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The purpose of this study is to analyze the problem posed by homosexuality in 

Dante’s Commedia. I look at several topics and questions: A) What are the implications 

of homosexuality in regards to both justice in the polis and to divine justice in the next 

world? B) What are the poetics of queer variance? C) What are the oedipal issues 

surrounding the Dantean father-figures Virgil, Brunetto Latini, and other males? D) 

What is the role of the pedagogic Eros in promoting a strong national bond and social 

ethos? E) Where does Dante situate “sodomites” (and, by extension, what role does 

desire play) in the schemata of Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso, and why is this 

important? All of these questions are interrelated and have a bearing on Dante’s notion 

of the good society and divine justice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Homosexuality and, specifically, its pedagogic modality in the Divine Comedy is 

the subject of my paper. Let me begin by acknowledging my debt to Queer Theorist 

Earl Jackson, Jr., who states, in Strategies of Deviance, “The sexual activity between 

men in classical Greece reflected the male dominance of the society, both in practice 

and in principle, the former in the hierarchization of partners into active and submissive, 

and the latter in the Platonic distinctions of heavenly (masculine) and earthly (female-

directed) eros” (Jackson 3). The hermeneutic of misogynistic sexual politics carries over 

into the Trecento, reflecting the anxieties and internal contradictions of male 

homosociality and heteronormativity in the Divine Comedy and are adumbrated in the 

relationship between Virgil and Dante (known as the Pilgrim to distinguish him from 

the author), the two principle characters in the text. Identity is a strong theme in the 

poem, and the construction of a coherent version of the self becomes a major source of 

irony within it.  

I will be looking at various theoretical approaches and methodologies, including 

Freudian psychoanalytic theory, and Queer Theory, as well as conducting historical 

research into the pedagogic traditions of the Greeks, with a special emphasis on Platonic 

philosophy. Dante’s recalibration of the pedagogic Eros aligns itself with my analytic, 

which integrates Platonic and psychoanalytic theory. I shall also rely somewhat on 

biographical and critical research into Dante, Virgil, and Brunetto Latini. Last but not 

least, I will touch upon the Biblical tradition and debate on homosexuality, primarily as 
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it pertained to Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis. As a poet, Dante stands at the 

crossroads of classical and Christian culture. My thesis paper is of personal significance 

in that it ties together my interest in social justice, classical studies, religious tolerance 

and the workings of the subconscious mind. 

 My thesis statement is a complex and challenging one: I would maintain that the 

pedagogic Eros is the pathway to both the earthly paradise (with its connection to the 

polis) and the unearthly one. This statement is predicated on a Platonic theory of 

sublimation and oedipalized desire, one which anticipates and parallels elements of 

psychoanalytic theory. The process of subconscious Oedipal identification is 

approximated in Virgil’s discourse, “From what is real your apprehensive power / 

extracts an image it displays within you” (Inferno Ll 22, 23). Dante’s vision 

corresponds with Freud’s in that desire (eros or agape), forms the basis of character. 

The construction of the ego in the pilgrim approximates a pedagogic ladder in 

which an economy of desire is implicated in the taxonomy of sin based on insufficient, 

excessive, or misguided love. Dante’s organizing principle in the Inferno is contrapasso, 

and the classification of sins and designation of the sinner in the circles of Inferno and 

the terraces of Purgatorio anticipates what Michel Foucault calls “ the rule of optimal 

specification” (Inf. 48-49) (Foucault 98). There exists no parallel for this in the Bible, 

let alone in antiquity.  

The Roman poet Virgil (a figure historically associated with the poetics of same-

sex desire) becomes the pilgrims guide and a father-figure. Oedipal identification of the 

son with the father and the homoerotic undercurrents in the text are central to Dante’s 

poem and fuel much of its plot. I maintain that an analysis of this dynamic furthers our 
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understanding of the text. Queer cultural interpretive practices are based on 

deconstructive methods. Queer Theory does not merely traffic in the subjective. It 

grounds a text in a more precise psycho-social, historical and cultural context in a 

disciplined endeavor to decipher its unconscious logic, queer subtexts, and conotational 

language of symbolism and metaphor. 

That said, however, straightaway I must acknowledge that there are difficulties 

in applying a modern theoretical lens to any historical text. Our concepts of 

homosexuality may differ radically, and one must be careful, regardless of one’s 

position on homosexuality and its hermeneutics, not to impose either too progressive or 

too reactionary a reading at the risk of becoming unduly anachronistic. This is why I 

rely deeply on a close reading of the text and back it up with historical and biographical 

research. To this end, I cite historian John Boswell, whose work is of pioneering 

importance on the subject of sexual variance in Christendom. Of prime importance in 

my research is the issue of how Dante treats sexually variant figures, such as Brunetto 

Latini and Virgil, on whom there exists a substantial and/or growing fund of historical 

evidence. 

 In Chapter 1 of my thesis paper, I begin by delineating Virgil’s importance and 

what he represents. I examine the setting of the Inferno as a privileged space, one which 

enables the poet to explore the tension between the homosocial and the erotic. I trace a 

trajectory as it occurs in the poem of the internalized Super-ego, to which Virgil is 

subconsciously linked. Not unlike Freud, Virgil (in the Inferno) posits the centrality of 

pleasure in defining character: “nature it is / which is through pleasure bound anew to 

you” (Ll 26, 27). A close reading exposes disturbances in the dominant narrative. These 
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disturbances, or fissures, are linked to psychosocial motifs in the text, such as 

witchcraft. I examine the strange historical dynamic that gives rise to the persecution of 

the Knights Templar and the concomitant witchcraft hysteria and how these relate to the 

text’s queer narrative as well as to Dante’s own anxiety over censorship and heresy. I 

attempt to deconstruct the Approach of Geryon by emphasizing Dante’s subject position 

and thereby reveal the repressed narrative of the Inferno. Dante sets up a multiplicity of 

discourses which reflect his unstable sexual identity. The chimera of undifferentiated 

desire, symbolized by the leopard, and the subtle unmanning of Virgil represent 

disturbances in the cohesiveness of the dominant narrative. Is this a function of the 

tension between classical and post-Pauline values? Freud was inspired by the ancients, 

as many of his ideas reflect in their classical allusions. 

 In Chapter 2, entitled, “The Ancient Cult,” I deconstruct the poem’s use of 

symbolism, particularly dream-symbolism as it pertains to sin. I explore the ways in 

which Dante is staking a claim for himself as a Christian prophet in his particularized 

visio, an act redolent of the Uncanny. I examine the androgynous mystique in the 

Commedia as it applies to Tiresias, among other characters.  

Virgil dominates Dante’s journey through Inferno and Purgatorio, which takes 

up nearly two thirds of the Commedia. It is no accident that he (and not Beatrice, for 

example) is the most significant character in the poem, next to Dante himself. This 

central chapter will focus on Dante’s ability to intuit and internalize the law of the 

father. My interpretation of the symbolic elements in the poem lays bare the 

unconscious logic of the poem. I examine the curious logos of Lucifer, and how it 

relates to psychosocial motifs in the Commedia and to the tensions of Mariolatry in the 
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Trecento. The nexus of religion and desire is a central concern of this chapter. Chapter 2 

will pull back the curtain on the Virgilian mystique and how it relates to the ancient cult 

of the pedagogic eros. I end the chapter by analyzing the 3 Dreams in Purgatorio in 

terms of symbolic structure. 

 In Chapter 3, “Even in Paradise, the Eternal Theme of the Polis,” I further 

interrogate the Dantean creative unconscious. My close reading in this chapter is 

perhaps the most original and revealing part of my thesis paper. The oedipal tensions 

between Virgil and Brunetto Latini are explored in depth. Brunetto is, even of this 

writing, possibly the most controversial figure in the Commedia. I challenge the various 

assertions made about Brunetto by noted Dantean scholars Mark Musa, Gregory B. 

Stone, and John Boswell. I ask the question that continues to concern many scholars: 

What is the real reason that Dante places his allegedly homosexual mentor so deeply in 

the lowest circles of Hell? Partly in response to this question, I examine Dante’s 

unstable sexual identity and the process of oedipalization as it relates to the polis. 

Platonic love and the principle of sublimation are central to the text. Lacanian theory 

guides me in my exploration of the Symbolic order in Dante as it relates to the oedipal 

process and the law of the father.  

 The final chapter interrogates the concept of the polis in greater detail. Here I 

concentrate on Paradiso as a metaphor for the ideal society and as a critique of Italy in 

the Trecento. Dante’s ancestor, Cacciaguida, becomes a most salient character in a long 

line of substitute father-figures ending with God-the-Father himself. We may now see 

how Dante negotiates the various disruptions of sexual identity, including the castration 
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complex. I explore the ingenious way in which Dante weaves the eternal subject of the 

polis into the narrative of salvation in Paradiso. 

 My conclusion ties together the role of Virgil and other substitute patriarchal 

figures with Dante’s journey of spiritual enlightenment. It seeks to prove that the 

pedagogic Eros in its sublimated form is the motivating force of the Commedia and 

essential to the formation of the good society in Dante’s world. Dante proposes the 

Pilgrim as an Everyman figure, with all the homosocial ironies that the term implies. It 

is a literary device predicated upon reconciling the problematic distancing of the sinner 

with a Christian radical embrace of the other. The mode of reconciliation, or to use a 

Christian word, conversion, is through eros, or in its sublime form, agape. This paper 

shows us how the Pilgrim wrestles with the chimera of undifferentiated desire, how he 

intuits and internalizes the law of the father, and how he negotiates the various 

disruptions of sexual identity. It traces the hidden ways in which Dante’s unconscious 

desires are mapped onto the terrain of his earthly and unearthly journey. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CLASSICAL PEDAGOGY AND THE SEXUALLY UNSTABLE SUBJECT 

Writers of antiquity, such as Virgil, Ovid, and Plato (to whom Dante recurs in 

the Divine Comedy) know more than we think they know, an episteme that may astound 

the modern reader.1 In fact, many of Sigmund Freud’s theories, especially those 

revolving around sexuality and identity, are fore-grounded in the classics. Human 

psychology is a constant. The same may be said for religion. I shall be looking at gender 

variance and homosexuality in the Divine Comedy as (A) a foil to the poetics of the 

polis; (B) an oedipalized site of disruption; and (C) a site of sublimation as a path to 

salvation. I shall argue that the pedagogic Eros (in its sublimated mode) is key to the 

Pilgrim’s spiritual trajectory – from the mentorship status of Virgil and, to some extent, 

that of Brunetto Latini (and the oedipalized tension it represents) to the symbolic 

experience of sin by the Pilgrim, and the re-inscription of the law of the father:  the 

homoerotic poetics of the Divine Comedy are significant – because sexual identity in 

the Pilgrim is a continually unstable process.2 

Psychological insight is a hallmark of the Divine Comedy, as is an extraordinary 

classical scholarship revealed therein. Contrary to popular opinion, Freud was not the 

first to understand the principle of sublimation. Plato intuited it and made it a 

cornerstone of his philosophy, as the Phaedrus and the Symposium reveal to us (Hecht 

37-42). The relationship of Socrates and his pupil, the beautiful Alcibiades – whereby 

Plato tells us the former eludes and redirects the advances of the latter – is evidence of 
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how sexuality is absorbed, as Oscar Wilde might put it, into a larger and attenuated 

scheme in antiquity.3 The tension between eros and agape is symbolized in the 

Phaedrus by the parable of the steeds pulling a chariot in two directions; Plato 

reconciles reason and desire by strongly gesturing towards the common good, towards 

learning, athleticism and heroic virtue. This is a lesson sadly lost to courser generations. 

Though it is true that Greek is largely lost to the High Medieval era in the 

Duecento, Greek culture in general survives through Latin commentators, Roman 

copies of Greek originals, and the like. Recent scholarship has delved with historical 

specificity into the sojourn in Spain of Dante’s teacher, Brunetto Latini (c. 1220-94), 

who, in addition to his scholarly renown, was Florentine ambassador at the court of 

Alphonso X, el Sabio. It has brought to light the recovery made by Jewish scholars of 

Arabic-Greek texts translated at the time in Toledo and Seville, centers of learning and 

of the recovery of Greek culture (Holloway doc. 2). 

