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Dante’s Divine Comedy, the poetic chronicle of a fictitious journey through 

hell, purgatory, and heaven, is considered by many to be the greatest literary 

work in the Italian language, and was highly influential in the development of 

the renaissance. Dante treats his characters in such a way as to investigate 

significant theological and philosophical themes. The idea of earthly 

acknowledgment or honor, for example, is important to Dante, and his 

characters have a concept of honor despite their various states of punishment or 

reward. A fuller understanding of how each character deals with this aspect of 

human existence should help us appreciate what Dante intends to convey about 

divine justice, and our appropriate response to the divine will in light of the 

opinions of other people. A brief introduction to the nature of Dante’s quest 

will help situate the problem of earthly honor in the Comedy, and then 

examples from each work in the trilogy will elucidate how Dante deals with the 

problem. 

At the beginning of The Divine Comedy, Dante finds himself “in a dark 

wood, where the right way was lost.”
2
 Hollander observes that Dante’s very 

first lines prompted the debate as to whether the poem is to be read 

allegorically, or as an actual “autobiographical narrative” of visits to three real 

places.
3
 To interpret a poetic work that features so many historical characters 

and so many literal geographical, political, and historical references, as being 

merely allegorical, seems hopelessly problematic.
4
 Furthermore, Dante’s 

audience generally believed all three primary stages of the drama (Hell, 

Purgatory, and Paradise) to be actual locales.  

Much of the power of the Comedy seems to dissipate if we must work 

to draw allegorical meanings from the seemingly straightforward, historical 

narrative. If we should interpret it otherwise, then consistent, objective 

application of symbolic ideas becomes overly and unnecessarily cumbersome. 

Of course, this suggests neither that the principles taught in the Comedy lack 

                                                
1 I am indebted to Dr. Robert M. Woods and Dr. James P. Cantrell for helping me think about Dante and the 

writing of this paper.  
2 Dante, The Divine Comedy, Great Books of the Western World, Vol. 21, ed. Robert Maynard Hutchins, 

trans. Charles Eliot Norton (Chicago: Encyclopedia Brittanica, Inc., 1952), 1.  
3 Robert Hollander, Commentary on The Inferno, Princeton Dante Project, http://etcweb.princeton.edu/ 

dante/pdp/, Canto 1, Line 1. Hereafter, references from Hollander are cited as 1:1.   
4 See Allan H. Gilbert, Dante and His Comedy (New York: New York University Press, 1963), 1-20; Dante, 

Inferno, trans. Allan Gilbert (Durham: Duke University Press, 1969), 297.  
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application to modern readers,

5
 nor that Dante avoided allegory

6
 and metaphor.

7
  

This controversy should be studied further, but the space limitations 

require that we begin by accepting that Dante intends for us to understand his 

autobiographical, fictional protagonist as being in an actual quandary in a literal 

“wood.” We turn to possible reasons why he finds himself in such confusion. 

Commentators have suggested various possibilities as to the reason for Dante’s 

discomforting state at the outset of the journey: Hettinger writes: “Dante, the 

representative of the human race, had wandered from the straight way, and the 

New Year is to herald in his new birth. The wood is the intellectual, moral, and 

political ruin of mankind, the state of revolt from God.”
8
 Walsh believes that 

“the ‘dark wood’ is a symbol of ignorance and sin, of darkness in the mind and 

wanderings of the will.”
9
 Sayers’ interpretation corresponds roughly to 

Walsh’s: “The Dark Wood is the image of Sin or Error – not so much of any 

specific act of sin or intellectual perversion as of that spiritual condition called 

‘hardness of heart,’ in which sinfulness has so taken possession of the soul as to 

render it incapable of turning to God, or even knowing which way to turn.”
10

  

Carlyle and his colleagues find the spiritual meaning of the wood, but 

also a specifically Italian political implication: “The wood stands for the 

troubled state of Italy in Dante’s time.”
11

 Similarly, Pinsky comments: “The 

dark woods correspond to a place of sin and corruption in the pilgrim’s own 

soul, but also among the political, historical, and ecclesiastical figures of his 

time.”
12

 Hollander notes the apparent link between Dante’s opening statement 

and Isaiah 38:10, part of Hezekiah’s lament: “I said in the cutting off of my 

days, I shall go to the gates of my grave: I am deprived of the residue of my 

years.”
13

 Thorough studies of Dante’s life (e.g., Dinsmore, Gilson, and 

Boccaccio)
14

 give further insight into Dante’s frame of mind as he wrote the 

Comedy and framed the fictional Dante as he appears at the beginning of The 

Inferno. 

We get a definite glimpse as to why Dante was lost, when we read the 

words of Justinian in Paradise: “But when desire is set on things below, it 

wanders from the road, and so the rays of true love mount with less life in the 

                                                
5 W. Boyd Carpenter, The Spiritual Message of Dante (London: Williams and Norgate, 1914); Singleton, 

Charles, Journey to Beatrice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958).  
6 Gilbert, Dante and His Comedy, 116-124. 
7 Frances Fergusson, Dante’s Drama of the Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 4. 
8 Hettinger, Scope and Value, 70. 
9 Gerald Walsh, Dante Alighieri: Citizen of Christendom (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1946), 7. 
10 Dante, The Comedy of Dante Alighieri: Hell, trans. Dorothy L. Sayers (New York: Basic, n.d.), 75; Walsh, 

Gerald, Dante Alighieri. 
11 Dante, The Divine Comedy, trans. John Carlyle, Thomas Okey, and P. H. Wicksteed (New York: Modern 

Library, 1932), 14.  
12 Dante, The Inferno, trans. Robert Pinsky (New York: Farar, Straus and Giroux, 1994), 378. 
13 Hollander, Commentary on The Inferno. 1:1 
14 Charles Allen Dinsmore, Aids to the Study of Dnate (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903); Etienne Gilson, 

Dante the Philosopher, trans. David Moore (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1949); Giovanni Boccaccio, the Life 

of Dante (London: Hesperus, 2002). 

 
flame.”

15
 Again, we must conclude promptly our consideration of this 

controversy in order to move to our primary consideration. At the very least, 

Dante is lost in spiritual weakness (whether brought on by the state or 

otherwise) and is diverted from His dedication to Christ.  

The principle that desire must be set on things above is prominent in 

the Comedy. “When the soul comes face to face with the revealed truth of 

God,” Dinsmore writes, “it sees its sin, repents of it, confesses it, and looks 

toward Christ for atoning mercy. Now it is ready to enter the way that leads 

toward the highest.”
16

 Thankfully, Dante does not remain lost in the wood, but 

rather follows Virgil, and eventually follows Dinsmore’s pattern for change. 

