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Canto I

This canto, the prologue to Dante’s journey through the Inferno, acts also as an introduction 
to The Divine Comedy as a whole. 

At the age of  thirty-five Dante realizes he is lost in a dark, terrifying wood. He takes 
heart when he sees in front of  him a hilltop shining in sunlight. But, as he starts to climb 
the hill, he is f rightened by a leopard which obstructs him in a threatening manner, and 
then by an angry lion, and finally by a she-wolf  – the most alarming animal of  the three. So 
Dante is driven back into the darkness which – as we soon come to realize about everything 
in this poem – is both real and allegorical. (There are, throughout this poem, many kinds 
of  allegory. for instance, the leopard, the lion and the she-wolf  – emblems rather than 
symbols, and therefore in need of  interpretation – are of  a different order from the dark 
wood, whose import is obvious.)

A human figure approaches, and Dante, uncertain whether it is a living being or a 
ghost, implores its help. The figure explains that he is the shade of  Virgil. This is the poet 
whom Dante, as he is quick to declare, admires more than any other. Virgil encourages 
Dante, and explains that he must travel by a different road if  he is to find a way out of  
his difficulties.

After making an obscure prophecy about the coming of  a hound which will kill the she-
wolf  and also be the saviour of  Italy, Virgil says that he will guide Dante through the realms 
of  the Inferno, inhabited by the souls of  the damned, who are beyond all hope; and also 
through Purgatory, where the souls of  those now doing penance for their sins are residing, 
glad to suffer because they have the certain hope of  going ultimately to Paradise. Virgil, 
because he was a pagan who lived and died before Christ and so could not believe in Him, 
cannot accompany Dante into Paradise. But he says there is another guide who will take 
Dante there. Dante accepts Virgil’s guidance, and they set off.

0

Halfway along our journey to life’s end 
I found myself  astray in a dark wood, 
Since the right way was nowhere to be found.

How hard a thing it is to express the horror 
Of  that wild wood, so difficult, so dense! 
Even to think of  it renews my terror.

It is so bitter death is scarcely more. 
But to convey what goodness I discovered, 
I shall tell everything that I saw there.

How I got into it I cannot say: 10 
I’d fallen into such a heavy sleep 
The very instant that I went astray.

But when I came beneath a steep hillside – 
Which rose at the far end of  that long valley 
That struck my stricken heart with so much dread –

I lifted up my eyes, and saw the height 
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inferno i, 17–54

Covered already in that planet’s rays1 
Which always guides all men and guides them right.

And then the fear I felt was somewhat less, 
Though it had filled my heart to overflowing 20 
The whole night I had spent in such distress.

And as somebody, trying to get his breath, 
Emerging from the sea, now safe on shore, 
Turns round to look at where he cheated death,

Just so inside my mind, which was still fleeing, 
I turned to look again upon that pass 
Which never left alive one human being.

When I’d rested my body for a time, 
I made my way across deserted foothills, 
Keeping my low foot always the more firm.2 30

And then, just where the hill began to rise, 
I saw a leopard, light upon its paws, 
Covered all over in a spotted hide!3

It would not move, but stood in front of  me, 
And so obstructed me upon my journey 
I kept on turning round to turn and flee.

By then it was the first hour of  the morning, 
With the sun rising in the constellation  
That came with him when stars we still see burning

Were set in motion by divine love first.4 40 
And so I had good cause to feel encouraged – 
About the lithe and gaily coloured beast –

By that glad time of  day and time of  year. 
But not so much encouraged that a lion 
failed to inspire alarm as it drew near.

It did seem that the beast was drawing near, 
With head held high, and so irate with hunger 
The air itself  seemed shivering in fear.5

And then a she-wolf ! Though she was so lean, 
She looked about to burst, being crammed with cravings, 50 
She who’d made many draw their breath in pain.6

The pain she caused me was so terrible, 
And such the terror coming from her sight, 
I lost all hope of  climbing up the hill.