Brunetto’s importance is twofold, cultural and political. The historical Brunetto 

becomes significant to Dantists the more we learn about a multiplicity of discourses 

socially constructing homosexuality, or at least the lenses through which one may 

perceive it, including the classical neo-Platonic one, in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries. The Commedia constitutes one of the greatest protest poems of all time. 

Brunetto’s political résumé as ambassador is at least as important when we consider his 

role in the Florentine civil war that Dante comes to indict so profoundly and bitterly in 

the poem.  

Brunetto is perhaps the foremost Italian scholar of his day. He is one of several 

father-figures for Dante, both fictively (in the Commedia) and biographically. 
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Brunetto’s Tesoretto provides a template for Dante’s poem. (For example, it too begins 

in a dark wood.) His worldview, based on classical scholarship and contemporary 

political analysis and experience, is undoubtedly a major influence on the young Dante, 

his pupil, whose scholarship in the classics is likewise formidable. Brunetto parallels 

Virgil, as we shall see, in several ways, but perhaps most importantly in the Platonic 

relationship of master and pupil as regards Dante and/or the Pilgrim. In his relationship 

to Virgil especially, I assert that Dante rehabilitates the concept of the pedagogic Eros.  

I shall touch upon several key Platonic tropes and ideas as they pertain to my 

thesis and to inter-textual descriptions and allusions. Perhaps among the most prominent 

of Plato’s ideas, the pedagogic Eros refers to the institutionalized relationship of 

sublimated desire and mentorship involving older males with younger ones primarily in 

Athens during the Classic period of the 6th, 5th and 4th centuries BCE (Skinner 12-16, 

62-71, 117-24). It survives in the much coarser terrain of Imperial Rome, springing up, 

for instance, in the relationship of Hadrian and Antinous and, pointedly, the pastoral 

“2nd Eclogue” of Virgil. All of this constitutes, of course, a prelude to a depth model of 

queering the entrance of Virgil in the first canto of the Inferno.  

Queering the Entrance 

Virgil’s relationship to the fictive protagonist Dante-the-pilgrim is tension-filled 

from the beginning. Canto 1 establishes the Pilgrim psychologically in relation to his 

desire for Virgil. It is necessary to begin at the beginning in clarifying the relationship 

of the protagonist to the forbidden in the Symbolic. In turmoil, Dante brushes off sleep 

at the portal of his unconscious. The classic Roman poet makes his entrance into the 

“dark wood.” It is a terrain suffused with temptation where Dante is set upon by 3 



	   10 

hellish beasts, the she-wolf, the lion and the leopard, symbolic of sin (Inf. 1. 2, 43, 45, 

49). The setting of the Inferno and pre-Inferno constitutes a privileged space, one that 

allows for the allegorical exploration of taboo or repressed subject matter. For example, 

one must keep in mind that the sin of sodomy is necessarily un-nameable and 

unspeakable. To name it is to entertain its possibility. Nowhere in the circle of the 

sodomites are any of its denizens named as queer, as we shall note. The trope of unsaid 

eros begins at the beginning. Discourse (or its lack) bears a strong relationship to the 

ways in which Lacan constitutes the Symbolic. 

The twilit no-man’s land where the story begins, located somewhere between 

fully wakening and sleeping, represents a dim memory of the unconscious and its 

desires, a psychic location contested between the Id and the Ego (Inf. 72). Here Virgil 

functions as the Super-ego: he is later apostrophized as “dolcissimo patre,” a father-

figure whom the Pilgrim calls “autore,” a figure of supreme authority, and of the power 

of language, internalized into the Super-ego (Inf. 1. 85). Freud’s two major 

contributions, the creation of the unconscious, and the existence in the infant’s psyche 

of undifferentiated desire (symbolized by the leopard), play into our reading of the 

narrative of sin as Dante tells it.  

 So here we must keep in mind three interrelated things: the father/son 

relationship of Virgil, as lord of language, to the protagonist; the setting of the pre-

inferno as the site of the unconscious; and our Freudian/Lacanian reading of how the 

Oedipus complex is constructed through language in the unconscious. 

Freud argues that as the infant acquires a grasp of language, the unconscious is 

created. It constitutes the site where-in socially untenable desires (namely incestuous 



	   11 

and/or homosexual desires for one or both parent(s)), originate or dwell and are 

repressed. Jacque Lacan builds on Freud’s theories. Lacan asserts that language 

constitutes a symbolic order, the law of the father, which forms the predicate of the 

boy’s suppression of desire towards his mother. Undifferentiated desire becomes 

regimented under a binary order wherein the phallus is the signifier, an unquestioned 

plus to the minus of the castrated female other. Patriarchal imperatives structure the 

subject’s insertion into, and position in, the social order. A binary system forms the 

basis of both the Castration and the Oedipus Complex (in boys), around which male 

identity revolves in the genital phase.  

The insertion into the Symbolic order is never complete. An emblem of its 

tenuousness is the continual fainting on the part of the Pilgrim (“knocking my senses 

out completely, / and I fell;” “I swooned as though to die,” etc.), which casts doubt on 

his stability as compared to the mental prowess of his guide (Inf. 3. 135-36; 5. 141). 

Indeed, his wakening in the dark wood of his unconscious signals a relapse into a 

sexually ambivalent liminal world. 

Castration is a constant psychic prompt in the construction of Christian 

manhood (and Dante employs its symbolic structure to good use, as we shall see in the 

final chapter). Virgil as guide to the Pilgrim reminds the reader of the ways in which 

sexual identity in the Pilgrim is a continually unstable process. Virgil recalibrates the 

symbolic structure of the leopard in classical terms. The leopard in Canto I represents 

undifferentiated desire, and was viewed by early critics as a symbol of lust. (Inf. 72-3) 

 I am greatly indebted to critic Mark Musa for his idea that the Pilgrim 

participates, at least symbolically, in sin; in every kind of sin depicted in the Inferno. I 



	   12 

disagree with him as to the nature of the leopard. He believes it represents Fraud, but he 

does implicate undifferentiated desire in the landscape as I have done (Inf. 72-3). I 

would agree with Musa that Fraud is what is pointed to in the monstrous and parabolic 

figure of Geryon, but that is only a small piece of the puzzle, which I shall reconstruct 

later on. What Musa fails to reckon with is that the strong homosocial tension between 

Dante and Virgil is the key to the leopard’s nature.  

A very significant piece of the puzzle is the cord about the Pilgrim’s waist. The 

symbolic value of this article is one which continues to mystify a number of critics. Is it 

a cord such as the Franciscans might wear around their waist? Does it represent self-

confidence, as Musa argues (Inf. 221)? I would maintain that the cord signifies the site 

of a negotiation of power between the two males. Foucault refers to sexuality as “an 

especially dense transfer point for relations of power” (Foucault 103).  

The salient thing about the cord is that Dante symbolically gives it to Virgil, (“as 

my guide commanded me,” [emphasis added]) whose task is to oedipalize the Pilgrim’s 

undifferentiated desire, symbolized by the leopard, (“with which I had thought … / to 

catch the leopard,” says Dante) an elusive task (Inf. 16. 106-10). Virgil’s act of casting 

it away represents a site of disruption (“he flung it  /…into…the pit”) (Inf. 16. 113-140). 

The notion of the Pilgrim tethering a catamount on a leash suggests a desire which is 

uncontrollable and socially unacceptable, the leash thereby becoming umbilical-like and 

psychologically a site of regression, an emblem of unfulfilled or unstable manhood. 

Parenthetically, no less a literary critic than Oscar Wilde alludes to Dante, in De 

profundis, when he writes of “feasting with panthers” in describing his trysts with 

young men (Wilde “de Profundis,” 938).  
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Homosexualty is referred to largely in the language of metaphor. It is encoded 

by necessity: the price of openness is persecution, censorship and worse. No terrain 

suggests its muted presence as does the wood in Dante’s world. The wood is 

periphrastically the mythic domain of the Greek god Pan, from which the word panic is 

derived. Dante describes his reaction to it: “this wood of wilderness / (the thought of it 

brings back all my old fears)” (Inf. 1. 5, 5-6). Significantly he never states in what 

direction he “wandered from the straight path” into the dark wood (Inf. 1. 3). His 

ambiguity speaks volumes here: again, he invokes the trope of unsaid eros. Pan as a 

satyr is also associated with wild and promiscuous sexuality. The dark wood which is 

his domain surfaces as a liminal, shadowy, transformative space in Limbo: “I say the 

woods, for souls were thick as trees” (Inf. 4. 65) and is wreath-shaped (“the grieving 

forest made a wreath around it”) invoking at once the classical world’s demise and 

presaging the fearful wrath of the Judeo-Christian God in the desert of the sodomites 

surrounded by the grieving woods (Inf. 14. 10).  

Homosexual Panic 

In Canto I, Dante implicates himself as “a swimmer” in a discourse of the body 

in “dangerous waters” (Inf. I. 20-7). He is, of course, bathed in sweat after a nightmare, 

but the allusion to the body’s “dangerous” immersion is discursively also pointing to the 

sins of carnality in terms of what occasions his entrance into the dark wood, and the act 

of looking back, (“turned around to gaze once more”) recalls Lot’s wife looking back 

towards Sodom, in the Book of Genesis (Inf. I. 24, 26). He describes climbing the 

“barren slope,” the adjective referring both to the spiritual and to the physical nature of 

his sin, which is non-procreative or “barren” (Inf. I. 29). A suspiciously similar barren 
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terrain, we shall note, is described some Canti later in the plain of burning sand of the 

sodomites, where no plants grow “along these sterile sands” (Inf. 16. 28).  

 Significantly, it is at the point of climbing the sterile slope that the Pilgrim is 

beset by the leopard (“Beyond the point the slope begins to rise / sprang up a leopard”) 

(Inf. I. 28-9). “Everywhere I looked the beast was there,” suggests psychomachia, or the 

outward symbolic play of inner conflicts and desires. Even the time of day is revealing 

and relevant. It is early morning contrasted to the dark wood, a time when the sun is 

aligned with the stars “that had accompanied it on the world’s first day, / the day Divine 

Love set their beauty turning” (Inf. I. 39, 40). The theme is subtly stated and framed by 

Dante of lust versus Divine Love. Metaphorically at play here is the constellation of 

Aries, the Ram, which suggests both male sexuality and oedipalized symbolic sacrifice, 

recalling the ram in the Parable of the Binding of Isaac, in the Book of Genesis (Inf. 74). 

What the Pilgrim will purge, or “sacrifice” symbolically, is his sinful self, based on an 

identity which is quite fluid. 

 Indeed, Dante the poet is fascinated by the trope of metamorphosis, which has 

bisexual implications for the Dantean erotic imaginary, even as it invokes in its sexual 

imagery a backlash, a form of internalized opprobrium. This opprobrium is never far 

from the surface and shadows the Pilgrim throughout his archetypal voyage with Virgil. 

A case in point is the mutual exchange of shapes, which takes place in Canto XXV, 

between two thieves, Guercio, now in the form of a serpent (or dragon) and Buoso, who 

is a man till they shape-shift into each other’s form: 
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The serpent spread its hind feet round both thighs, 

   Then stuck its tail between the sinner’s legs, 

   And up against his back the tail slid stiff. (Inf. 25. 55-7) 

Just in case the reader has any doubt that sodomy is involved, the last line of the 

tercet, “up against his back the tail slid stiff,” indicates that the tail is a metaphor for a 

“stiff” or erect penis penetrating the buttocks “between the sinner’s legs” (Inf. 25. 56-7). 

After mutual orgasm (“both started melting like hot wax”), Dante’s homosexual panic 

sets in: Dante the poet describes how the two creatures “mix” their colors like “a 

brownish tint ahead of flame / creeps up a burning page that is not black / completely, 

even though the white is dying” (Inf. 25. 64-66). The imagery represents a masterful 

simile of repression and bisexual identity-crisis in a binary, black / white world. It 

integrates internalized homophobia with the image of book-burning (“the burning 

page”), alluding to a literary death-knell which implicates censorship, homophobic 

repression and burning for heresy/ buggery that are part of the Church’s penalty for 

sodomy (Inf. 25. 64-66). In the medieval mindset, heresy is associated with buggery, 

and the growing witchcraft hysteria that will culminate in the Inquisition is anticipated 

here (Boswell 283-286). The accelerated pace of the lines which follow indicates a 

feverish intensity and hysteria, which Dante must have known well in the witch-crazed 

Trecento that put the screws to the Knights Templar (Purg. 224).  