This occurs at the top of Mount Purgatory, just prior to the time when Dante 

enters Paradise, where He will see Christ.
17

 Gradually, Dante’s mind is 

“enlightened by divine love.”
18

   

Dante’s attention, and perhaps his allegiances, had become diverted. 

Indeed, he slips back into this at various places in the poem. Just before moving 

into Paradise, “Dante bursts into tears for having lost Virgil, and Beatrice 

reprimands him. Beatrice details Dante's offenses in not making use of his great 

gifts. Dante is allowed to drink the waters of Lethe, in order to wash all 

memory of sin from his soul, only after shedding the tears of repentance,”
19

 

Beatrice continues to reprimand Dante until he confesses his fault.
20

 For 

example, the nymphs also speak to Dante as they take him near to Beatrice: 

“We will take you to her eyes…. Be careful not to look away now. We have 

brought you before the emeralds from which Love shot his arrows once at 

you.”
21

 Beatrice reprimands Dante for thinking of earthly things rather than 

heavenly things.
22

 

Throughout Paradise, it becomes progressively easier for Dante to 

maintain his focus on Beatrice and, eventually, the Trinity.
23

 His mind grows 

“great among those delicacies,”
24

 so Beatrice tells Dante: “Open your eyes, 

behold how I’ve become, for by the power of the things you’ve seen, you now 

may bear the glory of my smile.”
25

 This had been impossible earlier, as we 

observe in Canto 32 of Purgatorio. 

 It is easy to focus on things above when one recognizes that things 

above offer promises of things greater than that which is available below. 

                                                
15 Dante, Paradise, trans. Anthony Esolen (New York: Random House, 2004), 63. 
16 Charles Allen Dinsmore, The Teachings of Dante (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1902), 166. 
17 Dante, The Divine Comedy, trans. John Ciardi. (New York: Penguin, 2003), 554-555; Dorothy L. Sayers, 

Introductory Papers on Dante (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1954), 55. 
18 Hettinger, Scope and Value, 202.  
19 John B. Zavrel, “Dante and Beatrice in the Earthly Paradise,” Prometheus Internet Bulletin, http:// 

www.meaus.com/114-dante-purgatorio-6.htm; Dante, Purgatorio, trans. W.S. Merwin (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 2004), 295.  
20 Purgatorio, Merwin, 296ff.  
21 Ibid., 309.  
22 Dante, Paradise, trans. Anthony Esolen (New York: Random House, 2004), 9. 
23 Ibid., 7; cf. 490. 
24 Ibid., 247. 
25 Ibid., 247. 
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Saved souls “enjoy the treasure they won with tears they wept in Babylon.”

26
 

Dante is mistaken when he looks for earthly bodies to be attached to those who 

are saved in heaven.
27

 Sadly, Beatrice tells Dante early that resolute wills are 

found relatively rarely,
28

 and then she takes him to Mercury where she explains 

the conflict between earthly vanity and allegiance to God.
29

 

 

Earthly Acknowledgment in The Inferno 

 

Honor is a primary concept in The Inferno fundamentally because, as Hollander 

notes, Dante linked honor to poetry itself: “Can there be any doubt that honor 

and poetry are indissolubly linked in Dante’s view of his own status? As lofty 

as noble actions and great philosophy may be for him … it is poetry that, for 

Dante, is the great calling.”
30

 The concept of honor—“the way man makes 

himself eternal”—in hell is directly connected to public recognition, and 

thereby contributes to happiness.
31

 This is the medieval notion of honor, being 

“associated with a hierarchical order of society … honor is a direct expression 

of status, a source of solidarity among social equals and a demarcation line 

against social inferiors.”
32

 Therefore Virgil explained to Dante that punishment 

for the “Neutrals” included lack of recognition on Earth: “This is the sorrowful 

state of souls unsure, whose lives earned neither honor nor bad fame…. They 

have no hope of death, but a blind life so abject, they envy any other fate. To all 

memory of them, the world is deaf.”
33

 In The Inferno, honor is awarded or 

claimed on various bases, such as war heroism (Canto 26), literary excellence 

(Canto 4), or industriousness (Canto 24).   

Indeed, lost “shadows” are aware of their remaining earthly reputations. 

Of Filippo Argenti, Virgil says: “Arrogant in his vice was that one when he 

lived. No goodness whatever adorning his memory, his shade is furious.”
34

 

Ciacco, like others, begs Dante to remember him to those still living: “But pray 

you: when you return to earth’s sweet light, recall my memory there to the 

human world.”
35

 However, desire for public honor is not merely a vice of those 

Dante and Virgil visit in The Inferno. In The Inferno Virgil legitimizes earthly, 

public notoriety as a motivation for proper action: “To cast off sloth well 

behooves you…. Resting upon soft down, or underneath the blanket’s cloth, is 

                                                
26 Ibid., 253. 
27 Ibid., 271. 
28 Ibid., 39. 
29 Ibid., 49. 
30 Hollander, Commentary on The Inferno, 4.72. 
31 Inferno, Pinsky, 155. 
32 T. S. Eliot, “the Vita Nuova,” in Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. John Freccero (Englewood 

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1965), 26; Stanley Haurwas and Alasdair MacIntyre, eds., Revisions: Changing 

Perspectives in Moral Philosophy (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 154. 
33 Inferno, Pinsky, 27. 
34 Ibid., 79. 
35 Ibid., 61. 

 
not how fame is won—without which, one spends life to leave behind as 

vestige of himself on earth the sign smoke leaves on air, or foam on water.”
36

 

Only if Dante gets up can he “profit” himself in this sense.
37

 Virgil also uses the 

prospect of earthly fame to convince Antaeus to carry the travelers to the ninth 

circle.
38

 

 Hollander observes on this point: “Certainly the net effect of Virgil's 

appeal here is to get Dante moving upward in order to continue to the top of the 

ridge, whence he will be able to see into the next ditch as he continues his 

journey. Yet is it not strange that the motivation offered by Virgil is not the 

need to struggle onward toward the presence of God so much as it is the reward 

of earthly fame?”
39

 This seems particularly unusual in light of Dante’s and 

Virgil’s discussion of the Nicomachean Ethics in Canto 11, for Aristotle 

emphasizes the virtue of magnanimity or proper pride—due self-esteem in 

contrast with the false pride of those who are not truly happy.
40

 

 Further, Hollander suggests that Canto 24, difficult for Christian readers, 

records a fault in Virgil’s judgment—prizing a lesser good over a greater. “If 

we were to imagine St. Thomas as guide here, we would expect his words to 

have been quite different.”
41

 Such a comment is pertinent, inasmuch as 

Cummins observes that “As a rainbow is related to sunlight, so is Dante related 

to Aquinas.”
42

 This connection would mean that since “[t]he end of every 

wickedness that feels heaven’s hatred is injustice,” inordinate desire for 

recognition falls into the category of the unjust.
43

 Burrow and Wei observe: 

