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Using this 

diagram of the 

Divine Comedy, 

we can see how 

the Poets moved 

from Hell to 

Purgatory.



The idea of Purgatory in 

Christianity has a particularly 

interesting history.

PURGATORY:

In fact, no where in the Bible 

does it state outright that 

Purgatory exists. Because of 

this, Purgatory has been a 

particularly flexible idea.



But since the time of the early 

Church, the faithful had prayed 

for the souls of the dead, and it 

was a believed that such 

prayers had an effect.

PURGATORY:

For those prayers to work, the 

souls of the dead needed to be 

in a temporary condition rather 

than a permanent one.



It was only in the early 13th

Century that the idea of 

Purgatory actually became fully 

institutionalized. In 1215, the 

Church began to set out the 

actual length of time in 

Purgatory that was required of 

souls. This was a useful 

development for the Church.

PURGATORY:



If the idea of Purgatory was 

more firmly in the minds of the 

faithful, and if the faithful 

believed that they could reduce

the amount of time that their 

friends and relatives actually 

spent in Purgatory (by paying

the Church to hold masses on 

their behalf), then the Church 

became much stronger.

PURGATORY:



Little was said about exactly 

what happened in Purgatory. It 

was clear that some sort of

suffering occurred. Many 

priests suggested that 

Purgatory was there for those

who had been removed from a 

state of sin, but still owed a 

debt to God for that sin.

PURGATORY:



One important part of the view 

of Purgatory in Dante’s day was 

that, after death, it was no 

longer possible to have 

freedom of choice.

PURGATORY:

This meant that the souls in 

Purgatory were not expected to 

become morally better: it was 

too late for that.



Punishment was rather an act 

of restoration. And because the 

souls were no longer in a state 

of sin, but had been saved, 

they had no need to pray.

PURGATORY:

It was, however, important for 

those remaining on earth to 

pray for those who were in 

Purgatory.



Some believed that Purgatory’s 

location was closer to Hell than

it was to Heaven. Still others 

thought that purgation took 

place in the location where the 

sin being punished had actually 

happened; another widespread 

view in Italy was that Purgatory 

was Mount Etna, in Sicily.

PURGATORY:



When Dante was writing the 

Divine Comedy, it was clear 

that there was some sort of 

punishment in Purgatory and 

that the souls had been saved 

from eternal damnation.

PURGATORY:

After their punishment in 

Purgatory had been completed, 

they would be able to enter 

Paradise.



Once Dante and Virgil make it 

through Hell, they are faced 

with the Mountain of Purgatory.

PURGATORY:

The mountain is on an island

and is made from a rock

displaced during Satan’s fall 

from Paradise.



Dante’s version of Purgatory is 

extraordinarily detailed and 

strikingly original. His 

Purgatory is divided up into 

seven terraces, each one 

corresponding to one of the

seven deadly sins. Dante put 

them in this order: Pride, Envy, 

Wrath, Sloth, Avarice and 

Prodigality, Gluttony and Lust.

PURGATORY:



On each terrace, there is a 

slightly different form of 

suffering: the envious, for 

instance, have their eyes sewn 

up; the proud are weighed 

down by stones. The range of 

forms of suffering is therefore 

considerably greater.

PURGATORY:



Purgatory differs from Hell as 

the sins are more 

psychological than physical, 

rooted in the motive rather than

the action.

PURGATORY:



But perhaps the most original 

aspect of Dante’s version of 

Purgatory is that the souls in 

Purgatory are in the process of 

moral change. They suffer, but 

not simply in order to repay a 

debt. They are suffering in 

order to become good.

PURGATORY:



The consequence of this is that 

souls in Purgatory are willing to 

undergo the suffering, they 

understand the reasons for it, 

and they are acquiring the new 

habits of thought which will 

enable them to go to Heaven.

PURGATORY:



For Dante, Purgatory is not 

only a place where you pay the 

debts you incurred when you 

sinned: it is in fact the place 

where you reflect on those 

sins, and where you change the 

psychological tendencies 

which led you to sin. This leads 

to extraordinary richness in the 

depiction of character.

PURGATORY:



Whereas, in the Inferno, the 

sinners met by Dante tended to 

be fixed in the habits of thought

which led them to sin, 

in Purgatorio Dante faces the 

challenge of depicting souls

who are in a process of 

change.

PURGATORY:



It is also a place of prayer. 

Throughout Purgatory, hymns 

and psalms are sung, and

prayers are said. This element 

in Dante’s Purgatory (radically 

new in depictions of Purgatory) 

is in keeping with his imagining 

the general tendency of the 

souls of Purgatory to reflect on 

their failings.

PURGATORY:



The geographical location is 

also hugely inventive. For 

Dante, the Garden of Eden is

placed at the top of Purgatory. 

Dante imagines that Eden is at

the opposite side of the world 

from Jerusalem.

PURGATORY:



Dante did this to show that the 

place where mankind incurred 

guilt from original sin lies on

the same axis as the place 

where salvation from original 

sin was won by Christ in the 

Crucifixion.

PURGATORY:



Original sin and salvation are 

therefore strongly linked. This 

means that the journey forward

in time, in Dante’s Purgatory, is 

also a journey back towards 

mankind’s condition in the 

Garden of Eden, to a time 

before original sin.

PURGATORY:



Earlier versions of Purgatory

had devils inflicting torments

on the souls suffering there. 

But Dante’s Purgatory was a 

place of moral change (as well 

as suffering). In keeping with 

this, his Purgatory had angels 

in the place of devils.