 The conflation in the medieval mindset of buggery with heresy, usury and 

witchcraft forms an important psychosocial element in the Commedia. The word 

buggery derives from Bulgaria, a stronghold of the heretical Albigensian sect that was 

believed to have countenanced homosexuality and that forbade procreative sex (Bailey 
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137-144). This theocratic conflation sets up a field of multiple discursive practices 

which undercut the homosocial thrust of the dominant narrative. The linear narrative arc 

of the Pilgrim (who it must be recalled is an archetypal Everyman figure) is mapped 

onto a spiraling terrain of spiritual circumlocution with many pitfalls, reversals, dead-

ends and detours that are linked to the strong homosocial and homoerotic bond the 

Pilgrim has with his guide, Virgil. Dante often exhibits what Freud calls a counter-

attitude towards homosexuality, in opposition to what is repressed in the self. The trope 

of circling movement, such as is to be found in the athletic male threesome of Canto 

XVI and that of the sodomites in Purgatory, uncannily recalls the circumambulations of 

witchcraft covens which haunt the popular medieval imagination. These circling rituals, 

originally conducted at night and reflecting the movements of sun and moon, are a 

cultural residue from ancient pagan times which still persist, witness the Maypole and 

Morris dances in modern-day England (Buckland 121-23, 182-84).  

 Just exactly what is Dante-the-writer’s position towards homosexuality? Critics 

have long debated the meaning of the third round of the seventh circle, held by many to 

refer categorically to the sin of Sodom. The historian John Boswell considers Dante’s 

treatment to be “with regard to the theological climate of the early fourteenth century … 

revolutionary” (Boswell 63). Boswell begins by pointing out how Dante foregrounds 

the contextualization of Sodom with the French city of Cahors, which represents the sin, 

held to be contra natura, of usury (Inf. 11. 46-51). It is important to note that Dante 

refers to the city of Sodom, which was destroyed by God for its inhumanity (in Genesis 

19), calling attention to the issue of the polis. 
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Never are any individuals tagged with the name of sodomite in either the 15th or 

the 16th canto (the assumption perhaps being that all men are capable of temptation as 

indeed the Pilgrim will be shown to be, in the round of the more masculine same-sex 

lovers of Canto 16). On the other hand, it is certainly suggested that Brunetto Latini 

(Dante’s real-life mentor), and others in his “strange crew,” of learned men exhibit 

characteristics (for instance, the cruisy gaze, “as some men look / at other men,” the 

soto voce or campy insinuating tone of Brunetto, “How marvelous!” “sweet fig,” etc.) 

which even then may have been construed as stereotypical (Inf. 15. 18-19, 22, 24, 66).  

Even so, the more masculine shades of the third round in the following canto 

recognize Dante as “a man from our perverted city” (Inf. 16. 9). This passage both 

repudiates the stereotypical construction of homosexuality (emphasis on “man”) and 

invokes the trope of the body politic run amuck (“our perverted city”). To name the 

unnamable is to invite it.3 A discursive tension is precipitated by Virgil, who says, 

“Wait / for these are shades that merit your respect” (Inf. 16. 14-15). The elder poet’s 

appeal is a function of the tension between classical and post- Pauline values. Virgil is 

participating in an ambivalent discursive practice (Dante responds in kind by saying, “I 

would have thrown myself below with them / and I think my guide would have allowed 

me to”), an admission of desire towards the band of masculine men (Inf. 16. 47-48).  

The ambivalent stance creates a fissure in the penitential scheme of the 

narrative, and gestures towards Virgil’s classical idealization of the homoerotic, while 

never naming the reason these men are worthy of respect. There is a double motion in 

his statement. Homosocially, of course, Virgil is recurring to the masculine code of 

silence, the closet – in place even as long ago as the Illiad, in the epic tradition of 
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masculine modesty and emotional reserve between Achilles and his erastes, Patroclus – 

among heroes and poets of the heroic epic. Thusly does the Circle of Violence enfold 

both the epic tradition of military lovers and the discourse of the demise of the city, an 

age-old tension from Troy to Rome to Sodom and now to Florence. 

 What becomes problematic is that Dante revisits the same sin in Purgatorio 

where, instead of denoting violence (against God or Nature) sodomy is held to be “a 

mark of excessive love,” namely lust (on a par with excessive heterosexuality), “a much 

milder offense and one that puts the offender closest to the Gates of Paradise.” 

Something distinguishes the shades in Inferno from their counterparts in Purgatorio 

(Stone 89-90). Even in hell, the Pilgrim exhibits enormous respect, as does Virgil, 

towards both groups of homosexuals in Canti XV and XVI. The Pilgrim refers to Virgil 

as “this spirit here,” in deference to “Ser” Brunetto, an encyclopedic scholar in his own 

right (Inf. 15. 30, 53). Virgil keeps his distance and is quiet, which is of course the 

demeanor of a gentleman in the company of a stranger. But there is more to it than that. 

Brunetto calls Dante “son” twice (Inf. 15. 31, 37). The Pilgrim says to him, with 

extraordinary affection and respect: 

  my mind is etched (and now my heart is pierced) 

   with your kind image, loving and paternal, 

   when living in the world, hour after hour,  

  you taught me how man makes himself eternal. (Inf. 15. 82-5) 

This statement is problematic, because Dante depicts Brunetto as “kind,” (obviously not 

a child rapist, as Boswell avers in an ironic reading, or typically violent). He is rather 

someone who is consistently (“hour after hour”) a loving father-figure to the young 
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Dante; the trope of fatherhood is invoked to the fullest (“you taught me how man makes 

himself eternal”) (Inf. 15. 82-85) (Boswell 71).  

 So I am partly indebted to critic Gregory B. Stone for showing the way out of 

this moral labyrinth. As he states, “We have become accustomed to thinking that the 

Old Testament story of the crimes and punishment of ‘the men of Sodom’ is intended to 

illustrate the evil of homosexuality” (Stone 105). The story of Sodom in Genesis 19 is 

not merely about homosexuality (which concerns the rape of two angels by an unruly 

mob). Such an act is simply the straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak. What it 

implicates is a wealthy polity (“A new breed of people with their sudden wealth,” says 

Dante) that is so involved with materialism and pleasure (lussuria) that it spurns a sense 

of humanitas (Inf. 16. 73-75).  

Brunetto Latini and his “famiglia” may be fine on the personal level; however, 

as Guelphs, I would argue that they have betrayed the sense of the common good 

politically (Stone 105-10). They have “sold out to the establishment,” as the common 

parlance of the 1960’s puts it. Here in Inferno, they remain overly concerned with 

luxury; note the interest in clothing, “squinting … as an old tailor,” Brunetto grabbing 

Dante’s “garment’s hem,” and even the association of “the green cloth prize” (Inf. 15. 

20-1, 23-4, 123). It speaks of an exaggerated concern with appearances, pleasure and 

luxury. Since homosexuality is emblematic of a physical lack of posterity, sodomites 

have a special religious mandate to promote the city of God on earth, something that the 

homosexual partisans fail to do, and conversely, which Julius Cesar, mentioned on the 

far side of Purgatory, for all of his gender variance (“heard himself called a ‘Queen’”), 

nobly attempts in unifying Rome (Purg. 26. 78).  
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The discourse on the Florentine civil war, in which Brunetto is implicated, and 

which foregrounds much of the infernal City of Dis, has an oedipal subtext which also 

finds its ultimate symbol of dissolution in the episode wherein Ugolino seems to have 

cannibalized his dead children (Inf. 33. 75) (Freccero “Bestial,” 126-127, 133). 

Historical research situates Brunetto in a diplomatic contra-temp in which the 

Florentine Guelphs embargo the rival city of Pisa (ancestral seat of Count Ugolino 

Visconti) under a state of famine while the granaries of the Florence are full (Holloway 

doc. 2-5).  

The historical parallel between the inhospitality of Sodom towards strangers (the 

angels) and the treatment (fully endorsed by the historical Brunetto) of its neighbouring 

city Pisa is significant. I do not intend to go too far afield of my subject in this chapter. I 

merely wish to anchor the oedipalized narrative of the Commedia in a slightly broader 

discourse. In the third chapter I shall revisit the subject of the polis and delve more fully 

into the intersection between eros and the polis, but for the moment let us examine the 

subtext of unstable sexual identity and the various disruptions to the dominant narrative 

of oedipalized masculine mentorship. 

The Reinscription of the Law of the Father 

So what about Virgil in all this? It will be recalled that he cast Dante’s leopard-

leashlike cord into the pit, which summons Geryon, a creature imbued with oodles of 

Ovidian sexual resonance. Tellingly, Dante takes the cord from around his waist and 

“loops it into a coil” before giving it to Virgil (Inf. 16. 111). The coil is suggestive of 

the sphincter muscle, holding as it does a certain manly tension. It is an intimate gesture 

on the part of Dante to present Virgil with something which has been around his own 
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waist, an erogenous zone. The gesture may recall Jonathan who took off his belt (among 

other apparel, etc. in the Book of Samuels) and gave it to David as a token of passionate 

friendship. One must keep in mind that the gesture comes at the end of Canto XVI, 

which is concerned with homosexuality. The motif of concealment and confession is 

broached by the author, referring to Virgil: “How cautious one must be in company / 

with one who can… read his mind and understand his thoughts!” (Inf. 16. 120) This 

caution is illustrative of the internalized Super-ego, represented by the father. It is fear 

that grips the Pilgrim. Dante will negotiate the law of the father by inserting himself 

into the Symbolic order, (appealing to the Reader as he does so) constituted by 

language: “but I shall not keep quiet … Reader – I swear to you” (Inf. 16. 129). 

 The approach of Geryon, summoned by the cord, is instructive and suggestive. 

“I saw a figure coming, it was swimming … / like one returning” (Inf. 16. 130, 33). This 

nightmarish figure recalls the Pilgrim’s own initiation into the dark wood in Canto I, 

wherein the simile of “swimming” in dangerous waters is invoked, with its association 

of sexuality and male nudity (Inf. 1. 20-7). The ride on Geryon’s back by both Dante 

and Virgil (seated behind him) is a site of symbolic sodomy, however delayed in the 

narrative of Canto XVII. (I shall explain the seeming displacement later.) Here I would 

agree with Musa’s idea that the pilgrim symbolically takes part in sin (Inf. 45). Virgil is 

in full paternal command: “And now, take courage and be strong” (Inf. 17. 81). The 

initiation is couched in sexual terms, “stabs of shame,” shame being a codeword for 

homosexuality, here expressed in terms of “servant” and “master” (Inf. 17. 89-90). The 

giant monstrosity, Geryon, becomes a metaphor for Virgil’s penetrating penis: “As I 

squirmed around on those enormous shoulders, / I wanted to cry out, …” says Dante, 
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“but I had no voice to second my desire” (Inf. 17. 91-93). Virgil “put his arms around 

me,” continues the Pilgrim, “as soon as I was settled and held me tight” (Inf. 17. 95-96). 

The initial penetration is always painful and the solicitous lover must be patient, so 

Virgil cries, “Now Geryon, start moving, descend with gentle motion, circling wide” 

(Inf. 17. 97-98). Virgil is very much the top man in every sense of the word. The 

consciousness-loosing sensation of being near-orgasm is conveyed with the simile “Just 

as a boat slips back away from shore” (Inf. 17. 100). Then, tellingly describing the 

penetrator, Virgil’s, actual position vis-à-vis the prone Dante, (the penetrator is breast 

to breast, with Dante’s legs “squirming” on his shoulders on this “ride”): “where his 

breast has been he swung his tail / and stretched it undulating like an eel / as with his 

paws he gathered in the air,” Dante proceeds to describe the throes of passion and the 

eel-like, undulating member (Inf. 17.103-05). The tercets that follow may be viewed as 

the strengthening return of the paternal voice, the internalized Super-ego.  

 Musa seems to be tone-deaf to the psychological implications of homosexuality 

here, for we are dealing with the unconscious desire of sons for their father, an 

important part of the oedipalization process, hence the allusion to the father-son mythic 

pairings Apollo and Phaeton and Daedelus and Icarus (Inf. 17. 106-11; Inf. 229-30). 