 

At the same time, through Virgil’s use of Wisdom, Dante explains why 

(with a few notable exceptions he disregards both as a character and a 

poet) his damned obsessively long for fame – because, according to 

‘Solomon’, those who have sinned and are in Hell feel the transience of 

life and renown as a bursting pain. Deprived of true immortality and 

condemned to eternal death, they hang on to the earthly ‘vestige’ that 

Dante can give them by recording their names…. Fame, in sum, is the 

only future of Hell, and the poet who chooses whether or not to 

remember any of the damned is the god of fame and future throughout 

the Inferno.
44

  

 

                                                
36 Ibid., 249; cf. 39, 131; Proverb 5:14-16; Virgil, The Aeneid, Great Books of the Western World, Vol. 13, ed. 

Robert Maynard Hutchins, trans. James Rhoades (Chicago: Encyclopedia Brittanica, 1952), 101-379.  
37 Inferno, Pinsky, 249. 
38 “Circle 9, cantos 31-34,” University of Texas at Austin, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle9.html; 

The Inferno, Pinsky, 335-336. 
39 Hollander, Commentary on The Inferno, 24:49-51. 
40 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999), 26; cf. 15, 4. 
41 Hollander, Commentary on The Inferno, 24:49-51. 
42 Cummins, Patrick, Dante Theologian: The Divine Comedy (St. Louis: Herder, 1953), 377. 
43 Inferno, Pinsky, 109. 
44 John Anthony Burrow and Ian P. Wei. Medieval Futures: Attitudes to the Future in the Middle Ages 

(Rochester: Boydell and Brewer, 2000), 61. 
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We see then, a refined contrast between the virtue of godly association with 

others, which necessitates being known of others, and the mad obsession with 

fame that characterizes some of the damned in The Inferno. Furthermore, while 

Fowlie suggests that “living in desire without hope” marks Limbo, it seems that 

when souls throughout The Inferno desire public recognition without the 

possibility that they may ever know about their own notoriety, they too lack 

real hope.
45

  

 This is not to minimize the notion of honor in The Inferno. Still, where 

we encounter Dante himself acknowledging the system of honorific retribution, 

we come to understand that it is part of what Dante wants us to understand in 

his own system of judgment. For example, Tegghiaio was “a man whose voice 

the world should more have prized,” and Dante had made a point to tell others 

on earth of his “names and actions, both revered.”
46

 Of the noble pagans, Dante 

says, “Well before we stopped to address them, I could see people there and 

sense they were honorable folk.”
47

 Passages like these, however, should be read 

as a reflection on Dante’s sense of every man “getting his due,” rather than an 

endorsement of inordinate love for earthly recognition. To the contrary, in the 

same context, Dante shows humility by naming himself as only a Florentine, 

and not by name.
48

 

 We should balance our assessment by recognizing that Dante does not 

pity all lost souls.
49

 Even though Dante had looked to Brunetto Latini as a 

father figure, he is forced to acknowledge that “his teaching, that the way a man 

makes himself eternal is by earthly fame (books, publishing, scholarship), is a 

grave error.”
50

 Incidentally, Brunetto Latini offers an unusual infernal caution 

against fame: “You’ll find your fortune holds such honor as will induce one 

party and the other to contend in hunger to consume you….”
51

 Surely, Dante 

would not vindicate those whom “heaven had spat.”
52

  

 Having examined the nature of the infernal lust for fame, we turn to a 

related question. Dante’s readers may ask for what reason lost souls care about 

their earthly fame at all, while they exist only in the realm where all hope must 

be abandoned.
53

 It may seem that a desire for earthly fame would be the last of 

the damned souls’ concerns. Why do we find statements such as Bocca degli 

Abati’s: “But don’t be silent, if you do get out…. And if they ask who else was 

there…”?
54

 Several possibilities seem evident:  
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 First, souls in hell may have been arrogant for so long that they remain 

consumed by their reputation, despite the fact that they are in a state of 

permanent suffering. This seems to be the case with the three Florentines: “May 

our fame inspire you to inform us who you are who pass through Hell with 

living footsteps.”
55

 Fowlie notes that the three Florentines were “warriors and 

statesmen, strong, active, publicly-minded men.”
56

 So it is with Capaneus, of 

whom Virgil says, “[T]hat this unquenched pride remains in you just punishes 

you the more: No torment but this raging of yours could goad with agony 

enough to match your ire.”
57

  

In this way, lost souls have become so tied to worldly concerns that 

even their sad condition does nothing to repair this preoccupation, as Jacopo 

Rusticucci desires to know about the status of Florence.
58

 (Interestingly, Jacopo 

hopes an appeal to Dante’s weakness for fame will cause Dante to answer the 

question.) The spenders and hoarders symbolically act out the vices that 

consumed them in life.
59

 Ulysses admits to his “longing for experience of the 

world.”
60

 Then, Pier della Vigna is an obvious case of this; the anonymous 

suicide who made a gibbet of his houses is another whose concern for his 

family’s honor or wealth has caused him both figuratively and literally to make 

material things (his property) the instrument of his death.”
61

  

Dinsmore would concur with this reasoning about the infernal lust for 

fame:  

 

Dante believed that the penalty of sin is to dwell in it. Man is punished 

by his sins rather than for them. Hell is to live in the evil character one 

has made for himself. “Wherewithal a man sinneth, with the same also 

shall he be punished.” Therefore we have but to observe the 

appearance, the action, the feelings of the doomed, to know the poet’s 

conception of sin.… By such terrible nocturnes does this grim painter 

portray sin’s essential nature and its inevitable consequences.
62

  

 

In this interpretation, it seems that a man’s devastating covetousness for fame 

simply consumes him in eternal death as it consumed him in life—only now it 

is more grievous because it is entirely inaccessible and out of the shadow’s 

control.  

If this explanation for the lost souls’ vain concupiscence seems 

insufficient, we may note other possibilities. Another might be that souls in hell 
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may be so lugubriously helpless in their tortured infernal state that any 

possibility for the improvement of their state—if only in the minds of others—

crazes them with lust. Those who are lost have an “old lament.”
63

 They are 

“weary, wretched brothers.”
64

 Hell is indeed a place of agony.
65

 We may be 

reminded of the rich man’s plea for Lazarus to dip his finger in water to cool 

the burning tongue.
66

 The water would seem to have done nothing for the rich 

man, considering his position, yet in the maddening torture, he desired it. So, in 

every instance where a shadow asks to be remembered, we must recall that he 

exists in a realm of torturous “forgottenness.”   

