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INTRODUCTION:

Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) was

an Italian poet who represented

the transition in literature from

the Middle Ages to the 

Renaissance.

He is best remembered for his 

narrative poem the Divine 

Comedy.



INTRODUCTION:

Of the three parts to the Divine 

Comedy, the most famous is

Dante’s trip through Hell. This 

part is called the Inferno.

Dante’s Divine Comedy (widely 

considered the greatest literary 

work in the Italian language) is

an imaginary journey through

Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven.



INTRODUCTION:

What are our modern-day 

interpretations and beliefs of 

Heaven and Hell? How/why do 

you end up in either place?



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante was born in Florence, 

Italy in 1265 into a family of 

lower nobility. His mother died

during his childhood, and his 

father died when Dante was 18.

Not much is known about 

Dante’s education. He most 

likely studied at home or at a 

church/monastery school.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante was heavily involved in

the political landscape of 

Florence. Records show 

he was elected and served 

as one of six judges in the city.

At the time, Italy was 

struggling. The country hadn’t 

been united since the fall of the 

Roman Empire (in 476 AD).



DANTE’S LIFE:

Italy instead had fractured into

a series of city-states and 

provinces.

Within many Italian cities 

(especially Florence), there was 

a question concerning the role 

of the Catholic Church’s leader, 

the Pope (stationed out of 

Rome).



DANTE’S LIFE:

This was known as the Guelph–

Ghibelline conflict.

The Guelphs supported

the Pope, while the Ghibellines 

sided with the Holy Roman 

Emperor.

In 1289, these disputes spilled

over into the Battle of 

Campaldino in Tuscany.

GhibellineGuelph



DANTE’S LIFE:

At age 24, Dante fought for the 

Guelphs in what was a massive 

battle (roughly 12,000 fought 

on both sides).

In the end, it was a decisive 

victory for the Guelphs (who 

killed 1,700 Ghibellines and 

captured another 2,000) while 

only losing 300 themselves.

Guelph Ghibelline



DANTE’S LIFE:



DANTE’S LIFE:

Naturally, after defeating the 

Ghibellines, infighting among

the Guelphs soon split it into 

two political parties: the White 

Guelphs (supported by Dante) 

and the Black Guelphs.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Ideological differences based 

on views of the Pope’s role in 

the affairs of Florence resulted 

in the Black Guelphs backing

the Pope while the White

Guelphs desired more freedom 

from Rome.

The Black Guelphs took power 

of Florence in 1302…



DANTE’S LIFE:

…and quickly banned everyone 

associated with the White

Guelphs.

Dante was fined heavily and 

banished from his home city 

and told he would be executed 

if he ever returned. (He never 

did return.)



DANTE’S LIFE:

Instead, Dante spent his exile 

wandering the Italian 

countryside and taking up 

residence in various cites… 

while writing poetry.

In 1308, Dante began writing

the Divine Comedy. He finished 

it in 1320… a year before his 

death from malaria.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante’s Divine Comedy, in 

which he traverses through 

Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven, is 

as much an attempt to make 

sense of his estrangement from 

home (and his anger over the 

situation) as it is a spiritual 

journey to understand God.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante originally named the 

poem La Commedia (The

Comedy) because it ends

happily, in Heaven, with a 

vision of God. 

The adjective divina (divine) 

was added to the title in a 1555 

edition, renaming the 

work the Divine Comedy.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante wrote it in Italian (rather 

than Latin). In this way, he 

hoped that the common person 

could read it.

The Divine Comedy is written 

in terza rima (third rhyme), a 

three-line stanza rhyming 

pattern (aba, bcb, cdc) that 

Dante, essentially, invented.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante wanted people to 

interpret the Divine Comedy

with the same rigor as they 

approached the Bible. If he had 

written it in Latin, then only 

“scholars” would be able to 

read it – and he wanted his 

story to be available to 

everyone… to reach the 

masses.



DANTE’S LIFE:

The Divine Comedy contains 

100 cantos (chapters), with 34 

cantos in the Inferno, 33 in 

Purgatorio, and 33 in Paradiso. 

The Inferno has an extra canto 

that serves as an introduction 

to the entire poem.



DANTE’S LIFE:

A dead Roman poet named 

Virgil (70-19 BC) serves as 

Dante’s guide through Hell and 

Purgatory.

Considered the greatest poet of 

Ancient Rome, Virgil wrote the 

mythological tale Aeneid.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Modeled after Homer’s Iliad and 

Odyssey (the two major epics 

of Greek antiquity), 

Virgil’s Aeneid describes the 

seven-year wanderings of the 

hero Aeneas from the

fall of Troy to his military 

victory in Italy.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante saw Virgil as a “symbol 

of reason”. Virgil also 

happened to be one of Dante’s 

favorite poets. (In a way, this 

would be like picking your 

favorite athlete, musician, or 

actor to be your guide in a 

fictitious story about a journey 

you were undertaking.)



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante and Virgil travel through 

Hell and meet mythological, 

historical, and contemporary 

people. Each character is 

symbolic of a particular fault

and their punishment 

corresponds with their actions 

on Earth. (Trust me… Dante 

gets real creative here.) 



DANTE’S LIFE:

Of course, the real objective of 

Dante’s trip is to get to 

Paradise (Heaven) where his 

real-life love-interest awaits.

And what woman has Dante so 

enamored that he’s willing to 

go through actual Hell in order 

to see her?