Fear, not “pride and envy,” (as Musa alleges) in relation to the unconscious desire for 

the father, is what is at play here: “I doubt if Phaeton feared more…” [emphasis added] 

(Inf. 230; Inf. 17. 106).5 Telling, also, is the periphrastic description of Dante’s orgasm 

as “the wax began to melt,” which, it will be recalled, parallels the image of wax as 

semen in the mutual orgasms of the shape-shifting pair of thieves, “both started melting 

like wax” (Inf. 25. 261). The trope of falling through the air is a common sexual 
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element of nightmarish desire exhibited in all three narratives, Geryon’s, Icarus’ and 

Phaeton’s: “I felt myself in air / and saw on every side nothing but air” (Inf. 17. 112-

13). But where is Virgil in all this? Did Dante dream him? Revealingly, Dante says, 

“Only the beast I sat upon was there” (Inf. 17. 114). The episode both conjures up the 

repressed unconscious desire of Dante for a father-figure and re-inscribes the law of the 

father (as he does in the last line of the following tercet):  

  Or if poor Icarus did – feeling his sides  

   unfeathering as the wax began to melt, 

   his father shouting: “Wrong, your course is wrong”   

   [emphasis added] (Inf. 17. 109-11). 

It is appropriate that the Pilgrim’s symbolic participation in the sin of homosexual lust 

be presided over by Geryon, which Musa correctly classifies as a symbol of Fraud (Inf. 

228). To have actual sex with one’s parent would nullify the very meaning of the parent 

/ child social compact internalized as the law of the father. The incestuous act is 

therefore in the nature of a wayward sexual fantasy and inherently fraudulent. As for 

expiating the “sin of homosexuality,” it is fitting that the symbolic act occurs outside 

the round of the homosexuals, considering that the pilgrim is constructed on the 

pedagogic ladder as being predominantly heterosexual.  

 With the re-inscription of the law of the father, sublimation is key to the 

pilgrim’s spiritual trajectory and nowhere is this better illustrated than in Paradiso. In 

Canto I, Dante invokes Apollo (and not just the muses as he has done previously):  
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Enter my breast, breathe into me as high  

   a strain as that which vanquished Marsyas 

   the time you drew him from his body’s sheath (Par. 1. 19-21) 

The trope of breathing into and breathing in, (“breathe into me”) of being inspired, (for 

that is the etymology of the word) is a classic one, directly associated with the 

pedagogic Eros (Par. 1. 19) (Ruprecht 53-55). As Phaedrus says in Plato’s Symposium: 

The gods honour that virtue [aretēn] which is associated with love [erōta] 

best of all. But they are still more amazed and they reward it even more 

when the erōmenos loves his erastēs rather than when the erastēs loves 

his paidika. In fact he is inspired [entheos]. That is why they honour 

Achilles … and sent his soul to the Blessed Isles. (Symposium 180 a-b) 

(Ruprecht 55)  

Translation: Dante the poet is inspired [entheos] through the Pedagogic tradition 

embodied by Virgil, his erastēs, who has guided him through nearly two thirds of the 

Divine Comedy, and taught him, as dolcissimo patre and altissimo poeta, “how man 

makes himself eternal;” his spirit dwells therefore not in Limbo but where the eternal 

are among the stars (Inf. I. 80-90; Inf. 15. 82-85) (Ruprecht 53-55; Hecht 37).  

 Dante has learned his lesson well and appropriates the classic tradition of 

mentorship from Ovid, Virgil and Plato. We have seen how he wrestles with the 

chimera of undifferentiated desire (symbolized by the leopard), how he intuits the law 

of the father (in his relationship to both Brunetto and Virgil as substitute father-figures), 

and how he negotiates the various disruptions of sexual identity (for instance, with the 

approach of Geryon, which triggers his own participation in excessive lust). Virgil’s 
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role in relationship to the pilgrim is not merely a theological one, as a moral guide 

teaching him the meaning of sin, (or as a literary model or symbol of Rome) as Musa 

suggests, but more profoundly, it alters his psychic makeup, purging him, as it were, of 

excessive desire, acting as predicate to his insertion into the symbolic order (Inf. 75). It 

is essential to recur to Freud (contrary to what Musa suggests) and interrogate the 

Freudian subtext of the poem for a fuller understanding (Purg. 208). Dante’s conflicted 

and unconscious desires are mapped onto the terrain of Inferno and Purgatory and it 

makes a world of difference. 

 In the next chapter, we shall examine the ways in which multiple discursive 

practices and competing voices undermine or disrupt patriarchal imperatives. We shall 

be looking at the pivotal role which Virgil plays, the dark side of Beatrice, and the 

oneiric, subliminal and liminal challenges to the dominant hetero-normative paradigm.
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CHAPTER 2 

THE ANCIENT CULT 

On First Looking into Dante’s Virgil  

Poems are often driven by an internal logic, as Northrop Frye maintains. To 

recapitulate: my thesis is that this internal logic is structured according to a pedagogic 

hierarchy or ladder. It is dominated by one father-surrogate after another (Virgil, 

Brunetto, Cato, etc.), subsequently displaced by Beatrice in Paradise, who in turn is 

super-ceded by Bernard and, ultimately, so the pattern goes all the way up the ladder to 

Jesus. This pedagogic ladder forms a recognizable pattern. Dante creates a framework 

that mirrors the oedipal crisis of identification and desire. This is why it is important to 

focus on Virgil. We will examine more closely the importance of being Virgil, since he, 

more than any other single character, represents a multiplicity of discursive practices 

subsumed under one character arc.  

The relationship between Christian and classical culture is a major theme 

explored in Dante’s the Divine Comedy. Virgil is both an historical figure existing 

outside the text and a literary character within Dante’s poem. And so is Dante. I shall 

explore their double identities, as writers and as characters, and how these intertwine or 

create tension in the poem. Our focus is on Vergil, whom Dante both privileges and 

undercuts. What are Virgil’s virtues and limitations as a literary character? I will argue 

that his limitations express, allegorically speaking, a critique of pagan culture. The 

semi-Christianization of Virgil and his subtle unmanning as a writer by Dante reveal 
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both a Freudian subtext of Oedipal rivalry and the tensions replete in Mariolatry. The 

historical Virgil is reduced to a palimpsest, a patriarchal marker necessarily displaced 

and delimited by the fictive Virgil – a figure born of divinatory bibliomancy.  

 Virgil fits the bill as Dante-the-pilgrim’s guide through almost two thirds of The 

Divine Comedy in the Inferno and Purgatory. Why him and not, for instance, Aristotle? 

There are four main reasons that qualify him for the roles of guide and mentor. Dante 

speaks of Vergil as altissimo poeta and dolcissimo patre (Inf. 1. 85; Purg. 30.50). The 

four qualifications center around those aforementioned encomiums. The first is that 

Vergil is an historical figure and poet laureate of Rome. Secondly, as an allegorical 

figure, he represents Reason. Thirdly, he is a prophet. Fourthly, he is a peculiar father 

figure who undergoes a sea-change representing the tensions of Mariolatry in the 

Trecento. 

 The recruitment of Virgil as guide and mentor represents an attempt to stand on 

historical terra firma. Virgil was born near Mantua in AD 70. When Dante-the-pilgrim 

first sees him in the dark wood it is the historic poet that he invokes. Virgil rescues him 

from three beasts, a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. These creatures represent not only 

allegorical figures of sin but they allude to political enemies as well. In Canto I, when 

Dante sees Virgil, the latter situates himself in an historic context by way of self-

identification, born sub Julio: under the reign of Julius Cesar, and “lived in Rome when 

good Augustus reigned” and the “false and lying gods were worshipped” (Inf. 1. 72). As 

a poet he sang of Aeneus, the Trojan hero and founder of Rome. The pilgrim hails him 

as “the first of my authors.” Autore means “writer” as well as “authority” (Inf. 1. 85). 

Dante invokes Virgil’s authority as national epic poet, in a bid to inherit the mantle. 
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 As an allegorical figure, Virgil represents classical Reason and Divinely-

ordained Roman Jurisprudence. Through his guidance in the Inferno and Purgatory, 

Dante learns to understand the nature of sin. For instance, he is cautioned again and 

again, until, almost as a pupil learns by rote memory, he learns that one should not pity 

the damned. This lesson is brought home in Canto XX, with the false prophets. “In this 

place piety lives when pity is dead,” Virgil reminds his pupil (Inf. 10. 28). No false 

prophet should ever tempt fate. Virgil represents the stalwart Roman virtues of “pietas;” 

(duty to family, one’s country, and the gods) “gravitas;” (seriousness of purpose) 

“humanitas;” (good will to man) and “magnitudo animi;” (greatness of soul). These are 

the virtues reflected in Aeneas, the Trojan hero, whom Virgil also praises in “Trojan 

Augustus.” Dante-the-writer thinks of Vergil’s national hero, Aeneas, as a prototype of 

the world leader who one day will unify Italy. This is the message of his work, “De 

Monarchia.” (Fortin 96-100)  

 Virgil, as the classical emblem of Reason, becomes a comforting presence in the 

Inferno, amidst the turbulence, violence, pestilence, debauchery, deception and horror. 

He is the dolcissimo patre, the calming pedagogic presence appealing to the Smile of 

Reason. But, reason has its limitations. It can teach us not to be afraid of the devil(s), 

but it cannot always move them or explain them away. This becomes clear when, at the 

gates of Dis, in the entrance to Hell, Virgil hesitates and is thwarted: “Our adversaries 

slammed the heavy gates  / in my lords face” says Dante (Inf. 8. 115-120). When 

reasoning with evil is ineffectual, a greater Power must intervene and an Angel is sent 

to open the gates. Reason can only take one so far.  
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 The First Circle of Limbo is the dwelling place of virtuous (and mostly learned) 

souls who are un-baptized or were born before the advent of Christ. This is the circle to 

which Virgil is consigned. A castle with 7 doors representing the 7 Virtues is the abode 

of the 4 great writers of Antiquity who, together with Virgil represent the pagan elect: 

Homer, Horace, Lucan and Ovid. The pilgrim is invited to join their ranks as the sixth 

among them (“they welcomed me as one of their own group”) (Inf. 4. 101). The word 

honour reverberates throughout the canto. But without the beatific vision of 

Christianity, honour rings hollow. The souls here are not physically punished, but sigh 

and pine away with desire for what they now know is the grace denied to them: “cut off 

from hope we live on in desire” (Inf. 4. 42). The lack of Christian hope for a better 

world is a critique of pagan culture. The sojourn in Limbo and the meeting with Pier de 

le Vigne are the two instances where Virgil shows pity: They “paint my face with pity” 

says Virgil of his fellow inhabitants of Limbo, and refers to the hurt he causes Pier de le 

Vigne later on as “the thing that grieves me” (Inf. 13. 46-51). 

 Virgil’s reputation as a prophet stems from the Fourth Eclogue (an inspired and 

creative misprision), which is misread as foretelling the coming of Christ during the 

Augustan Age: in Purgatorio, this is the way Statius perceives him, “Through you I was 

a poet, through you a Christian” (Purg. 22. 64-73). Furthermore, dating from the late 

medieval era and into the Trecento, the Aeneid was used in the practice of divinatory 

bibliomancy. Even Virgil’s name carries an association with the occult (Pharr). 

 Virgil was born Publius Vergilius Maro. Dante calls him Virgilio. The 

etymology of the name in the vernacular may stem from its association with “virgo” 

(maidenly) or “virga” (wand) (Fowler 1602-05; Gittes 13-14). Both denotations figure 
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into the character of Virgil in The Divine Comedy. The question of Virgil’s “maidenly” 

qualities I would like to return to later in the essay. Virgil’s legend as a magus or 

prophet is of primary concern in relation to his status as the pilgrim’s guide (Inf. 257). 

When we first meet Virgil, in “the journey of our life,” he prophesies the coming of a 

greyhound (possibly Charles VII) who will dispatch the she-wolf (Inf. 1. 1, 101). This 

has implications for the corrupt church under Pope Nicholas. Virgil can intuit the 

movement of the spheres, see the stars and constellations (“The fish are shimmering on 

the horizon”) and tell time by a wizardry of sorts (Inf. 11. 113-15; Inf. 258-59). Dante-

the-writer’s fascination with the gift of prophesy inspires a temporal feat of fictive 

legerdemain in setting the date to 1300 of “our journey,” contriving a back-to-the-future 

guise of prophesy.  