Finally, a third possibility: lost souls who seek notoriety, recognizing 

their final destination in torment rather than Paradise, may have a misguided 

wish for immortality in any forum other than hell. Those who are “hapless” and 

“never alive” may seek to remain “alive” forever in another locale.
67

 This 

seems feasible, particularly in light of Lindheim’s study of the preponderance 

of “body/soul” connections in The Inferno.
68

 

Dante probably intends for us to perceive combinations of all three 

motivations in the pitiful shadows. If one purpose of The Inferno is to show us 

“the nature of sin and its terrible effects,” it succeeds in illustrating the ultimate 

despair of desiring honor in this life and the next.
69

 

 

Earthly Acknowledgement in Purgatorio 

On one hand, we observe pleas from lost souls for earthly fame and honor.
70

 On 

the other, we observe souls in Purgatorio who wish to be known among those 

still living, but for different, nobler reasons. Nowhere is this more evident than 

in the passage for our consideration. Here at the base of Mount Purgatory, 

among souls who repented just prior to dying, on the terrace of the 

excommunicate, we find “Manfred, grandson of the Empress Costanza.”
71

 He is 

“one of the leaders of the flock” of the excommunicate.
72

 He “neglected to do 

penance, and died with his censure unabsolved.”
73

 

Manfred (born ca. 1232) is the illegitimate son of Emperor Frederick II 

of the Sicilian Hohenstaufen dynasty.
74

 Merwin observes that the Hauhenstafen 
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court was “the great court where poetry and the arts flourished, the tradition of 

the troubadours was cherished, and the first sonnets were written. Manfred was 

greatly taken with Arab civilization and had many Saracens among his 

followers, which did not endear him to the Church.”
75

 He contributed in some 

way to Arab treatises on philosophy, and this may be part of Dante’s motivation 

for placing Manfred where he does, but moreover political conflicts, for which 

Manfred was at least partially responsible, led both Alexander IV and Urban IV 

to excommunicate him.
76

 In Dante’s time, there was some debate as to whether 

an excommunicate could be saved, but this debate is separate from our inquiry 

concerning earthly knowledge of departed souls.
77

 “The medieval Church 

unquestionably denounced as heretics all who refused obedience to the 

demands of prelate and pope in temporal as well as in spiritual matters.”
78

 

In any case, we are left to assume that the “horrible” sins to which 

Manfred refers are directly related to his political exploits as they frustrated the 

papacy.
79

 Immediately after Manfred’s brief autobiographical introduction, we 

read Manfred’s explanatory soliloquy: 

 

I beg you therefore, when you have returned again, to go to my 

beautiful daughter who is mother of the pride of Sicily and Aragon, and 

whatever else they are saying, tell the truth to her. After my body had 

been cloven by two mortal blows, in tears I surrendered myself to her 

who pardons willingly. Horrible were the sins I had committed, but so 

wide are the arms of infinite goodness that it takes in all who turn to it. 

If the pastor of Cosenza whom Clement then sent out with the order to 

hunt me down had read that page of God’s as he should have done, the 

bones of my body would still be lying at the bridgehead next to 

Benevento under the keeping of the heavy cairn. Now the rain washes 

them and the wind moves them outside the kingdom, almost to the 

Verde, where, with torches extinguished, he had them taken. No one is 

so lost through their malediction that eternal love cannot return as long 

as hope keeps the least bit of green. It is true that whoever dies 

outlawed by the Holy Church, even if at the end he repents, must wait 

out on this bankside thirty times as long as he continued in his 

presumption, unless there are good prayers prevailing to make the 
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sentence shorter. See now whether you can make me happy, revealing 

to my good Costanza how you have seen me, and then this ban upon 

me, for much is accomplished here by those back there.
80

  

 

First, we will make preliminary observations about this passage, including a 

review of themes other than our primary consideration. Then, we will make two 

major points about Manfred’s desire for those on Earth to know about him: (1) 

it is for the comfort of those still living, and (2) it is designed specifically to 

abridge his time in purgatory and draw him nearer to God. Observations 

concerning Dante’s exchange with Manfred should resonate with us generally, 

because Manfred’s plight is due to human mistakes, and the consequences 

affect others. Such is often the case in our own experience.  

By way of preliminary remarks, observe that Manfred names not his 

famous father, but rather his grandmother. This should give us some clue as to 

his virtue: “Manfred evidently shrinks from allying himself with one who lies 

in a fiery tomb in the City of Dis for heresy: he may even regard this as ending 

the relationship.”
81

 Rather, Manfred attaches himself to Constance, whom 

Dante sets in paradise.
82

 Manfred evidently has a proper sense of shame for sin. 

This, coupled with the gentle, humble way in which Manfred makes his request 

for prayer suggests that he is not a villain at this stage, if he ever was the villain 

the papacy thought him to be.  

This fits with Dante’s high opinion of Manfred, as evinced by his 

statements in De Vulgari Eloquentia: “Indeed, those illustrious heroes, the 

Emperor Frederick and his worthy son Manfred, knew how to reveal the 

nobility and integrity that were in their hearts; and, as long as fortune allowed, 

they lived in a manner befitting men, despising the bestial life.”
83

 Dante’s 

conviction is that Frederick and Manfred “first revealed to the Italians the 

greatness of their language.”
84

 In fact, Manfred published a political treatise, 

Manifesto to the Roman People, that expressed views not dissimilar from 

Dante’s.
85

  

Furthermore, notice that Manfred’s petition for prayer is typical of 

souls climbing Mount Purgatory. Belacqua’s assessment of his situation is very 

similar to Manfred’s: “I will have to wait outside…unless prayer rising from a 

heart that lives in grace comes to my help before then.”
86

 As Dante makes his 

way through ante-purgatory and the valley of rulers, he is compelled to promise 
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La Pia, Benincasa da Laterina, Federigo Novello, Pierre de la Brosse, and 

evidently others (“Dante represents himself, indeed, as mobbed by them”
87

), 

that he will pray for them and (probably) acquire on their behalf the prayers of 

saints yet living.
88

 Now, we turn to the major objectives of Manfred’s speech. 

