construction, in that he is partly comprised of gross
matter, means that he is forever hindered by the demands of such construction. Dante again
alludes to the standard topos of the three-fold arrangement of the human form: an animate
being that, like plants, maintains existence at a purely vegetative level; a sensate being that
can operate at a moderate level of apprehension; and an intellectual being that can
approximate to the function of the angels. This tripartite division will come to form the
essential superstructure of the analogy of the human form that underpins the narrative of the

Commedia.

In the Convivio, we also find an outstanding set-piece that is explicitly microcosmic in its
construction. In his explication of the work’s second canzone, Dante professes to uncover the
meaning of the opening line “Ye who the third Heaven move, intent of thought...”®" This, he
says, is meant to be understood as part of an allegorical schema that directly equates the

arrangement and nature of all the various spheres of the cosmos with the established human

% De Monarchia, 1.3.
% Convivio, 2.1.
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sciences. That is, the workings of the heavens are a cosmic representation of the workings of
the human mind, contained, of course, within the spherical entity of the head. Dante

introduces his analogy in this way:

In order to see what is meant by the ‘third Heaven’, one has in the
first place to perceive what | desire to express by this word Heaven
alone: and then one will see how and why this third heaven was
needful to us. | say that by Heaven I mean Science, and by the
Heavens ‘the Sciences’, from three resemblances in which they must
appear; as will be seen by discussing that word third.®

Yet ag