
“A NEW YEAR’S RETREAT WITH DANTE’S ‘DIVINE COMEDY’” 
SESSION ONE: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 
A bit about Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) and “The Divine Comedy” 
 
Dante was born circa 1265. (Based on his setting the story in 1300, and at the 
mid-point of life, in Biblical terms 70 years, making him 35 in 1300.) He grew up in 
Florence, in what is now Italy, but was exiled to Ravenna in 1302 for his political 
support of secular rulers over the Pope. He lived the rest of his life in exile from 
his home town, and wrote The Divine Comedy at this time. 
 
He spent 12 years writing it, beginning in 1308 and completing it in 1320, a year 
before he died. The story begins on Good Friday of 1300 and concludes on the 
Sunday following Easter Sunday. 
 
He titled it “La Commedia” (“The Comedy”). About 200 years later a publisher 
renamed it “The Divine Comedy.” 
 
The story consists of three parts: 
 
Inferno: Dante acknowledges and faces up to the moral and intellectual failings of 
his past. It is a dramatic, graphic representation of sin and its eternal effects for 
those who do not repent and have their sins forgiven through Christ. It is eternal 
punishment for the seven deadly sins. 
 
Purgatorio: This represents the stage in Dante’s spiritual life when he wrote this--
his repentance, confession of his sins, and sincere desire to be purged of sin and 
its effects. Purgation of seven deadly sins that were repented. 
 
Paradiso: Heaven--Dante’s hoped for redemption. 
 
They also correspond to the three stages of the Sacrament of Reconciliation: 
repentance, confession, forgiveness, as well as the soul’s journey to God through 
these three stages. They also represent forms of love: 
 
 
 



Hell as love perverted 
Purgatory as misdirected love redirected 
Heaven as love completed. 
 
A look at the “map” 
 
Dante’s unique terza rima rhyme pattern: 
 

aba 
bcb 
cdc 

 
Let’s meet his guides. 
 
Virgil (70-19 BC) 
 
He represents wisdom and reason, and as such will only be able to guide Dante so 
far, because wisdom and reason have their limits. Virgil was not a man of faith. 
 
He’s classified as a pagan (though a virtuous one) because he did not 
acknowledge the Old Testament God--likely out of ignorance--but did the Roman 
and Greek gods. He resides in “Limbo.” 
 
Virgil’s own epic work, The Aeneid, already touched on the nature and structure 
of hell as a pagan underworld. He was a voice of moral virtue from the Roman 
Empire, and Dante read him intensely. 
 
Beatrice Portinari (1266-1290) 
 
Dante met her in 1274, when he was nine years old and she was eight. He fell in 
love with her at first sight. They were never anything more than casual 
acquaintances, but something about her infatuated him. 
 
(At age twelve Dante was promised in marriage to Gemma di Manetto Donati, 
though he was and would always be in love with Beatrice. He wrote a great 
amount of poetry about Beatrice, but he never mentioned Gemma in any of his 
works.) 



 
Dante saw Beatrice as a savior, one who removed all evil intentions from him. It is 
perhaps this idea of her being a force for good that he fell in love with, a force 
which he believed made him a better person. 
 
Beatrice died at age 24. In the Divine Comedy Dante confesses that this was when 
he began to stray from the true path. 
 
It is Beatrice who is the agent for Dante’s journey through the afterlife. The 
Blessed Virgin Mary arranged for it, and sent St. Lucia as a messenger to Beatrice 
with the details. Beatrice travelled to Limbo to enlist Virgil to be his first guide. 
 
One final note 
 
This is a work of one man’s imagination. (Dante decides who is in heaven, who is 
in purgatory, and who is in hell, based on his own concept of theology, etc.) 
Though he was Catholic, none of this is to be read as magisterial teaching--this is 
one man’s moral vision. 
 
Our launching point: 
 
Quote from G.K. Chesterton, in response to a student who had lost her place in 
the book during a lecture on Dante and asked “Where the hell are we?” 
 
Chesterton: “I rather like that phrase. Good Catholic expression. A Catholic 
doesn’t live in Milbrook or in England, but sub specie aeternitatis (“under the 
aspect of eternity”), and the question always is, where in hell are we? Or where in 
heaven are we? Or where in purgatory are we? We live in that spaceless, timeless 
commonwealth and the question is very important.” 
  



 