1 According to the Ptolemaic system, accepted in Dante’s time, the sun was one of  several 
planets revolving round the earth. The dark wood and the comforting sunlight mark the 
beginning of  that symbolism of  light and darkness which runs through the whole Comedy.

2 He was climbing.
3 This leopard is an embodiment of  the sin of  lust, or sensuality in general, commonly 

associated with youth. 
4 It was a common medieval belief  that, when the world was created, the season was 

early spring, with the sun in the constellation of  Aries.
5 The lion embodies the sins of  wrath and pride, commonly associated with middle age.
6 The she-wolf  embodies the sin of  avarice, commonly associated with old age.
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inferno i, 55–93

And like that miser, happy while he’s gaining, 
Who when luck changes and he starts to lose, 
Gives himself  up to misery and moaning –

That’s how I was, faced by that restless brute, 
Which always coming nearer, step by step 
Drove me back down to where the sun is mute.1 60

Then suddenly, as I went slipping down, 
Someone appeared before my very eyes, 
Seemingly through long silence hoarse and wan.2

When I caught sight of  him in that wide waste, 
“Take pity on me,” I shouted out to him, 
“Whatever you are, a real man or a ghost!”

He answered: “Not a man, though I was once. 
Both of  my parents came from Lombardy, 
And both of  them were native Mantuans.

I came to birth sub Julio, rather late,3 70 
And lived in Rome under the good Augustus4 
When false, deceptive gods still held their state.

I was a poet, and I sang the good 
Son of  Anchises who came out of  Troy 
When Ilium was burned in all its pride.5

But you, why d’you go back to misery? 
Why don’t you climb up the delightful mountain, 
The origin and cause of  perfect joy?”

“Then are you Virgil, you, that spring, that stream 
Of  eloquence, that ever-widening river?”  80 
I answered, red with reverence and shame.

“Oh every poet’s glory and guiding light! 
May I be aided by the love and zeal 
That made me turn your pages day and night.

You are my only master and my author, 
You only are the one from whom I took 
That style which has bestowed on me such honour.

You see the beast that made me turn in flight. 
Save me from her, O famous fount of  wisdom! 
She makes the blood run from my veins in fright.”  90

“Now you must travel by a different road,” 
He answered when he saw that I was weeping, 
“If  you wish to escape from this wild wood.

1 As an example of  synaesthesia this may at first seem more striking than apt, but during 
the course of  the Comedy light, or the lack of  it, “speaks” volumes.

2 This is the shade of  someone who has been dead a long time.
3 When Caesar was dominant in Rome, but too late to be acquainted with him.
4 The Emperor Augustus.
5 This is Virgil, and the poem he refers to is his Aeneid, whose hero, Aeneas, a refugee 

from Troy (or Ilium), is the son of  Anchises. The theme of  the Aeneid, the events leading 
up to the foundation of  Rome, was particularly dear to Catholic Europe because Rome 
eventually became the seat of  the Papacy.
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inferno i, 94–130

This beast, the reason that you cry out loud, 
Will not let people pass along this way, 
But hinders them, and even has their blood.

She is by nature such an evildoer 
Her avid appetite is never slaked, 
And after food she’s hungrier than before.

And many are the beasts she’s mating with,1  100 
And there’ll be many more, until the hound2 
Arrives, to bring her to a painful death.

This hound will not be fed with land or pelf, 
But rather feed on wisdom, love, and valour. 
He will originate in folds of  felt.3

He’ll be the saviour of  low-lying lands 
Of  Italy for which Camilla died, 
Turnus, Nisus, Euryalus, of  their wounds.4

This hound will hunt that creature high and low 
Until he thrusts her back in the Inferno,  110 
Whence envy freed her first and let her go.

I therefore think and judge it would be best 
for you to follow me. And I shall lead 
You to a region that will always last,

Where you will hear shrieks of  despair and grief, 
And see the ancient spirits in their pain, 
As each of  them begs for their second death.

And you’ll see spirits happy in the fire, 
Because they live in hope that they will come, 
Sooner or later, where the blessèd are. 120

And if  you wish to join that company, 
One worthier than I will take you up.5 
I’ll leave you with her when I go away.