PURGATORY:



This serves to confirm the idea 

that his Purgatory is not simply 

a temporary version of Hell (as 

Dante’s predecessors and 

contemporaries tended to 

imagine), but is in fact the route 

to Heaven.

PURGATORY:



Finally, Dante invented an 

entirely new region of 

Purgatory. As you will 

remember, Hell had a region 

which was made up by Dante –

where the Indifferent were 

punished.

PURGATORY:



Similarly, Dante had an area 

outside of Purgatory-proper, 

where those who have been 

negligent in some way or 

another have to serve a certain 

amount of time before entering 

Purgatory-proper. This area is 

known as Ante-Purgatory (or 

“Before” Purgatory).

PURGATORY:



In one of the most memorable 

scenes of the Divine Comedy, 

Beatrice appears to Dante in

the Garden of Eden (Terrestrial 

Paradise) at the very top of the 

Mountain of Purgatory.

PURGATORY:



PURGATORY:

She is dressed in white, green, 

and red, the colors of the three 

theological virtues

representing faith, hope, and 

charity respectively, and is 

seated on a Griffin-driven 

chariot.



PURGATORY:

The Griffin has the wings and 

head of an eagle and the body 

of a lion, and in Dante’s world, 

represents Christ.

In the final cantos of 

Purgatorio, Virgil disappears

and Beatrice becomes Dante’s 

guide, leading him into 

Paradise.



Using this 

diagram of the 

Divine Comedy, 

we can see where 

Paradise is 

located.



HEAVEN:

Paradise, according to Dante 

(and as explained/shown to him 

by his guide Beatrice), is the 

heavenly abode of God, the 

angels, and the blessed. As 

presented in Paradiso, Dante’s 

idea of Heaven is tied to his 

understanding of the cosmos.



HEAVEN:



HEAVEN:

Dante puts Earth at the center

of the cosmos and has 10 

heavens around it. The 

terrestrial globe, for Dante, is 

constituted by earth and water, 

and is surrounded by a sphere 

of air, which in turn is 

surrounded by a sphere of fire.



HEAVEN:

Above this sphere of fire are 

the 10 heavens: the Heavens of 

the Moon, of Mercury, of Venus, 

of the Sun, of Mars, of Jupiter, 

of Saturn, of the Fixed Stars, 

the Primum Mobile, and of the 

Empyrean.



HEAVEN:

For instance, Mercury (which is 

the “Second Sphere of 

Heaven”) is home to souls of 

those who were just and 

righteous during their lives but

had primarily been driven by 

ambition. Dante speaks to the 

Byzantine Emperor Justinian, 

who tells him the history of the 

Roman Empire.



HEAVEN:

Mars (which is the “Fifth 

Sphere of Heaven”) is home to 

holy warriors. The souls here 

form the shape of a cross. 

Dante is approached by the 

soul of his great-great-

grandfather Cacciaguida, who 

was killed during the Second 

Crusade.   



HEAVEN:

The idea adopted by Dante of a 

cosmos with Earth at its center 

surrounded by the heavens is 

generally referred to as the 

Ptolemaic understanding of the 

universe (after Ptolemy, a 

mathematician and astronomer 

of the 2nd Century AD).



HEAVEN:

This was broadly shared by all 

Medieval thinkers, though 

different thinkers have different 

opinions regarding the exact 

relationship between God, the 

different heavens, and Earth.



HEAVEN:

Together, Earth and the 

spheres of air and fire make up

the “sub-lunar world”. This is 

the only part of the cosmos

which is subject to change, as 

the four elements (earth, water, 

air, fire) can morph into or mix 

with each other.



HEAVEN:

The celestial world, on the 

other hand, is not subject to 

change, because it is made of a 

fifth element (ether). Ether 

cannot morph or mix with any 

other element.



HEAVEN:

The whole cosmos, according 

to Dante, ultimately depends on 

God who exists beyond space 

and time in the Empyrean.

The Empyrean is an immaterial 

heaven, made up only of the 

love and metaphysical light

(which is God).



HEAVEN:

In the Empyrean, Dante sees

three different-colored circles. 

As a mortal, Dante is unable to 

comprehend God’s image.

The three circles represent the 

Holy Trinity of the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Ghost.) 



HEAVEN:

Dante “sees” God and in a 

flash receives true 

understanding that he cannot 

express. Christ’s divinity and 

humanities mysteries are 

unraveled and Dante’s soul 

becomes aligned with God’s 

love.



HEAVEN:



HEAVEN:

It is in the Empyrean that the 

angels and the blessed also 

dwell. In his journey, Dante

meets different groups of souls

in the different heavens. 

Dante’s understanding of the 

Empyrean is one of the most 

important parts of his idea of 

paradise.



HEAVEN:

Dante’s Divine Comedy ends 

back on Earth. He has made a 

full circle and will go back out 

into this world, changed by 

what he has experienced, and 

try to lead others to the same 

unity with God.





FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 8 (MW 2.08)

1
1. Why did the early Church try 

to promote the idea of 

Purgatory?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 8 (MW 2.08)

2
2. How does Dante set up his 

version of Purgatory?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 8 (MW 2.08)

3
3. Who is Dante’s guide through 

Purgatory? Who is his guide 

through Paradise?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 8 (MW 2.08)

4
4. How does Dante set up his 

version of Paradise (Heaven)?



FAST 5: UNIT 2, LESSON 8 (MW 2.08)

5
5. How does Dante’s Divine 

Comedy end? 