The speech brings several themes to light, including some which we 

will not discuss here: (1) The role of the church in the politics of medieval Italy 

(“If the pastor of Cosenza whom Clement then sent out with the order to hunt 

me down had read that page of God’s…”), (2) Dante’s respect or for papal 

edicts (“It is true that whoever dies outlawed by the Holy Church, even if he 

repents, must wait out on this bankside”), and (3) Whether every lost person 

has the potential to be saved (“No one is so lost through their malediction that 

eternal love cannot return as long as hope keeps the least bit of green”).
89

 

The first major objective of Manfred’s plea is for the comfort of some 

still living, primarily his daughter. Dante presents Manfred as being more a 

“family man” than a king.
90

 According to Sayers, “Manfred’s daughter 

Constance married Peter III of Aragon, and had three sons who succeeded one 

another as kings of Aragon and Sicily.”
91

 As Carroll has noted, Manfred’s 

daughter and her family probably believed her father was lost eternally,
92

 so 

news that her father was making his way toward paradise would be of great 

comfort.  

Dante’s future work on Earth will include a teaching aspect,
93

 so it is 

logical for Manfred to attempt to communicate to his daughter—through 

Dante—the urgency of spiritual preparation. This would be reminiscent of the 

rich man’s petition that Abraham send Moses or one of the prophets to preach 

to his living family.
94

 Whether Manfred has such an arrangement in mind, we 

content ourselves with the understanding that he, unlike damned souls in The 

Inferno, is not entirely self-centered.
95

 

The second primary purpose of Manfred’s plea is to shorten his time in 

purgatory.
96

 Indeed, “Pray for us” is purgatory’s prayer.
97

 Purgatorio’s Canto 6 

provides a very clear explanation of why the purging souls wanted the prayers 

of those still living. Dante writes: “When I was free of the last of those who 

prayed only for the prayers of others to bring them sooner to their 

blessedness….”
98

 Or, as Jacopo del Cassero pleaded, “[I]f you ever see that 
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sentence shorter. See now whether you can make me happy, revealing 

to my good Costanza how you have seen me, and then this ban upon 

me, for much is accomplished here by those back there.
80

  

 

First, we will make preliminary observations about this passage, including a 
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land again, which lies between Romagna and Charles’s kingdom, as a courtesy 

to me beg them in Fano to say such orisons for me that I may be purged of my 

heavy sins.”
99

  

This is not an attempt to circumvent God’s judgment. As Cummins 

observes, it is not even in the power of those being purged to shorten their time: 

“This period of delay, can it be shortened? Yes, it can. Not by any influence 

exerted by the waiting penitents themselves, but prayers said by those who live 

in grace on earth serve to shorten this delay, as they likewise serve to shorten 

the time of purgation in purgatory proper.”
100

 As Manfred himself notes, the 

love of God is absolutely central.
101

 Furthermore, souls such as Manfred know 

their progress is by Christ’s grace.
102

 In Dante’s economy, to move quickly 

through purgatory is God’s gift, not a sinner’s achievement.  

Neither does Manfred contest the justice of his punishment.
103

 Rather, 

pleas from Manfred and others in purgatory are significant because they are one 

sign of their “desire to win, by daily penance for…sins, the ‘sweet fruit’ which 

that stern lesson should bear.”
104

 These souls acknowledge God’s authority and 

submit to His will, recognizing that they must make “satisfaction” here, “and 

their punishment (like all other penal inflictions in the Comedy) is simply the 

sin itself: the old self-banishment and the old delay. But, unlike the impenitent 

in hell, they endure their suffering in hope and patience.”
105

   

Manfred’s speech offers possibly the best distinction between the lust 

for acknowledgement exhibited by the lost souls in the Inferno, and the 

righteous desire to comfort loved ones and receive prayers, exhibited by the 

penitent, reforming souls in the Purgatorio. Furthermore, Manfred’s belief that 

Dante can favor him on Earth reflects significant aspects of Dante’s 

responsibility as one who is privileged to journey through the spiritual realm. 

For these reasons, among others, the passage is worth studying. 

 

Earthly Acknowledgment in Paradiso 

Next, I will compare and contrast Romeo Villaneuve and Piera della Vigna, as 

their examples inform the idea of honor or earthly recognition in The Divine 

Comedy. I will focus on two primary points of contrast.  

In Canto 5 of Paradise, Dante meets Justinian, who explains that the 

spirits appearing in Mercury were driven to achieve worthy goals on earth by 

their desire for honor and fame, thus diminishing the force of their commitment 
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to the highest good, the “true love.”

106
 In Mercury, “each goes to his own place 

and feels more or less of the eternal breath according to the capacity of his soul 

and the merit of his life.”
107

  

An Aristotelian value is at play here. Dante repeatedly acknowledges 

his indebtedness to Aristotle
108

 who emphasized that earthly acknowledgement 

was important, but that it alone could not bring ultimate fulfillment: 

 

The humble, “indefatigable” Romeo,
109

 who we meet in Paradise 

Canto 6 (the second sphere of heaven), was concerned with earthly 

recognition (else he would not be located at Mercury). Still, Romeo and 

the others of Mercury exhibit a spiritual focus, and it is exhibited in 

Romeo’s judgment.
110

 Kline summarizes Romeo’s character: “Romeo 

of Villeneuve is…an example of a saintly man distracted by his 

application to earthly ambitions, and subsequently wronged through 

envy.”
111

 

 

The legend of Romeo which Dante evidently accepted is from 

Giovanni Villani’s “Chronicles,” and is recounted in King.
112

 Sayers suggests 

that Romeo may have been a friend of Sordello’s.
113

 Justinian’s summary of the 

pertinent facts is as follows (these comments conclude Canto 6 of Paradise): 

That living justice has so sweetened us that we can never twist our 

hearts toward wrong, for our desires are rendered pure and just. Various 

voices make the sweeter song: here in our life the various thrones 

endow the wheels of Heaven with sweet harmony. Shining within the 

pearl before you now is one whose work was beautiful and grand but ill 

repaid: the gleam of Romeo. But they’re not laughing now, those 

Provencals who slandered him; an evil road, to glean one’s losses from 

the good of someone else. He had four daughters and each one queen, 
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 These souls acknowledge God’s authority and 

submit to His will, recognizing that they must make “satisfaction” here, “and 

their punishment (like all other penal inflictions in the Comedy) is simply the 

sin itself: the old self-banishment and the old delay. But, unlike the impenitent 

in hell, they endure their suffering in hope and patience.”
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Manfred’s speech offers possibly the best distinction between the lust 

for acknowledgement exhibited by the lost souls in the Inferno, and the 

righteous desire to comfort loved ones and receive prayers, exhibited by the 

penitent, reforming souls in the Purgatorio. Furthermore, Manfred’s belief that 

Dante can favor him on Earth reflects significant aspects of Dante’s 

responsibility as one who is privileged to journey through the spiritual realm. 