 Virgil, referred to by the pilgrim as “padre” or “dolcissimo patre,” has an 

affinity for Tiresias, whose daughter, Mantos, was interred in the soil of Virgil’s 

birthplace (called Mantua in her honour), “the soil where I was born” (Inf. 20. 55). This 

is reflected in Beatrice’s address to him as “courteous Mantuan” (Inf. 2. 58). 

Interestingly, Mantos’ body is reversed as are the bodies of all the soothsayers, head 

facing backwards: “their faces look down on their backs” (Inf. 20. 13). Aside from 

being a critique of their lack of beatific vision (the only kind that really counts), the 

trope of reversed anatomy emphasizes the hermaphroditic appearance of the soothsayers 

in an ironic way that cannot help but reflect on Virgil, himself a Mantuan.  

Tiresias is consigned with his daughter to the circle of the soothsayers. Juno, 

according to Ovid, struck him blind for saying that he preferred to be a woman, a queer 

resonance which I shall explore a little later in my analytic concerning the dark 
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analogue to Beatrice’s jealousy, periphrastically linking Virgil and Tyresias (Inf. 256). 

His double gender is a classic pre-requisite of the shaman. The word “padre” then as 

now connotes “priest.” Tiresias is a priest of Apollo, and as such is given the gift of 

prophesy. A shaman is a liminal figure like Virgil, with a foot in two dimensions or 

opposite camps. 

Virgil’s sexually ambivalent personality as a prophet makes for a peculiar father 

figure, “dolcissimo patre.” He comes at the instigation of Mary and St. Lucia, whose 

messenger Beatrice is. Mary’s compassion “breaks Heaven’s stern decree.” Virgil is an 

instrument of Mary’s, who intercedes on man’s behalf (Inf. 2. 96). Several centuries of 

Mariolatry have mollified the Militant Christ of the Crusades and humanized the 

Trecento, ushering in a cult of Courtly Love, whose greatest proselytes have been the 

late medieval troubadours, such as Vidal and Blondel. From the Christ Militant we 

arrive at the gentle Holy Child of the Early Renaissance. It is no accident that the 

Commedia is written at the dawn of a new age, an age in which the Madonna figure will 

find her highest expression in Art. 

 Vergilio’s vernacular name, arising from “virgo,” (meaning: maidenly) is an 

appropriate nominal corruption: in Canto XXIII, we have one of several examples of a 

Madonna-like gesture which Virgil assumes in relation to Dante (Fowler 1602). The 

pair are about to flee the Malebranche devils. Virgil gathers up Dante “to his chest” as a 

mother would her child. (Just before Virgil leaves his ward forever, in Canto XXX of 

Purgatory, Dante will again allude to him in maternal terms, turning to him “with all the 

confidence / that makes a child run to his mother’s arms, / when he is frightened or 

needs comforting) (Purg. 30. 43-45). This is a glowing example of the semi-
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Christianization and subtle unmanning of Virgil in the text. At the same time, it 

illustrates the tenderness and dignity of their relationship. 

 The Madonna-esque imagery is a tour-de-force on the part of Dante, who in 

some ways has created a literary counter-part to Giotto’s Madonna with Child (Uffizi 

Gallery). The three-dimensionality and physical weight of the two characters (note 

Virgil’s “cherished footprints” (Inf. 23. 147-48)) are hallmarks of the great Trecento 

maestro, Giotto. Virgil begins as a rather stern pedagogue, invoking the repressed 

pedagogic eros in relation to his Attic liberal-mindedness in the circle of the Sodomites. 

The multiplicity of competing discursive practices that Virgil represents is not lost on 

his ward. He says to Dante, referring to the athletic running sodomites, “And were it not 

the nature of this place / to rain with fierce flames, I would suggest / you run towards 

them” (Inf. 16. 16-18). But is it not his formal duty to caution against the sodomitic 

flames? 

In fact, he behaves rather like an ever wary school-master in a divinely-

appointed reform school for the criminally reprobate, with Mary recast as Mother 

Superiour, St. Lucia as an assistant head-mistress, torch at the ready, and Beatrice as the 

heavenly hall-monitor with a message from above. Eventually, our pupil will be let out 

on a permanent school holiday to some Italian place called Paradiso. (Sighs heard in 

Limbo all around.) Having lost the writer’s sweepstakes, Virgil will of course return to 

that academic Limbo (sans pupil) to which he is gloomily consigned for eternity. 

 So what have we learned? Virgil is both affirmed (as master national poet, 

virtuous and resourceful guide, prophet of a Golden Age) and undercut (the limitations 

of Reason in the absence of God’s grace, the subtle unmanning of Virgil). In the 
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celestial sweepstakes which is the writer’s contest between Vergil and Dante for 

immortality, the dust settles and what Dante achieves as altissimo poeta becomes 

clearer. The classical world of Achilles, Theseus, Odyseus and Aeneus could never 

have conceived of a hero who was an Everyman. It is a sad thought that the pagan Virgil 

may never know how much richer the world is because of the Christian imagination and 

its Art. Yet, somehow (owing to the Love that moves the sun and the other stars), I 

believe he has an inkling. Now, let us pay some attention to Beatrice. 

Beatrice Goes to Hell (and Other Manifestations of Dark Radiance) 

Beatrice is as interesting for what Dante says about her as for what he leaves out 

or suggests. The female voice (of Mary on down through Beatrice) is mediated 

throughout most of the Commedia through Virgil. (Initially, there are 3 degrees of 

separation between Mary and the Pilgrim in the Inferno. The induction of Virgil occurs 

off-stage, as it were, when he relates to Dante that he is their go-between, sent as his 

guide by the Virgin Mary via Lucia who recruits Beatrice because of Dante’s great love 

for her [Inf. 2. 94-126].) The tensions of Mariolatry percolate throughout the poem and 

are bracketed by patriarchal priorities which necessitate his mediating presence. What 

will precipitate the direct intervention of Beatrice, replacing Virgil as the pilgrim’s 

guide in Purgatorio, is a desublimation of narcissistic homosexuality (which we have 

already begun to see with the Approach of Geryon) and a re-sublimation along genitally 

positive oedipalized lines. The transition to fully oedipalized masculinity is not without 

irony. 

It is precisely at the point when Virgil leaves the pilgrim and is replaced with 

Beatrice that the sodomitical flame of forbidden lust is at its most intense, in vain: 
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Dante says to Virgil, “Not one drop of blood / is left inside my veins that does not 

throb: I recognize signs of the ancient flame,” but Virgil is no longer there to listen 

(Purg. 30. 46-48). The sexually codified “ancient flame” (with its classic overtones), 

must be distinguished from the “eternal flame,” symbolically alluded to in the colour of 

Beatrice’s gown (Purg. 30. 33). One is transient, the other not so. The process towards 

spiritual maturation and manliness will begin to take place mainly subliminally in the 

pilgrim and is the chief subject of the Three Dreams that I shall explore a little later in 

this chapter. For the moment, let us look at the bizarre triangle that will situate the 

pilgrim at its apex. 

 As I have stated in Chapter 1 – a privileged space, the Inferno allows for the 

examination of repressed or taboo subject matter. This theme is expressed subtly a 

world away in Limbo, where Dante, commingling with the great intellects of the pagan 

era, confides, “We walked together towards the shining light, / discussing things that 

here [referring to Christendom] are best kept silent, / as there they were most fitting for 

discussion” (Inf. 4. 103-05). Hell is overwhelmingly the abode of male characters. A 

luminous (human as opposed to mythological) exception is Francesca di Rimini in 

Canto V, a spirit consigned to the first, and least offensive, circle of Lust. In her 

adulterous behaviour Francesca parallels, to a great extent unexplored by critics, the 

betrayal of Dante by Beatrice, who in real life it will be recalled married someone else 

(rehearsing, as Francesca does, what may be read as a maternal Freudian script in loving 

a patriarchal and distant character, namely Paolo). This act of sexual betrayal in the 

“family romance” produces what I like to call a “dark radiance,” one of uncanny 

repressed sexual desire which illuminates with an erotic nimbus some of the most 
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resonant figures in the Commedia. All of the spirits in the Inferno are naked, or more 

politely shall we say undraped? – except the hypocrites (Inf. 3. 100).  

 In the Inferno, the reader encounters a series of nefarious female figures – the 

Harpies, the Fates, and Medusa (as well as the “saintly” but masculinized Beatrice later 

on in Purgatorio). What do these figures really represent? Of course, they are literary, 

mythological entities, occurring and reoccurring inter-textually in Homer, Virgil, Ovid, 

etc. However, is their uncanny reverberation in the Inferno due to something else – 

relating to Beatrice, perhaps? I propose that they function as emanations of a psychic 

disturbance within Dante, issues revolving around a repressed narrative.  

As we have seen in the oedipalized contest between Dante and Virgil (the 

writers), the sweepstakes is for eternal recognition as autore. An obsession with 

eternality forms part and parcel of a hetero-normative Christological agenda in 

 the Symbolic of what Lacan terms “the Name-of-the-Father” (Jackson 25). The 

dynamic thrust of this divine agenda enfolds the poetics of homosexuality in a hetero-

normative stance since, it will be recalled, Brunetto frames the discourse in terms of 

“how a man makes himself eternal” (Inf. 15. 85). It is by means of the phallocentric 

pedagogic ladder and through Art, as Ser Brunetto avers, invoking his own claim to 

fame: “Remember my Tresor, where I live on” (Inf. 15. 119).  

The older man teaches him as a father does a son, calling Dante, “my son,” 

repeatedly (Inf. 15. 31, 37). He is referring to an artistic parentage. The contest for 

eternality, reified in Art, creates tension, or a disruption of the continuum of homosocial 

and homoerotic desire (Sedgewick 2435). The disruption may be viewed meta-textually 

and is epitomized by the Advent of Beatrice, a doctrine which Harold Bloom reminds 
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us, borders on heresy. As Bloom states categorically, “[T]he figure of Beatrice would be 

heresy and not myth if Dante had not been so strong a poet that the Church of the later 

centuries has been happy to claim him” (Dante Alighieri 8-9). What is the origin of this 

daring interpolation? 

At some point, and the historical research will have to be more advanced than I 

have been able to discover, I can only speculate that Dante would have come to an 

impasse in his life (similar to the one in which the Reader first finds him in the “dark 

wood”) whereby he was forced to choose between a creative life and a married one with 

Beatrice. It is the Divine Comedy (the book of his life), to which Dante meta-textually 

alludes when he mentions “another text” to Brunetto. Beatrice is subsequently cast as 

“the lady who can interpret,” not just the future, but his life and work (Inf. 15. 89, 90) 

She is masculinized in a position of authority over Dante as sybil, judge and critic. 

Dante also compares her to an “admiral” in Purgatorio, while earlier she is hailed by the 

masculine form Benedictus (Purg. 30. 58, 9). The androgynization process which forms 

part of the character arcs of Dante, Virgil and Beatrice has an aesthetic, oedipal and 

mystical dimension.  

The Commedia may be viewed as Dante and Beatrice’s own anaclitic “love 

child,” a holy offspring of their spiritualized mating. Their marriage of minds is a 

tempestuous one, dominated by jealousy on all sides. The dark analogue to Beatrice’s 

jealousy (she accuses him of “ stray[ing] after others and abandon[ing] me”) (Purg. 30. 

126) is to be found intertextually in the Aeneid, wherein the malicious Juno is set up in 

opposition to the “ravished [by her husband, the king of the gods] Ganymede,” adding 

insult to injury after the Judgement of Paris: 
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… (the origins of that anger, 

That suffering, still rankled: deep within her, 

Hidden away, the judgement Paris gave, 

Snubbing her loveliness, the race she hated; 

The honours given ravished Ganymede), 

Saturnian Juno, burning for it all,… [emphasis added](Virgil 1. 39-43) 

It is no accident that the very sphere in which Beatrice grows loveliest is that of Saturn, 

the realm of temperance, where she dare not smile lest he be “burned to a heap of 

ashes,” invoking in these lines “what Semele became” at the instigation of the jealous 

Juno (Par. 21. 4-6). Dante will have to reconcile both sides of his nature. And he will 

have to navigate in the dangerous waters of the misogynistic vortex inherent in 

Christianity (indeed, in Western Civilization), buoyed by the rise of Mariolatry. Those 

waters, as we shall see, will congeal, as his narcissistically-driven libido is re-

sublimated and symbolically frozen. The passion is too hot not to cool down. 