DANTE’S LIFE:

Her name… Beatrice.

Scholars now believe that the 

“Beatrice” from the Divine 

Comedy was a real woman 

named Bice di Folco Portinari, 

or simply Beatrice Portinari 

(1266-1290).



DANTE’S LIFE:

Beatrice was the daughter of a 

banker, and her family lived in 

Florence, near Dante’s house. 

Beatrice was married to 

Simone de Bardi, one of the 

most influential men in the city. 

Sadly, she died just three years 

after the marriage in 1290 at the 

age of 24.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Beatrice was Dante’s true love. 

In his work La Vita Nuova

(Italian for “The New Life”) 

written around 1293, Dante 

confesses his feelings for 

Beatrice, who is the ideal 

woman and the “instrument of 

Divine Will”.



DANTE’S LIFE:

In La Vita Nuova, Dante reveals 

that he saw Beatrice for the 

first time when his father took 

him to their Portinari house for 

a party. They were children. 

Dante was nine years old, and 

she was eight.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Dante was instantly smitten 

and never forgot her after 

this first meeting even though 

he married another woman

(Gemma Donati) in 1285, with 

whom he had three sons and 

one daughter.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Was it truly love at first site? 

Nine years after their first 

encounter, Dante saw Beatrice 

again when he was 18. She was 

walking along a road in 

Florence dressed in white and 

accompanied by two older 

women. She turned and 

greeted him. Dante ran away

without saying a word.



DANTE’S LIFE:



DANTE’S LIFE:

They would cross paths only 

two other times, once at church 

and another at a wedding feast 

in Tuscany. Beatrice’s death in 

1290 absolutely devastated 

Dante.

In the Divine Comedy, Beatrice 

is Dante’s guide through 

Heaven.



DANTE’S LIFE:

When he sees Beatrice as he 

leaves Purgatory, Dante is 

dazzled by her presence until 

she ascends to her place in 

Heaven, the point closest to 

God that Dante is allowed to 

reach. Thus, their last meeting 

is at the end of their journey 

into the afterlife.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Well, that and Beatrice was “the 

one that got away”.

Dante’s voyage can also be 

understood as an allegory of

the purification of one’s soul

(the old adage of “you have to 

go through Hell before you can 

get to Heaven”) and of the 

achievement of inner peace.



DANTE’S LIFE:

Side note… throughout his life, 

Dante never mentioned his 

actual wife Gemma Donati. It 

was written (by others) that his 

relationship with Gemma only 

brought him “trouble and pain”. 

When Dante was exiled from 

Florence, his wife and four 

children did not join him.



DANTE’S LIFE:

It is presumed that Gemma

never saw Dante again. She 

eventually entered a convent

and died sometime after 1333.



10 REASONS TO READ:

There are 10 reasons why this 

great work of literature still

needs to be read today.

They are…



10 REASONS TO READ:

1. The Divine Comedy is a 

gripping and fascinating 

journey through the afterlife

unequaled in literature.

Many scholars believe that 

the Divine Comedy is the greatest 

single work of poetry ever written. 

In the words of T.S Elliot: “Dante 

and Shakespeare divide the world 

between them – there is no third.”



10 REASONS TO READ:

2. The story is as exciting and 

fresh today as it was in the

14th Century.

Monsters, adventure, politics, 

sex, love, relationships, good 

and evil… this story has it all.



10 REASONS TO READ:

3. It can be enjoyed and 

appreciated on many levels.

Besides being the ultimate 

adventure, The Divine 

Comedy is loaded with history, 

intrigue, allegory, religion, and 

even comedy.



10 REASONS TO READ:

4. This is a work that can’t be 

read just once.

Like all great literature, this work 

demands multiple readings. It 

speaks to us wherever we are in 

life’s journey, and it grows as we 

grow.



10 REASONS TO READ:

5. It covers the whole range of 

emotions.

Frustration, confusion, terror, 

rage, compassion, and love. 

And that’s just in the first

part… Hell!



10 REASONS TO READ:

6. It’s an education in theology, 

philosophy, and history.

You get a glimpse into Dante’s 

lifetime and get to know the 

philosophers, artists, poets, 

and political/religious leaders 

that lived in those days.



10 REASONS TO READ:

7. The inhabitants of Hell 

remind us of some people we 

know.

Sometimes this story hits 

waaaay too close to home…



10 REASONS TO READ:

8. Souls don’t always end up 

where you think.

Popes in Hell…

Killers in Heaven…

It’s all about redemption and 

mercy!



10 REASONS TO READ:

9. Everyone loves a story about 

a journey.

Earth, Hell, Purgatory, Heaven. 

The greatest journey.



10 REASONS TO READ:

10. Dante lives “happily ever 

after”.

After a rough start, Dante ends 

up in Heaven. This is ultimately 

a story of hope.



Let’s 
begin…





FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 2 (MW 2.02)

1
1. What are the three parts 

that make up Dante’s Divine 

Comedy?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 2 (MW 2.02)

2
2. Explain the Guelphs-

Ghibellines conflict by 

explaining who both sides 

supported. Which side did Dante 

support?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 2 (MW 2.02)

3
3. Why did Dante write the 

Divine Comedy in Italian and 

not Latin?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 2 (MW 2.02)

4
4. Who is Dante’s guide through 

Hell and Purgatory? Why did 

Dante “pick” him? 



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 2 (MW 2.02)

5
5. Who is Dante trying to get 

to in Heaven? Why was she so 

important to him? 