For these reasons, among others, the passage is worth studying. 
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their examples inform the idea of honor or earthly recognition in The Divine 
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spirits appearing in Mercury were driven to achieve worthy goals on earth by 
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That living justice has so sweetened us that we can never twist our 
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the good of someone else. He had four daughters and each one queen, 

                                                
106 Guy Raffa, “Justinian,” University of Texas, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/02mercury. 

html#justinian.  
107 Dinsmore, Teachings, 182.  
108 Inferno, Pinsky, 41; Albert Russell Ascoli, “The Unifishined Author: Dante’s Rhetoric of Authority in 

Convivio and De Vulgari Eloquentia,” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel Jacoff 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 53; “Dante Alighieri,” Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 2006, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dante/; Francesco De Sanctis, “Character of Dante and 

His Utopia,” in Essays on Dante, ed. Mark Musa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1964), 185-186; 

Gilbert, Dante, 137; Dorothy L. Sayers, Further Papers on Dante, (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1957), 

38-52; Walsh, Citizen of Christendom, 149; Hettinger, Scope and Value, 106-108. 
109 Bainbridge, A Walk, 184. 
110 Paradise, Esolen, 63. 
111 A. S. Kline, “Meditations on the Cantos of Dante’s Divine Comedy,” Poetry in Translation, 2002, http:// 

www.tonykline.co.uk/PITBR/Italian/MeditationPar1to7.htm.  
112 Georgiana King, The Way of St. James (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1920), 114-115; Giovanni 

Villani, “Chronicles being selections from the First Nine Books of the Croniche Fiorentine of Giovanni 

Villani.” http://www.elfinspell.com/VillaniTitle.html; John S. Carroll, In Patria: An Exposition of Dante’s 

Paradiso (New York: Hodder and Stoughton. n.d.), 109. 
113 Dante, The Divine Comedy 3: Paradise, trans. Dorothy L. Sayers (New York: Penguin, 1962), 102.   

9003097_Faulkner-Journal.indd   63 5/28/09   2:20:05 PM



64 JOURNAL OF FAITH AND THE ACADEMY

 
and Raymond Berenguer; that was the work of humble Romeo, the 

foreigner. The cross-eyed gossip goaded the old duke to demand a full 

reckoning from that just counselor who had rendered twelve for ten. He 

left that country, poor and full of years; and if the world knew with 

what heart he bore his life of beggary, from crust to crust, for all their 

praise, they’d praise him all the more.
114

   

 

According to Villani’s account, Raymond, upon understanding how much 

Romeo had helped him, asked Romeo to remain, but Romeo would not.
115

 

Justinian’s point seems to be that Romeo did not fight for his reputation, but 

rather vacated his position when he realized that he no longer could help 

(presumably, he went to serve elsewhere as a courtier or in a similar position). 

Hettinger calls Romeo “the noble and disinterested minister…. By his wise 

counsels he increased the Count’s revenues, provided royal alliances for his 

daughters, and was rewarded by the blackest ingratitude. In Romeo’s fate the 

poet describes his own….”
116

  

Ciardi provides a few more details about Romeo: 

 

He was born circa 1170 and became prime minister and chamberlain of 

Raymond Berenger IV, Count of Provence from 1209 to 1245. Dante 

follows the legend that Romeo, passing through Provence on his way 

back from a pilgrimage, attached himself to Raymond’s court and soon 

achieved high station by his wise management of Raymond’s affairs…. 

Later the local nobles, envious of Romeo’s position, accused him of 

mismanaging the treasury. When Raymond demanded an accounting, 

Romeo pointed to the increase in the treasury, and picking up his 

pilgrim’s staff once more, left the court to wander as he had come.
117

 

 

Raymond Beringer “was notorious for his liberality and his patronage of poets 

and other men of genius.”
118

 Carlyle records the marriages of Raymond’s 

daughters, as arranged by Romeo: “His daughter, Margaret, married Louis IX 

of France (St. Louis). Eleanor married Henry III of England. Sancha married 

Henry’s brother, Richard of Cornwall; and Beatrice his youngest daughter, 

whom he made his heiress, married Charles of Anjou.”
119

 The Beatrice 

(daughter of Raymond) mentioned in this account is not, of course, the Beatrice 

who leads Dante through Paradise. Rather, she is Beatrice of Provence, the first 

wife of Charles I.
120
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It is easy to draw a connection between Romeo and Daniel, a Hebrew 

who was a great asset to the Persian leaders.
121

 Undoubtedly Dante feels 

empathetic toward Romeo, in light of his own exile from Florence amidst 

similar circumstances.
122

 In light of Walsh’s point that Dante prized political 

justice,
123

 we are unsurprised that Dante treats harshly those who exiled 

Romeo.
124

 Esolen remarks that Romeo, a “pilgrim” like Dante,
125

 “had managed 

Raymond’s estates at great profit to the count and had married Raymond’s four 

daughters to kings. Naturally, jealous courtiers began to backbite, and Romeo 

was exiled from Provence.”
126

 Carroll draws the connection as well: “Both had 

served ungrateful masters, Provence and Florence; both had been accused of 

breach of trust and embezzlement of public moneys; both had been reduced to 

begging their bread. If the world knew what it was for a man to do this for the 

sake of uprightness, it could not withhold its praise. This is the man’s true 

glory.”
127

   

Raffa summarizes Romeo’s sacrifice: “Rather than suffer the indignity 

of such ingratitude, Romeo (whose name designates a pilgrim on the way to 

Rome) left the court with his few possessions (mule, staff, a small bag) and, 

poor and old, took to a life of begging.”
128

 

Dante records four cases of suicide in Canto 13 of The Inferno (the 

seventh circle of Hell), all of which occurred during Dante’s lifetime.
129

 In this 

passage, those violent against themselves have been transformed into trees, and 

Dante unwittingly pulls a “shoot of a mighty thornbush.”
130

 Pier della Vigna, 

the arboreal shade, moans in protest. Virgil bargains with the angry spirit, 

offering the services of Dante as a reporter to repair Pier della Vigna’s 

reputation among those still living.
131

 Virgil’s Italian words turn out to be the 

perfect appeal to Peir della Vigna.
132

 He desperately wants his name cleared in 

the land of the living:  

 

So sweet those words to me that I cannot be still, and may it not annoy 

you if I seem somewhat lengthy in reply. I am he who held both keys to 

Frederick’s heart, locking, unlocking with so deft a touch that scarce 

another soul had any part in his most secret thoughts. Through every 

strife I was so faithful to my glorious office that for it I gave up both 
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poet describes his own….”
116

  

Ciardi provides a few more details about Romeo: 

 

He was born circa 1170 and became prime minister and chamberlain of 

Raymond Berenger IV, Count of Provence from 1209 to 1245. Dante 

follows the legend that Romeo, passing through Provence on his way 

back from a pilgrimage, attached himself to Raymond’s court and soon 
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Later the local nobles, envious of Romeo’s position, accused him of 
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117