In order for the pilgrim to make himself worthy of Beatrice, he will have to burn 

off his excessive bi-curious lust for both Virgil and Beatrice in the purifying flames of 

Purgatorio. The more interesting reverberation of this lust manifests itself in the trope of 

the unsaid. What does Dante leave out in the fictionalized semi-memoir which is 

“another text,” the Commedia?  

A number of things fall under that rubric. What critic John Freccero calls “the 

stumbling block of children’s suffering” is worth paying attention to, for example 

(Freccero “Bestial,” 121). Freccero references the children of Count Ugolino, whom 

Dante may or may not suggest were devoured by their father. If such an act did occur, 
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perhaps for aesthetic reasons it was off-stage. Where are the children in hell? They are 

in Limbo, if un-baptized or they are alluded to, but children in the next world are a very 

sensitive subject for obvious reasons. How could Jesus take the innocent? Dante’s own 

wife and sons are never mentioned. Is the omission caused by superstition or is it 

merely politeness towards Beatrice – a form of deference, corresponding to when Dante 

soft-pedals Virgil’s presence to Brunetto after the latter asks, perhaps jealously, “And 

who is this one showing you the way?” (Inf. 15. 48)  The other great omission or 

slippage may be read as unconscious and suggests a repressed narrative related to the 

castration complex, the bête noir of unconscious desire. 

There is a dark side to the Dantean ossessione with eternality. Nowhere is that 

dark radiance better illustrated than with the body of Lucifer. The body is more than a 

physical reality: it is a discursive formation constituting the site of a complex of 

relationships, gestures, and subjectivities “played out within the Symbolic” (Jackson 31-

34). The corporeality of the Inferno and those condemned to it is a major trope of the 

canticle. Dante’s footprints are noted by the damned as is his shadow, a telltale mark of 

being alive, but their own corporeality is emphasized by their physical violence to one 

another, in many instances, particularly in the city of Dis. The punishments for the 

sinners are increasingly physically violent, culminating in the cannibalism by Lucifer of 

history’s 3 worst traitors (Inf. 34. 55-67). Purgatorio, by contrast, is much more 

ethereal, as is illustrated by Dante’s encounter with his beloved singer Cassela, whom 

the pilgrim embraces (in an instance of sublimated desire) as one would the air, in vain 

(Purg. 2. 76-81). 
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There is a sense of unsaid eros when Dante describes anal phenomena. Queer 

theory analytic points to the sublimated anus as forming a strong element of a repressed 

narrative. As Guy Hocquenghem reminds us, in “The Phallic Signifier and the 

Sublimated Anus,” the phallus is social, while the anus is private, a locus of shame (24-

27). (This need not imply homosexual intercourse: a cursory study of the laws against 

sodomy reveals that they were historically directed against both homo- and hetero-

sexual acts of anal intercourse [Spencer 135, 192-93].) According to Freud, the return of 

the repressed manifests itself in slips-of-the-tongue, repetitious verbal ticks, jokes, and 

other psychosocial phenomena. (Leahey 241) Freud’s ideas align with Dante’s 

narrative. An instance of an anal-centered joke occurs in Canto XXI, a commentary on 

militarism.  

The Malebranche devils threaten to poke Dante with their “prongs aimed at” 

him, one of them asking, “Now do I let him have it in the rump?” (Inf. 21. 100-02). It is 

here that Virgil is arguably at his most homosocially virile: he “forced himself to look 

as bold as possible” (Inf. 21. 66). The pilgrim and his guide are accompanied by a 

military squadron covered in pitch who salute their commanding officer thusly: 

Before they turned left face along the bank 

  Each one gave their good captain a salute 

  With farting tongue pressed tightly to his teeth, 

And he blew back with his bugle of an asshole (Inf. 21. 136-39). 

Not unlike Shakespeare, whose sense of humour can be quite bawdy, we must be 

prepared to see Dante as a poet who thinks and expresses himself in unorthodox and 

even profane ways.  
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 The figure of Lucifer, gigantic and partly encased in ice from the mid-rift down, 

looking innocuously like a windmill in the distance, is Dante’s most underestimated and 

misunderstood image (Inf. 34. 4, 28-33). It is the essence of what I call “dark radiance,” 

a timeless archetypal figure which epitomizes counter-attitudinal resonance, or as Jung 

calls it, the Shadow. Both the pit of the Inferno and the island-mountain of Purgatorio 

are created by Lucifer’s fall and its impact on the earth. The trope of viewing the 

beloved’s body as a form of geography is a commonplace one in the cannon of love 

poetry. Dante turns it on its head. 

T.S. Eliot found the last canto describing Lucifer so grotesque that he advised 

the first-time reader to omit it, and “return to the beginning,” or “to wait until he has 

read and lived for years with the last canto of the Paradiso.” With John Freccero, I am 

inclined to think the opposite, but for altogether different reasons. I agree with Freccero 

that Lucifer is “not merely a spectacle, [grotesque or otherwise, but] a step along the 

way.” Where I depart from Freccero is in my analysis of Lucifer as a marker of 

psychosexual crisis (as well as spiritual transformation or conversion). As for Satan 

representing “the zero-point in [the pilgrim’s] askesis,” Freccero’s view appears to me 

to align itself with the psychoanalytical one of the castration complex signifying a crisis 

of the Pleasure Principle versus the Reality Principle, or anaclitic attachment. (Freccero 

“Dante,” 167) In the latter case, a progression away from the mother and towards the 

father is indicated when the Pilgrim exits out of the anal phase (literally) and towards a 

successful sublimation in terms of ego formation. The grotesqueness of Satan is simply 

a correlative or phantasmal valance of Medusa. Freud interprets “the terror of Medusa 

as a terror of castration” in “Medusa’s Head”(Jackson 29). 
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Nothing has greater cathectic resonance than the canticle of the Inferno (with its 

final canto) in the entire poem. Here is why. The logic of repressed narrative in the 

Commedia suggests itself in psychosomatic fissures, repetitions, jokes, slips-of-the-

tongue and uncanny imagery. What is repressed in Dante is the desire for anal sex. Even 

the geography of hell is imprinted with the sodomitical stamp of desire. Lucifer’s body 

becomes a territory of the Inferno, or rather, the lowest circle of the Inferno is a 

projection of the sinful body onto which are mapped Dante’s forbidden desires. Nothing 

illustrates this more than the fact that Dante and Virgil climb down the hairy colossal 

body of Lucifer, with Dante clinging to Virgil, who carries him in a Madonna-esque 

fashion, and exit out of the “cavern” (Inf. 34. 126), the geographical center of gravity, 

which corresponds to the fundament of Satan (Inf. 34. 70, 74-77, 90, 106-06). Small 

wonder then that the highly perceptive and conservative Eliot was put off – and perhaps 

not merely because elements of Lucifer’s body, the windmill imagery that suggests the 

cross or the 3 faces of Lucifer recalling the Holy Trinity, seem to parody Christianity?  

Freud’s analysis of the (boy) infant’s narcissistic understanding of his mother as 

possessing a penis not unlike his own (prior to his traumatic awareness of her lack) 

suggests a suppressed memory that in Dante manifests itself as a fantastical image of 

Satan. Lucifer very tellingly has 3 faces reflecting the triumvirate matriarchal structure 

of the Virgin Mary, St. Lucia, and Beatrice (who intercede on the pilgrim’s behalf). 

This fantastical, cathectic and uncanny image is a manifestation of castration anxiety, as 

Lucifer devours the traitors. The devouring image is a figment of the devouring vagina 

dentata in Dante’s sexual imaginary. The fact that 2 out of the 3 traitors are Cassius and 

Brutus (the third is Judas), who betrayed Julius Caesar, suggests a homosexual subtext, 



	   42 

Caesar being linked to homosexuality in the terrace of lust by those sodomites who are 

arguably among the Saved (Purg. 26. 78; Purg. 284). The specter of the phallic mother 

finds its historic counterpart in the Egyptian figure of the mother goddess Mut (often 

depicted with a penis), which Freud traces in “Leonardo and a Memory” as a “possible 

cultural association,” according to Earl Jackson, Jr., in the etiology of homosexualty 

(Jackson 55). 

The 3 faces of Lucifer represent more than just a parody. They acquire a psychic 

reverberation precisely because, archetypally, the figure of the horned god strikes a 

deep and disturbing primordial chord. The 3 faces correspond to the ancient cult of the 

Mother Goddess. The horned god, in addition, is associated with her cult. (Buckland 

240-41) In Italian witchcraft, the “triple Goddess” has 3 faces, which correspond to the 

3 faces of the moon, a symbol which Dante associates with Beatrice over and over again 

(her realm is the moon) (Inf. 2. 78). Her aspects represent the Warrior-Maiden (waxing 

phase), the Mother (full moon phase), and the Chrone (waning phase) (Buckland 105). 

The anthropological phenomena to which Dante alludes are vestiges of the Old 

Religion, which he explores to some extent in the 3 Dreams. They have particularly 

strong resonance in the aspect of the Witch / Siren – whose erotic, hybridized and fluid 

element echoes Geryon – and in the magus dynamic of the double-sexed Tiresius, an 

anthropological correlative. Again, as with the derivation of the word bugere, we may 

trace a chain of association between buggery, heresy and witchcraft in the High Middle 

Ages and into the Trecento. 
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Dante, Purgatorio, 3 Dreams 

The muses are known to visit poets in their dreams, such as Milton and 

Coleridge. The Pilgrim in Canto I of the Inferno “wakes to find [himself] in a dark 

wood” (Inf. 1. 2). The implication is that Dante is divinely inspired by a dream to write 

the Divine Comedy. This is the view of several critics, and one with which I am in 

accord. I would like to focus on the 3 dreams that the Pilgrim has in Purgatorio. I shall 

examine their structural significance as well as their particular language of symbol and 

metaphor. I shall argue that Dante must affirm his authority as a divinely-inspired 

dreamer because he is staking a claim for himself as a Christian prophet in his 

particularized visio, an act redolent of the Uncanny. 

 The mantle of poet as seer is something that Dante inherits from Virgil. Dante 

sets out a provenance for the mantle. In Canto I of the Inferno, Virgil speaks of a 

greyhound, a figura who will vanquish the corrupt forces that beset Italy and the 

Church. Virgil affirms his credibility as moral guide through his prophetic vision. 

Furthermore, he is able to read the Pilgrims thoughts. Through his clairvoyance, he 

functions as a herald of Christ’s birth (with the 4th Eclogue). He is also a symbol of the 

glory of the Roman Empire, founded by Aeneas, of whom he sings.  

 One can make the case that Dante is a borderline Gnostic. His particular gnosis 

revolves around the idea that, on his own authority, Beatrice is the path to salvation. 

This is a heresy which, according to Harold Bloom, would be actionable if Dante were 

not such a strong poet (Dante’s The Divine Comedy 8-9). Dante is staking a claim based 

on the medieval tradition of Virgil, Christianized and affirmed by Statius in the poem 

(Rizzatti 36; Purg. 22. 64-73): “Through you I was a poet, through you, a Christian,” 
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says Statius to Virgil in Purgatorio (Purg. 22. 73). Statius is acknowledging a pedagogic 

ladder stemming from antiquity. 

 The resort to antiquity is an element of all 3 prophetic dreams which the Pilgrim 

has in Purgatorio. Each of the dreams functions structurally to ease the transition from 

one terrace (or locale) to the next in Canti IX, XIX, and XXVII. All 3 dreams resist 

immediate rational interpretation. This effect plays into the verisimilitude with which 

Dante depicts the elusive quality of dreams. There is an element of the Uncanny in all 3 

dreams, which revolves around the trope of confused or mistaken identity and 

bewilderment. Also, each dream begins in the wee hours before dawn, which 

according to medieval tradition make them likely to be “prophetic” (Purg. 9.17). 