That Emperor who has His kingdom there6 
Lets no one come through me into his city, 
Because I was a rebel to his law.7

He governs all creation, ruling where  
He has His capital and His high throne. 
Happy are those he chooses to have there!”

I answered: “What I beg of  you is this – 130 

1 Many people will indulge in the sin of  avarice.
2 Variously interpreted as a political or religious saviour (there are many candidates) or 

– most satisfactorily – as a prophecy left deliberately vague.
3 Again obscure, but as translated here it suggests a humble origin.
4 All characters in the Aeneid.
5 Beatrice, the woman loved by Dante in his youth and a lasting means of  grace leading 

him to God. Dante’s own account of  his love, Vita Nuova (New Life), a work in prose 
with lyrics interspersed, is by far the best introduction to the Comedy.

6 God. In the Inferno God tends to be alluded to rather than named, while Christ is never 
named.

7 Virgil was a pagan.
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inferno i, 131–136

By that God whom you never knew – so that 
I may escape this evil and much worse,

Take me to both those places as you said, 
To see the gate kept by St Peter1 and 
Those souls you say are desperately sad.”2

Then he set off. I followed on behind.

1 Either the gate of  Purgatory, guarded by an angel obedient to St Peter, or the gate of  
Paradise.

2 Those in the Inferno.
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Canto II

The sun is now setting. This is a time when most creatures settle down to rest. Dante, however, 
is preparing himself  for the coming day-long journey and its hardships. 

He invokes the Muses to help him give a true account of  his journey. Then he tells Virgil 
how he doubts his own ability to complete the task, and expresses his perplexity as to why 
he has been chosen for such an unusual enterprise. He can understand why Aeneas was 
chosen, the man of  destiny who was to found the race that founded Rome, the ruling city 
of  a great empire and the seat of  the Holy See. But Dante cannot think that any such destiny 
is prepared for him. He can understand too why St Paul was taken temporarily into Heaven 
while still alive. But no one could believe that Dante is worthy of  such a favour.

To these doubts Virgil replies by saying that Dante is simply afraid. To combat Dante’s 
fear he will explain how he came to help him. Beatrice came to him in Limbo and asked for 
his help to save Dante from damnation. She promised in return to praise Virgil f requently 
in the presence of  God. In answer to Virgil’s question, Beatrice explains how she was not 
afraid to venture down from Heaven: the souls in bliss are not tormented by earthly things. 
Beatrice describes how Mary, the Mother of  Christ, had asked St Lucy to help Dante, and 
St Lucy then asked her.

With three such ladies caring for him (an outstanding example of  the communion of  the 
saints, in contrast to the lack of  a sense of  community we find in the Inferno) Dante must 
have nothing to fear. Duly encouraged, Dante sets off with Virgil.

0

The light was failing, and the growing gloom  
Relieving every creature on the earth 
Of  all its toil and trouble. I alone

Was getting ready to endure the stress 
Both of  the road and the resultant anguish, 
Which never-erring memory will rehearse.

O Muses, O my genius, lend me aid! 
O memory, who wrote down what I saw, 
Here your capacity will be well tried!

I started: “Poet, you who are my guide, 10 
Consider if  I have the strength and skill, 
Before you set me on this rugged road.

The father of  Silvius,1 as you tell it, while 
He was corruptible, travelled beyond 
This world of  ours, being still corporeal.

And, if  the enemy of  all that’s bad 
Did favour him, because of  who he was 
And what he was, and what at last he did,

That must, to men of  sense, seem not unfair, 
Since he was chosen in the highest heaven 20 

1 Aeneas, the hero of  the Aeneid. In the sixth book of  that poem Aeneas journeys through 
the underworld and is rewarded with a prophecy of  the future glory of  Rome.
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inferno ii, 21–62

As father of  great Rome and Rome’s Empire.
The City of  Rome, to tell the truth of  it, 

Was destined to become that sacred place 
Where his successor1 sits in Peter’s seat.