 

 

Raymond Beringer “was notorious for his liberality and his patronage of poets 

and other men of genius.”
118

 Carlyle records the marriages of Raymond’s 

daughters, as arranged by Romeo: “His daughter, Margaret, married Louis IX 
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It is easy to draw a connection between Romeo and Daniel, a Hebrew 

who was a great asset to the Persian leaders.
121

 Undoubtedly Dante feels 

empathetic toward Romeo, in light of his own exile from Florence amidst 

similar circumstances.
122

 In light of Walsh’s point that Dante prized political 

justice,
123

 we are unsurprised that Dante treats harshly those who exiled 

Romeo.
124

 Esolen remarks that Romeo, a “pilgrim” like Dante,
125

 “had managed 

Raymond’s estates at great profit to the count and had married Raymond’s four 

daughters to kings. Naturally, jealous courtiers began to backbite, and Romeo 

was exiled from Provence.”
126

 Carroll draws the connection as well: “Both had 

served ungrateful masters, Provence and Florence; both had been accused of 

breach of trust and embezzlement of public moneys; both had been reduced to 

begging their bread. If the world knew what it was for a man to do this for the 

sake of uprightness, it could not withhold its praise. This is the man’s true 

glory.”
127

   

Raffa summarizes Romeo’s sacrifice: “Rather than suffer the indignity 

of such ingratitude, Romeo (whose name designates a pilgrim on the way to 

Rome) left the court with his few possessions (mule, staff, a small bag) and, 

poor and old, took to a life of begging.”
128

 

Dante records four cases of suicide in Canto 13 of The Inferno (the 

seventh circle of Hell), all of which occurred during Dante’s lifetime.
129

 In this 

passage, those violent against themselves have been transformed into trees, and 

Dante unwittingly pulls a “shoot of a mighty thornbush.”
130

 Pier della Vigna, 

the arboreal shade, moans in protest. Virgil bargains with the angry spirit, 

offering the services of Dante as a reporter to repair Pier della Vigna’s 

reputation among those still living.
131

 Virgil’s Italian words turn out to be the 

perfect appeal to Peir della Vigna.
132

 He desperately wants his name cleared in 

the land of the living:  

 

So sweet those words to me that I cannot be still, and may it not annoy 

you if I seem somewhat lengthy in reply. I am he who held both keys to 

Frederick’s heart, locking, unlocking with so deft a touch that scarce 

another soul had any part in his most secret thoughts. Through every 

strife I was so faithful to my glorious office that for it I gave up both 
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sleep and life. That harlot, Envy, who on Caesar’s face keeps fixed 

forever her adulterous stare, the common plague and vice of court and 

palace, inflamed all minds against me. These inflamed so inflamed him 

that all my happy honors were changed into mourning. Then, unjustly 

blamed, my soul, in scorn, and thinking to be free of scorn in death, 

made me at last, though just, unjust to myself. By the new roots of this 

tree I swear to you that never in word or spirit did I break faith to my 

lord and emperor who was so worthy of honor in his merit. If either of 

you return to the world, speak for me, to vindicate in the memory of 

men one who lies prostrate from the blows of Envy.”
133

  

 

Frederick II was crowned emperor in 1220.
134

 His court was known for its 

promotion of the arts, and he was widely thought to be an Epicurean heretic; 

Dante places him with the heretics in hell.
135

  

In their notes accompanying their translation of the Comedy, Carlyle 

and his colleagues observe that the reason usually given for Pier della Vigna’s 

fall from grace was a plot with Pope Innocent IV against Frederick.
136

 Fowlie 

adds: “Pier della Vigna, who died in 1249, was one of the truly learned men of 

his day. He studied at Bologna, and was recommended to Frederick II by the 

archbishop of Palermo, and gradually became the most intimate adviser of the 

emperor.”
137

  

Murray summarizes Pier della Vigna’s career:  

 

Born in Capua around 1190 of relatively humble parents, Pier had 

distinguished himself in the University of Bologna both as a student of 

law and as a writer of Latin prose and verse. Recommended to Frederic 

II’s service in 1221, he swiftly rose to be the chief counselor [sic] of the 

Emperor’s Sicilian court…. But in 1249, for reasons neither 

contemporaries nor today’s historians can agree on—though Dante and 

his commentators say it was all empty calumny—Pier was suddenly 

arrested, and probably blinded.
138

  

 

After the resurrection, these suicides will drag their bodies to this place and 

hang them on trees, “each soul-tree supporting the body it once cast away.”
139
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 While we do not read any words from the mouth of Romeo, we do read 

the words of Pier della Vigna, and Virgil shows us his motivation for speaking: 

“But tell [Dante] who you are so that his praises may make amends by 

freshening your fame when he returns again to the world above, as he is 

permitted.”
140

 Pier della Vigna responds, “Your words have so much sweetness 

they contrive to draw me out of silence: I am enticed to talk a little while….”
141

   

Piera della Vigna stands, therefore, as a contrast to Romeo, due to the 

fact that his foremost desire was for earthly recognition. Pier della Vigna is a 

primary medieval example of suicide,
142

 and of pride. Sayers draws the 

comparison between the two souls: “In the story, Romeo is seen to be, like Pier 

delle Vigne (cf. Hell xiii), an instance of the loyal but ill-rewarded servant, of 

which Dante himself was a living example, having faithfully served Florence 

and having likewise received ill usage in return.”
143

 Gilbert writes: “[D]esire for 

fame exists among the damned whose lot is not ameliorated. Pier delle Vigne, 

who died with his reputation clouded by slander, wishes vindication.”
144

 The 

“legacy” of which Cunizza speaks in Canto 9 of Paradise seems to be a 

righteous heritage, rather than mere notoriety.
145

  

What of Romeo? Is there enough difference between his attitude and 

Pier della Vigna’s attitude to merit Dante’s placement of Romeo in heaven? 

Perhaps a better understanding of Mercury is helpful in this line. Ciardi 

comments on the souls in Canto 5: 

 

The souls in the sphere of Mercury worked, in their earthly lives, for 

honor and glory. On seeing the newcomers they burst into joyous revels 

(as in their heart’s wish they had sought themselves to be honored by 

such revels? each giving what is most nearly of himself?). These souls 

sought the good actively and for good reason, but, in a sense, for the 

least of all good reasons.
146

  

 

Interestingly, the sun largely swallows up the radiance of those righteous souls 

who tended to seek honor in life.
147

 Sayers notes: “Allegorically this is seen to 

be appropriate to the souls who congregate in this planet, since beside the glory 

of God their own is invisible.”
148

 Carpenter observes: 

  

The marks and consequences of human frailty are seen to reach through 

three of heaven’s mansions, the penumbra of the earth falls across the 
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honor and glory. On seeing the newcomers they burst into joyous revels 

(as in their heart’s wish they had sought themselves to be honored by 

such revels? each giving what is most nearly of himself?). These souls 
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heavens of the Moon, Mercury, and Venus: lack of completeness in 

spiritual grasp while on earth brings this dimming of heaven’s light…. 