 The First Dream marks the Pilgrim’s transition from Antepurgatory to Purgatory 

Proper. Dante falls asleep in the Valley of the Princes and dreams of being a prince 

himself, namely Ganymede, Prince of Troy and the most beautiful boy in the world. He 

is kidnapped by a golden eagle, the King of the Gods in disguise, an act symbolizing the 

glory of Rome (Purg. 20-24). In a simile of bewilderment, the narrator alludes to 

Achilles dressed as a girl (from Statius’ The Achilleid) by his mother, Thetis, in an 

effort to keep him out harm’s way in the oncoming Trojan War. (The boy Achilles is, 

according to Ovid’s Metamorphosis, “outed” by Ulysses and Diomede, which is one of 

the reasons Dante situates these two in the Inferno [Inf. 311-312].) The dreamer feels an 

intense heat as the eagle soars through a sphere of fire, anticipating the purification by 

fire of lust which will occur in the 7th cornice before his entrance into the Earthly 

Paradise. Upon awakening, Virgil informs him that St. Lucia carried him in his arms 
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and transported him (Purg. 9. 30-33, 55-57). This dream-episode, dominated by Lucia, 

emblem of light, represents the light of Glory (Singleton 29). 

 The Second Dream functions as a bridge between the lower and upper cornices 

of Purgatorio. The narrator references the geomancers’ vision of a path bathed in light 

as a prelude to the oneiric appearance of a witch-like woman, stumbling on maimed 

feet, stuttering, cross-eyed, sallow, and with hands deformed (Purg. 19. 7-9). This 

figure embodies the negative aspects of Woman, and generally speaking, alludes to the 

decay and disease of the natural world. It is the dreamer’s male gaze which transforms 

her into a siren, one who boasts of distracting the doomed Ulysses with her beautiful 

voice (Purg. 19. 22-24). The siren aspect represents the unconscious desire of the 

dreamer and anticipates the terraces marked by excessive love. An unnamed holy 

woman prevails upon Virgil to set the dreamer straight. It is Virgil, representing the 

naturalistic view of the ancients, who unmasks the Sirena by symbolically ripping off 

her garments and thereby ventilating the fumes which emanate from her noxious womb: 

“The stench pouring from her woke me from sleep,” writes Dante (Purg. 19. 33). The 

oneiric vision confronts the reality of death and decay symbolized by the witch, while 

subverting the state of denial representative of the id, symbolized by the Sirena-figura. 

The Second Dream of the witch / siren represents the light of Nature (Singleton 29). 

 The Third Dream buffers a transition between the cornice of lust and the 

Pilgrim’s entrance into the Earthly Paradise. The Biblical figuras of Lea and Rachel 

herald the approach of Matelda and Beatrice, which will occur later on in the canticle. 

While the preceding dreams were violent and disturbingly sensual, this dream is 

pastoral and calm. Already the pilgrim (by walking through the purifying flames) has 
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purged himself of the sins of misdirected, insufficient and excessive love (Purg. 27. 46-

51). On the other side of his initiation, the pilgrim has a prophetic and anaclitic vision. 

The beautiful Lea, with her arrangements of flowers, represents the active life, while her 

twin sister Rachel, of whom she speaks as forever looking in the mirror, symbolizes the 

contemplative (Purg. 298). (Aristotle privileges the latter.) Jacob, who is only 

periphrastically alluded to, marries both, as the Old Testament tells us (Gen. 29:10-31). 

His marriage to Lea is the result of a confused or deceptive arrangement with the 

sisters’ pater familias. For Dante, the life of the mind must be balanced with a Christian 

sense of duty to the world. The third dream represents the light of Grace (Singleton 29-

30). 

 Each of the dreams has its own separate and distinct meaning. Yet they have a 

common narrative thread running through them, which few if any critics have noticed. 

They involve or allude to a case of confused or mistaken identity, gender-based or 

otherwise sexual in nature. This element may be viewed as the return of the repressed. 

From the First Dream, in which the dreamer confuses the winged Jove with the 

levitating St. Lucia and wherein the cross-dressing boy, Achilles, is alluded to, to the 

Second Dream, with its confusion of the ugly and deformed witch with the lovely 

Sirena, to Jacob’s allegory of the twins, Lea and Rachel, in the Third Dream, there is an 

underlying, unifying note of sexual bewilderment and cross-purposiveness. What does it 

signify? Confusion seems to be the predicate of conversion. In the oneiric context of the 

seer as poet, it invokes the trope of the double-sexed, oracular high-priest of Apollo, 

Tiresias. He it is who bridges the genders as easily as he has past, present and future. In 

like fashion, the poet-seer Dante understands that the lights of Glory, of Nature and of 
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Grace are not competing with one another any more than are the stars (Dante’s The 

Divine Comedy 6). The contemplation of wholeness in the Divine is of the essence.  

The heretical nature of the seer prepares the ground for a cathectic allegory of 

conversion. The pilgrim must first participate in the sin of heresy in order to see the 

world as it actually is. Unlike the arch-heretic, Cavalcante di Cavalcanti (whose view of 

the present is occluded “through this blind jail”), Dante’s Christian heresy involves the 

redeeming cult of Beatrice, an emblem of his “genius” (Inf. 10. 58, 59). The encounter 

with the other (or others in a multiplicity of discourse) enacts a longing for primal 

wholeness, as Mercia Eliade attests to in his book, Patterns of Comparative Religion. 

The 3 Dreams in Purgatory represent an archetypal rite of passage, a prelude in the 

Symbolic to the pilgrim’s conversion, which takes place in the purgatorial flames that 

form an anxious predicate of the pilgrim’s transition into oedipalized manhood. La bella 

donna de la mia mente, Beatrice, awaits.  

In this chapter I have posited a virtually unexplored side to her as it relates to the 

Inferno. She has been the subject of a groaning folio of commentary dating from 

Boccaccio, who first christened the Commedia divine. I shall leave to others (and to a 

larger format) her signification in Paradiso. In the next chapter, we will explore the 

curious triangular relationship between oedipalized eros, the castration complex, and 

Paradise as the city of the Souls of the Just. We shall see how Dante reconciles the 

opposing forces of Church and State and we will learn the supreme lesson of Christian 

transcendence. Is the discourse of the good society never-ending? 
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CHAPTER 3 

EVEN IN PARADISE, THE ETERNAL THEME OF THE POLIS 

I have noted Dante and Brunetto’s emphasis on historical specificity in the 

previous chapters. There are certain critics on the left who insist on a radical 

interpretation of Jesus. No matter how long and deep my research into the matter, I fail 

to find any trace of a Socialist Party sub Julio. Nevertheless, sentiments have a tendency 

to crop up in the Divine Comedy which lend themselves to a quasi-populist ethos, 

namely: the Biblical insistence on brotherly love, the opprobrium shown towards the sin 

of greed, the arrogance depicted in the rich and powerful, and so on. Even in paradise, 

the eternal subject of the polis will not let up. Is Dante merely attempting to score points 

against his temporal enemies? I shall emphasize the non-partisan ethos of discourse, 

particularly as it relates to the Emperor Justinian, whom Dante exalts as a dispassionate 

arbiter of the law. I shall interrogate the central Canti of both Inferno and Paradiso, 

with particular emphasis on the discourse of the polity. I shall argue that, far from being 

a radical or a reactionary, Dante’s political views in Paradiso represent a traditional and 

moderate reconciliation of opposing forces and are based on the Christian educability of 

the body politic. 

 As Mark Musa writes, in the introduction to Paradiso, “The Divine Comedy is 

one man’s vision of the state of souls after death written with the purpose of saving all 

mankind” (Par. ix). Regardless of whether he or she achieves it, Dante’s purpose is a 

worthy goal for a writer. The first utopian writer is held to be Thomas More. It may be
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sacrilegious to think of Paradise as utopian because it is a real and not an imaginary 

place. But setting that aside for a moment, if Paradiso functions as Dante’s utopia, it is 

only because the Inferno, as a mirror of life on earth, represents dystopia (Fortin 162). 

Both the Emperor Justinian and Cacciaguida locate their earthly ideal societies in the 

past. 

 Inhabiting the second sphere of Mercury, the Emperor Justinian recounts the 

history of the Empire in Canto VI. It is significant that in Paradiso he is merely 

“Justinian” by name (“Caesar I was, Justinian I remain”), because here there is only one 

Emperor and that is God (Par. 6. 10; Par. 73). Justinian’s humility is an indication that 

all souls are loved equally in His society (Par. xvi). It is the divinely-ordained, 

historical Imperium, and not the individual (emperor or otherwise), which is paramount. 

Justinian’s discourse traces Rome’s history from the Republic through the Imperial Age 

of Augustus to the Christian Empire under the trope of the Eagle’s flight (“Constantine 

reversed the eagle’s flight”) (Par. 6. 1). History thereby frames a political morality tale. 

 The lesson of historical perspective is important to remember because Dante 

continually weighs his own private estate on the scales of the polis, and Romeo’s plight 

(“begging, door to door, his bread”) parallels his own exile and poverty (Par. 6. 141; 

Par. 82-3). Justinian indicts both the Ghibellines and the Guelphs, with a marked 

absence of partisan passion, in the conflict which exiles Dante:  

  Against the public standard one group sets 

   the yellow lilies; one claims it for its 

   own party flag – and who knows which is worse?  

(Par. 6. 100-02) 
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Divine providence guides history, and one’s own lot in life must be put into perspective. 

In all humility, Justinian casually introduces himself into the narrative, which is 

centered on the Eagle (“the bird of God”), the symbol of the divinely-ordained Roman 

Empire (Par. 6. 5; Par. 73). He frames a history lesson in the context of the sphere of 

Mercury, the home of blessed souls who were, nonetheless, too concerned in life with 

fame and glory: “thus deviating from true love” (Par. 6. 112-20). We must note 

parenthetically that the insinuation of pride is something that has dogged the Pilgrim’s 

steps from the beginning of the first canticle and continues here (Par. 15. 93; Par. 186). 

It is tempered by the trope of poverty and exile which ends Canto VI. 

 If not utopia, then it is a comparatively far better world, a glorious Empire, in 

fact, which Justinian locates in the past and, in part, during his own reign. He ruled and 

“by the will of the First Love … / purged all the laws of excess and of shame” (Par. 6. 

11-12). As codifier of Roman law, Justinian represents a supreme example of the 

caliber of emperor that Dante apostrophizes in Monarchia and prophesies as the Veltro, 

or Greyhound, in the Commedia (Inf. 1. 101-11). Most of the (pre-Christian) Roman 

emperors are also Pontifex Maximus: they rule over matters of church and state. “Before 

I had assumed this task [the task of codifying Roman law according to tradition] I 

thought / that Christ had but one nature and no more,” says Justinian (Par. 13-14). He 

consults with Agapetus and is soon set on the right course. Agapetus is Pope (“supreme 

shepherd of God”) (Par. 6. 17). During Justinian’s reign, the religious and political 

spheres of Pope and of Emperor are separate but interpenetrative: Agapetus directs 

Justinian “with his enlightened words to the true faith” (Par. 6. 18). 
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 Medieval society is quite unlike the pagan world, where the emperor was 

Pontifex Maximus. It is also increasingly unlike Justinian’s shining Christian example. 

Prince and Pope, are two powers, one temporal and the other spiritual, both increasingly 

mixing incestuously in the corridors of power. Dante’s political philosophy is reflected 

in the Commedia and Monarchia. The latter work directly addresses the abuses of 

power of Pope Boniface VIII, whose Unum Sanctum of 1302 advocates the submission 

of princes to the pontiff (a doctrine known as plenitudo potestatis). While not a bull, the 

doctrine asserts that “it is altogether necessary to salvation for every human creature to 

be subject to the Roman Pontiff”. The statement is unprecedented. Dante speaks out in 

Monarchia against this usurpation of power and advocates for moderation, the 

educability of our leaders through wise council, and a separation of temporal and 

spiritual powers (Fortin 81-84).  