On this strange journey you ascribe to him, 
He heard of  things that were to bring about 
His triumph and the papal power in Rome.

That is a road the Vessel of  Election2 
Went upon also, strengthening the faith 
Which starts us on our journey to salvation.  30

But why should I go there? By whose decree? 
Aeneas I am not, and not Paul either. 
That I am worthy no one would agree.

And so, if  I agree to go that way, 
I am afraid of  being overbold. 
You’re wise. You understand more than I say.”

Just as one is who unmeans what he meant, 
Changing that mind of  his on second thoughts, 
Wholly diverted from his first intent –

That’s how I stood upon that gloomy slope:  40 
By thinking through it, I’d consumed the venture 
for which I was so eager starting up.

“If  I have understood your words aright,” 
Answered the shade of  that high-minded man, 
“Your cowardly soul has simply taken fright.

fear often faces men with obstacles 
To make them turn from honourable endeavours, 
As beasts fear shadows when the daylight fails.

That you may lose this fear and so come through, 
I’ll tell you why I came, and what I learnt  50 
At the first instant when I pitied you.

I was among those souls who are suspended.3 
A lady called to me, so bright and blessed 
I asked her to make known what she commanded.

Her eyes were shining brighter than the stars. 
She spoke in her own tongue, in gentleness, 
And said in that angelic voice of  hers:

‘O Mantuan soul, the soul of  courtesy, 
Whose glory is still current in the world, 
And shall endure till this world cease to be, 60

This friend of  mine (though not a friend of  fate) 
Is so encumbered on the lonely hillside 

1 St Peter’s successor, the Pope.
2 St Paul, the “chosen vessel” mentioned in Acts 9:15. Paul himself  describes how “he was 

caught up into paradise” (2 Cor. 12:2–4).
3 In Limbo, described in Inf. iv. Limbo is the part of  the Inferno reserved for those who 

had lived virtuously but were not baptized, and so are held in suspense between their 
desire for God and the impossibility of  ever seeing Him. 
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inferno ii, 63–102

He has been driven from his path in fright.
It could be that he has already strayed 

So far I’m here too late to give him succour, 
Judging by what in heaven I have heard.

Now go, and with your noted eloquence, 
And everything he needs for his escape, 
Come to his aid. I shall take comfort thence.

for I am Beatrice putting you to work. 70 
I come from where I’m anxious to return. 
Love urged me on to this – Love makes me speak.

When I’m once more in presence of  my Lord, 
I’ll sing your praises to him frequently.’ 
At that point she fell silent. Then I said:

‘O lady full of  virtue, and through whom 
The human race surpasses everything 
Beneath the narrow circle of  the moon,1

I am so gratified by what you order, 
If  I’d obeyed already I’d be tardy. 80 
There is no need to express your wishes further.

But tell me first the reason you don’t spurn 
Descending to this centre from broad spaces2 
Where, as you say, you’re anxious to return.’

‘Because you feel the urge to understand, 
I shall explain quite briefly,’ she replied, 
‘Why I am not too frightened to descend.

We should be frightened of  those things alone 
Which have the ability to do us evil. 
Things are not frightening if  they do no harm. 90

I’m formed in such a fashion, by God’s grace, 
That your unhappiness does not affect me. 
Nor do the fires that rage throughout this place.

A lady in heaven3 has such great sympathy, 
Given the encumbrances through which I send you, 
That the stern judgement up above gives way.

She called on Lucy, and she said to her: 
“One who is faithful to you now has need 
Of  you, and I commend him to your care.”

St Lucy,4 foe to all malignity, 100 
Rose at those words and, coming where I sat 
With venerable Rachel, said to me:

1 The moon was considered to be the planet nearest to the earth. All above its orbit was 
considered everlasting, and all below mortal.

2 “This centre” is the earth, seen in the Ptolemaic system as the centre of  the universe. 
The “broad spaces” refers to the Empyrean, the highest heaven, the sphere farthest from 
the earth.

3 The Virgin Mary.
4 A saint to whom Dante was particularly devoted. Her name is derived from the Latin 

“lux” meaning light.
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