[P]ersonal ambition blending with noble devotion implies lack of firm 

grasp upon Christian hope….
149

  

 

Evidently, Romeo is grouped with the prideful souls at Mercury because he 

possessed “wounded pride which refused to pardon his master’s suspicions and 

indignantly renounced his service. It was the wounded pride of a man who 

could not do without praise and appreciation. Perfect humility is independent of 

praise and blame alike, and finds its satisfaction in the doing of duty for its own 

sake.”
150

 Ultimately, though, Romeo is content to be in glory—he no longer 

needs earthly acknowledgment in order to be fulfilled. In summarizing the 

legend of Romeo, Carroll comments: “In all this it is not easy to find any trace 

of self-glorifying under Romeo’s ‘beautiful and great work’.”
151

   

The two souls under consideration received their eternal rewards 

because of their attitude toward earthly fame, but also due to their responses to 

wrongful suffering. Neither Romeo nor Piera della Vigna deserved the 

punishment he received. “The fact that Dante places Pier in the Wood of the 

Suicides, and not among the traitors at the bottom of the Pit, shows that he 

believed him to have been falsely accused.”
152

 Romeo suffered patiently, while 

Pier della Vigna killed himself. 

Sayers writes of Piera della Vigna’s self-destruction: “Suspected by the 

Emperor he had served, traduced by evil tongues, he takes his own life. How 

could God condemn to Hell this poor man distracted by grief? But he himself 

proclaims that grief had nothing to do with it: it was hurt pride, disdegnoso 

gusto: he would rather be dead than humiliated, and for all eternity he has what 

he wills.”
153

 Fowlie makes a similar observation in his discussion of Piera della 

Vigna: “The moral question raised by the act of suicide, provided a person’s 

mind is sound, might be put this way: will one submit to chastisement and 

misfortune or take one’s life?”
154

 Fowlie explains: “In order to commit the act 

of suicide, a man becomes two persons, one strong and forceful enough to 

commit the act against the other more passive person. Thus suicide may be 

considered an act of violence punishable in the seventh circle.”
155

 Therefore, 

the humiliation drove Piera della Vigna to kill himself
156

  

This contrast in reactions is reminiscent of the difference between 

Peter’s response upon repenting of his sin of denial, and Judas’ response after 

repenting of his betrayal. After denying the Lord three times, Peter wept 

                                                
149 W. Boyd Carpenter, The Spiritual Message of Dante (London: Williams and Norgate, 1914), 193. 
150 Carroll, In Patria, 111.  
151 Ibid., 110-111.  
152 Hell, Sayers, 154.  
153 Sayers, Introductory Papers, 158.  
154 Fowlie, A Reading, 92. 
155 Ibid., 93. 
156 Ibid., 224.  

 
bitterly.

157
 Evidently, Peter determined to live for Christ after the tragic misstep 

of denial. Only a few days later, Peter preached to the very Jews who were 

responsible for the crucifixion of Christ, and many of them believed and were 

baptized.
158

  

Judas changed his mind about his sin, but did not rectify the situation in 

a godly way. He “went and hanged himself.”
159

 Forgiveness was available to 

Judas, but he rejected it. An obvious difference between the circumstances 

surrounding Dante’s characters and the apostles is that Dante’s characters 

suffered wrongfully, while Peter and Judas sinned and suffered consequent 

sorrow. Still, both pairs of men faced a decision as to how they would respond 

to severe setbacks. Cummins highlights the distinction, and explains why a 

“tree” is a sensible form for the suicides: 

 

God gives to His free creature the object of that creature’s free and 

persevering choice. The suicide chooses to throw away his body. 

Resurrection must reunite that body with that soul. But that soul’s last 

wish must, in some real way, be fulfilled. It shall have its body, and 

still not have it. To express this awful state, I give the picture (not 

meant to be literally true) of the soul as a tree, supporting forever the 

risen body once flung away.
160

  

 

Singleton comments further on suicide in Pier della Vigna’s context: “Suicide, 

like all other sins in lower Hell, is a sin of malice (see Inf. XI, 22-24) and 

intends some injustice. This injustice, considered in its objective, or moral, 

aspect, consists of doing harm to another, either by force or by fraud…. Here in 

Canto XIII the phrases ingiusto me and giusto me serve to distinguish two 

persons in the suicide.”
161

 When a person kills himself, a murder has taken 

place, and self-murder does not absolve the guilt accompanying murder.
162

  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Dante’s categorization of particular sinners and saints in The Divine Comedy 

always has been of keen interest to those who study it. Part of the potency of 

the poem is its apparent consistency in the application of justice. The theory, 

that every word and line in the Comedy is included for a reason, is upheld in the 

contrasting examples of Pier della Vigna and Romeo.  
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 The example of Romeo urges readers against overreaction to the sins of 

others and holding grudges. Jesus’ command to “pray for them which 

despitefully use you, and persecute you” should be the standard. If “hard 

feelings” against another could keep a soul from enjoying heaven to its 

potential, then such surely should be avoided in favor of a conciliatory 

approach toward human relations. Cacciaguida tells Dante, “Don’t look upon 

your neighbors, though, with hate.”
163

   

 Additionally, Romeo shows us the sufficiency of Christ to fulfill 

human existence. The “abundant life” that Christ makes available to those who 

follow Him is not contingent on earthly notoriety or material possessions.
164

 

Romeo was disappointed in Raymond, and acted abruptly, but maintained that 

an exalted position was not essential to his contented existence.
165

 

Furthermore, we are assured that after this intense experience, Dante 

the pilgrim will be better prepared to be faithful like those sainted dead, who 

“held their hearts steadfast where they held their feet.”
166

 The poem’s final 

message is that Dante’s feet no longer wander, trapped in the dark wood, but 

will walk freely and confident in the light of God’s love.
167

  

 If Dante had difficulty staying focused on spiritual verities when he 

was in the dark wood, he arrives at the point where his will is quite united with 

God’s will, where he feels no desire to look elsewhere: “Should I have turned 

my vision anywhere but to the living Ray, I’d have gone blind, so piercing was 

the power I had to bear.”
168

 All readers of Dante—especially those who strive 

for academic achievement—should be so focused on spiritual realities, 

overcoming the lust for fame.  
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