 A moderate, Dante is at pains to redeem himself as a good Catholic worthy of 

admission into the Empyrean by taking “examinations in Hope, Faith and Charity, the 

three theological virtues that are essential for the attainment of the Beatific vision” (Par. 

xxi). These examinations will occur in Canto XXIV (where St. Peter tests him on Faith 

and blesses him); in Canto XXV (where St. James tests him on hope); and in Canto 

XXVI (where St. John tests the now blinded Pilgrim on Love and where his sight is 

restored). Having undergone a symbolic conversion, he is neither a proto-Protestant nor 

any sort of heretic, as his admission into Paradise, let alone the Empyrean, clearly 

demonstrates. Yet he rebukes the Church, which has gone astray. In Canto XXI, Peter 

Damien contrasts his own humility (living on “nothing but plain foods in olive oil / 

suffering gladly heat and cold all year”) to “modern pastors” who:  
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    … prop and hold 

   up their behinds – they are so full of food; 

   their flowing cloaks cover the horse they ride: 

two beasts beneath one hide appear to move! (Par. 21. 115-16, 130-34)  

The image of two beasts not only underscores the incontinence of the laity, but it also 

ironically conjures up the deception alluded to (among the hetero-sexist circumbulators 

of lust) of Pasiphae donning the disguise of a cow in Purgatorio (“Pasiphae enters the 

cow / so that the bull may rush to mount her”) (Purg. 26. 41). This is what the state of 

the Church has come to.  

 In the following canto, Canto XXII, St. Benedict continues the discourse of the 

Church’s decline and the corruption of society as a result. Jacob’s ladder stands in vain 

(“no man will lift a foot on earth / and try to climb it”) (Par. 22. 73-74). The ladder 

represents the journey of contemplation, now sadly neglected on earth; however, the 

state of corruption is not long for this world because, as Beatrice initially reminds 

Dante, vengeance will come and he “will witness it before [he dies]” (Par. 22.150). Our 

temporal lives are simply a dress-rehearsal for the life to come, which is the real deal, 

an epiphany Dante experiences as he contemplates “our globe / …it looked so paltry 

there,” and the “puny threshing-ground that drives  / us mad” (Par. 22. 34-5, 51-2). 

Dante has gained a spiritual perspective over his enemies, their greed and rapacity, 

symbolized by the threshing-ground, and vengeance is not in his own hands, a 

perspective that militates against extremist passions. By “transhumanizing,” as he does 

at the beginning of the canticle, he discovers within himself a spirit that is divine and 

transcends the human (Par. 1. 70). 
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 Dante is growing spiritually in Paradise by the hour. But before we get to this 

point, in Canto XXII, of an epiphany about the world and its foibles, we should note 

that Dante visits with his ancestor, Cacciaguida, a great-great grandfather, now in 

Paradise. In Canto XV, Aeneas meets his father, Anchises (so to the living Aeneas, 

“was heaven’s gate … twice opened”), an event which parallels and anticipates the 

meeting of Dante and Cacciaguida (Par. 15. 25-30; Par. 184). The historical (and 

divine) imperative of Justinian’s Eagle is thusly implicitly invoked and brackets the 

meeting of the Florentine duo. Cacciaguida recurs to this ancient motif of the historical 

imperative in his apostrophe of Florence: “enclosed within her ancient walls” (Par. 15. 

97). Thus begins the narrative of decline of a city which “once lived in peace, a pure 

and temperate town” (Par. 15. 99). The virtue of Florence in Cacciaguida’s day is 

extolled in the rhetoric of absence and negative capability: “no necklace or tiara did she 

wear;” “no lavish gowns;” “fathers had no cause for fear;” “houses too large…were not 

built” [emphasis added] (Par. 15. 100,-01,-03,-06). The tales of “happy wives” invoke 

the ancient virtues of the “Trojans, Rome, and Fiesole,” stories of origin told by women 

who are tending to children or spinning at a “spinning wheel” (an allusion to the Fates),  

a discourse on Christian family values enfolded into the narrative of the virtuous city, 

now no longer so (Par.15. 21-6). The narrative begins and ends with peace (“my peace” 

says Dante’s ancestor), that of the fair vera citta and of Cacciaguida, transported 

directly to Paradise, after martyrdom in the holy war against the Saracens (Par. 15. 

148). Peace is an attribute of virtue and is the fruit of communal, religious and familial 

love. 
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 Dante, the writer back on earth, begins by calling it “a trivial thing, our pride in 

noble blood” (Par. 16. 1) and waxes contemplative about the proper due we owe to our 

ancestors. 

  Nobility, a mantle quick to shrink! 

   Unless we add to it from day to day, 

time with its shears will trim off more and more (Par. 16. 7-9). 

The image of cloth, it will be recalled (“the mantle quick to shrink”), conjures up the 

obsession that Ser Brunetto in Inferno had with elegant fabric: Dante’s “garment’s 

hem,” “the green cloth prize,” etc. (Par. 16. 7; Inf. 15. 24, 123) Brunetto is a Guelph 

partisan, and the fabric is an allusion to the unraveling polis, while time’s shears invoke 

not only the Fates, but the castration complex. Dante conjures up, in these central Canti 

of Inferno and Paradiso, a complex and startling extended metaphor. If we do not build 

on what our forefathers give us, we are in danger of being “shrunk” or “trimmed off” by 

time’s shears. The context and structural alignment is clear: the Freudian tension or 

competition between son and father (in this case forefather) comes into play. The 

discourse on societal decline begins and ends with pietad, what we owe to our 

ancestors. 

 Let us recap what we have learned. Dante weaves the eternal subject of the polis 

into the narrative of salvation in Paradiso. He invokes the virtuous Justinian as a classic 

exemplar of good government (codifying Roman law); judicious temperament 

(indicting both the Ghibellines and the Guelphs); historic wisdom (accepting council 

from Agapetus); and Christian humility (disdaining his title). The lesson of historical 

perspective is not lost on Dante, who weighs his own estate of exile and poverty on the 
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scales of the polis. In the sphere of Mercury, Dante balances his own pride against the 

historic perspective of the common good. Dante formulates, in Monarchia, a political 

scheme wherein the powers temporal and spiritual are separate but interpenetrating and 

complement one another. Far from being a heretic or radical, Dante’s first instinct is to 

rely on tradition and the peaceful resolution of opposites. Under Cacciaguida’s tutelage, 

“the poet and the pilgrim become one” and Dante recovers his mission, which is to 

educate, to speak from strength and the knowledge of a better world (Par. 183). This is 

the least that we owe our ancestors and God. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this paper has been to examine the historical, psychosocial, and 

literary influences which have contributed to the extraordinary poem that is the Divine 

Comedy. The vexed relationship between Christian and Classical culture opens up queer 

spaces, as we have seen in the circle of the Sodomites. However, those spaces are not 

localized to any particular geography, be it Inferno, Purgatorio, or Paradiso. Like the 

many rivers that reverberate throughout the poem in every canticle, queer spaces have 

their unmapped underground sources flowing from the cultural imaginary of the author 

himself. They spring from a repressed narrative, which a queer reading lays bare. I 

submit that Dante has written a classic “writerly” text, one that reveals what Roland 

Barthes, in The Pleasure of the Text, would call an “engaged disarticulation of the fixed 

subject,” according to Earl Jackson, Jr. (Jackson 34-38). 

Dante’s poem ends with the reader subsumed into the trope of the narrator as 

Everyman, partaking in the jouissance of an idealized communion with God in an 

oceanic embrace of the other. This state represents the perfect “disarticulation of the 

fixed subject,” a destabilizing of the received codes of the social order. Even in 

paradise, we encounter the appeal to a common humanity, one that subverts binary 

typologies of sinner and saved. The pilgrim symbolically participates in sin, as Mark 

Musa reminds us. Heresy (as we have seen with the Cult of Beatrice), excessive lust (as 

has been witnessed in the Approach of Geryon and its concomitant purging of an 
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oedipalized desire on Dante’s part for his guide), pride (in the rivalry of the poet Dante 

with his precursor), these and other transgressions represent a range of subject positions 

and a multiplicity of discursive practices which never fully stabilize the subject. The 

Castration Complex, which percolates throughout the poem, haunts the often vexed 

relationship between Virgil and his ward, surfaces in the repressed narrative or “dark 

radiance” of Lucifer and the Saturnian Beatrice, and is adumbrated onto the discourse of 

the city in decline in the narrative of Cacciaguida. The pedagogic eros, transformed 

subliminally from eros ultimately into agape, becomes the motivating force of the 

Commedia and essential to the construction of the good society. From “feasting with 

panthers,” we are guided upwards with Virgil and the pilgrim on a spiritualized journey 

towards what Oscar Wilde described as a paradigm shift (Wilde “de Profundis,” 938). 

Contemplating the inner calm of the classical Greek aesthetic, he defined it as “not the 

rejection but the absorption of passion.” In his lecture, “The English Renaissance of 

Art,” Wilde might have referred to it as sublimation, “stripped of the accidental and the 

transitory,” was his phrase, had he read Freud (Wilde English). The principle is at work 

in Virgil’s paradigm of mentorship and it makes all the difference. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. Here I allude to more enlightened or tolerant views of homosexual orientation (as 

well as a certain psychological perspicacity), which existed in the pagan world and 

which predate the Christian orthodoxy of the late Trecento. I use the phrase “may 

astound” advisedly and would refer the reader to Chapter 10 of John Boswell’s 

excellent book, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, wherein the 

historian maintains that European society underwent a change of attitude towards a 

more hostile view of homosexuality in “the latter middle ages,” after Dante wrote 

the Commedia (269). Boswell also compares the relative social tolerance of the 

early medieval age to more modern times regarding anti-Semitism, for instance, 

times which saw the rise of fascism in the early twentieth century (4). The 

movement towards social enlightenment has known many curious reversals. Social 

conservatives are just as wrong, in my view, to point to the past as a golden age of 

conservatism as some Marxists are to point to the future as a necessarily more 

progressive time.  

2. According to queer theorists such as Eve Sedgwick and Earl Jackson, Jr., 

masculinity must be socially constructed by the Oedipus complex and is subject to 

the contradictions and anxieties of heteronormativity. The castration complex looms 

large over the homosocial and is doubly reinforced by the castrating potential of the 

father-figure and the castrated figure of the mother, whose traumatic “lack” for the 

boy is a consequence of her desire for the father/phallus. 
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3. In the boy’s mind (according to Freud), to desire the father is to be like the mother. 

In the genital phase, by identifying with the father instead (the goal of 

oedipalization), an erotic switcheroo takes place in terms of the desire for the 

phallus on the boy’s part. The mother (or mother substitute) then becomes a 

heteronormative bearer of the phallic signifier. Castration is a constant signpost in 

the Pilgrim’s progression towards the construction of successful masculinity 

because desire is engendered by lack. The “wounds [Dante sees] covering [the] 

limbs” of the masculine homosexuals in Canto 16 conjure up the image of 

castration. (See Inferno 16. 10-12.) The libido is rooted in the polymorphous 

perverse. It is interesting that Freud never posits the idea that successful 

oedipalization completely rules out bisexual desire. In fact, he asserts that he has 

never analyzed anyone who did not reveal homosexual desire. (See: pp. 5,7, 20-23, 

of Strategies of Deviance; see Freud, Three Essays) 

4. I allude to Oscar Wilde’s evocative phrase, “the calm which dwells in the faces of 

Greek statues, the calm which comes not in the rejection but the absorption of 

passion.” (The title also borrows somewhat from Oscar Wilde’s phrase, “feasting 

with panthers.”) I use Wilde as a lens, particularly in his lecture, “The English 

Renaissance in Art” to help me describe the artistic and pedagogical importance of 

sublimation. In de Profundis, a letter addressed to Alfred Douglas, the lover who 

helped to ruin his life, the classicist Wilde references Aeschylus, who “tells us of the 

great Lord who brings up a lion-cub, … and the thing destroys the lord and his 

house and all that he possesses” (879). The Wildean allusions that I invoke are 
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supple and take into consideration the artistic element which desire underwrites in 

the close link between passion and poetry. 

5. To name the unnamable (“The love that dare not speak its name,” as Lord Alfred 

Douglas called same-sex desire, in a poem entitled “Two Loves”) is to implicate the 

Name of the Father in homoerotic desire. Oedipalization acts as an archon, 

constructing the parameters of language, and thereby foreclosing the discursive act 

of narcissistic love towards the father (or father-substitutes). 

6. Musa does not state much in his notes except to invoke the stories used in the 

Middle Ages [concerning Phaeton and Icarus] “giving support to the theory that 

Pride and Envy underlie the sins punished in Lower Hell” (230). I am of course 

greatly indebted to him for his translation of the Commedia. But in this instance he 

is reading extraneously and does not rely as I do on a close enough reading of the 

text. A careful and imaginative deconstruction of the Pilgrim’s positionality vis-à-

vis Virgil and/or Geryon is paramount in my view.  
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