
Chapter Two
dante’s self-mythography:  

the inverted ovid “commentary”  
of the commedia (1321) and  

its family glosses

Viewed as a visionary in his own day because of his fantastic journey into 
the other world in the Commedia, Dante Alighieri today is regarded as 
original and iconoclastic. An epic poet who shares the Christian Neopla-
tonist cosmology of those twelfth-century Neoplatonist scholastics Ber-
nard Silvestris in De mundi universitate (or Cosmographia) and Alan of 
Lille in the Anticlaudianus,1 Dante is at the same time curiously modern, 
or even postmodern, as this chapter will argue, in an epic that in many 
ways serves as a commentary on himself.2 Despite the protocols of conven-
tional medieval Italian and early modern glosses and commentaries, such 
as Boccaccio’s marginal glosses in the Teseida delle nozze d’Emilia (1339–41) 
and Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Comento alli miei sonetti (Commentary on my 
sonnets; 1473–91), Dante did not follow standard commentary practice 
in the Commedia as he did in the Vita nuova (1292–95) and the Convivio 
(1304–7). Sherry Roush, in Hermes’ Lyre: Italian Poetic Self-Commentary 
from Dante to Tommaso Campanella, has explained how and why this work 
differed from those prosimetra: in the Commedia, the purpose was not 
to make more accessible the author’s own poetry but to “highlight the 
ways in which the poetic text will always elude attempts to define it abso-
lutely.”3 Accordingly, the poetic text is crafted as a fiction in which various 
kinds of truths can be concealed. In support of her argument, Roush cites 
Boccaccio in the Genealogie deorum gentilium 14.12 for his appropriately 
paraphrased Macrobian dictum about the philosopher’s necessity to con-
ceal sacred or scandalous matters of the gods from the eyes of base men, 
“in propatulo posita sint memoratu et veneration digna, . . . quanta pos-
sunt industria tegere et ab oculis torpentium auferre” [where matters truly 
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solemn and memorable are too much exposed, and it is his {the poet’s} 
office by every effort to protect as well as he can and remove them from 
the gaze of the irreverent].4

In contrast to Roush’s interpretation of Boccaccio, Peter Dronke in 
Dante and the Medieval Latin Traditions has remarked on Dante’s very dif-
ferent “double standpoint” in the Commedia. In the example of Dante’s 
rendering of the classical mythological giants Ephialtes and Antaeus as 
characters in an apparently autobiographical text, the Florentine finds 
them similar in their “human brutishness” to the biblical giant Nim-
rod, an integration that “[n]o one had brought . . . into the domain of  
biblical-classical confrontation before.” Dramatically, the giants repulse us; 
philosophically, they are demythologized; poetically, their reality frightens 
us. They are like us, and like Dante. Dronke explains: “Controlling all 
these is the double standpoint which some medieval thinkers—including 
ones that Dante celebrates later, in his solar heaven—had perceived in 
the prophetic books of the Bible, seeing the content of the prophets’ vi-
sions simultaneously as inner events within a human being and outer ones 
that the seer projects upon the world. Yet there was also a corresponding 
double standpoint known to the finest authors of medieval poetics: the 
poet in the act of making ‘hidden comparisons (collationes occultae)’ could, 
like the prophet, realize something that was ‘both within and without.’”5 
While Dronke did not mean to suggest the poet’s own “subjectivity” as 
what was being projected as “inner,” I will argue that is precisely what his 
double, Dante the pilgrim, is meant to convey.

As part of this medieval double standpoint—or perhaps imbuing it, 
because of its instantiation of the real as part of the poetic process—
self-commentary (autocommento) in Dante’s Inferno utilizes traditional 
mythography as concealment. It is this sense of Dante being both inside 
the text (as the pilgrim Dante, akin to the reader re-experiencing events 
with him) and also outside (as the author familiar with the world and with 
exegesis from the medieval Latin traditions he has inherited) that unites 
them in the complexly figured poetic text, which I describe as “inglossa-
tion.” Notably, despite the rise of deconstruction and other diminutions 
of authority in modern theory, including reader-response theory, complex 
forms of integumental poetry like the Commedia in the medieval and early 
modern periods have not been interrogated adequately for their truthful-
ness or for clarification of their underlying purpose. The idea of the Com-
media as a mirror of the poet, or a form of self-commentary, nevertheless 
consciously depends upon lies, as integumenta, fabulae, and poetry were 
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often claimed to be in commentaries of the period. In Dante’s case, such 
fabulation is rather critically intended. The question that this chapter will 
confront and attempt to answer, then, is, In what ways might the Comme-
dia, especially the Inferno, be understood and interpreted as mythological 
and mythographic self-commentary that conceals as much as it reveals by 
means of imagistic shorthand?

Of course the Commedia is allegorically autobiographical: it takes place 
in the year 1300, a Jubilee year, over a seven-day period that begins with 
Good Friday morning. Yet it is not literally true, because in the person of 
his pilgrim self, Dante journeys through hell, purgatory, and heaven and 
learns what kind of future God intends for him and others. Artistically 
speaking, it is a monument of brilliant creation, a fiction of transcendent 
proportions. To illustrate by means of one example: in line with his auto-
biography in the Vita nuova and the Convivio, as critics have previously 
noted, Dante rejects some of his previous seemingly “personal” love lyrics 
shaped in admiration of Guido Cavalcanti and the other poets of the dolce 
stil nuovo6 who, like the carnal sinners—i peccator carnali—in Inferno 5.39, 
“la ragion sommettono al talent” (subject reason to desire). In terms of the 
overarching allegorical journey in the Commedia the fictional Dante, the 
pilgrim, cannot advance toward God unless and until he acknowledges  
the truth of what he witnesses in canto 5 about courtly love—in fact, unbri-
dled love, and similar to what Dante the persona in the Vita nuova initially 
experiences for Beatrice. Notably, in the Paradiso, to describe St. Francis’s 
love for Lady Poverty through the voice of his character St. Thomas Aqui-
nas, Dante appropriately employs the rhetoric of that same “sweet new 
style” used by Francesca and Paolo in canto 5. There, it is a style undercut by 
the Arthurian romance they read together that so beautifully describes the 
adulterous love of Guenevere and Lancelot that it brings Paolo and Fran-
cesca physically together, as if the romance itself were a pander, a “Galeotto,” 
as has often been remarked by scholars. This second parody of courtly love 
in the Paradiso, voiced by Aquinas, Dante intends as a gloss on the first, in 
canto 5 of the Inferno: there is no love either truly beautiful or sweet that 
leads to murder and damnation in hell. However, as Theresa Kenney notes, 
“for Dante revisitation is revision”: given the spiritual progress of Dante the 
pilgrim by the third cantica, “[t]he tale of passion makes a journey along 
with the pilgrim,” although, ironically, it is also reading and interpretation 
that allow St. Francis to achieve a mystical union with Lady Poverty.7

Not only does “Dante” change and progress, other characters he encoun-
ters along the way, whether contemporary or classical and mythological, 
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mirror him and, presumably, the author who manipulates him: the epic is 
a commentary of self-figuration from every angle. The suicide Piero delle 
Vigne in Inferno 13, who most reflects the earlier despairing “Dante” of 
canto 1, is the one figure whose twig “Dante” intentionally twists, caus-
ing this advisor to Emperor Frederick II and a chancellor and poet— 
incarcerated inside that tree as punishment—to cry out in pain. In speak-
ing, Piero, who was accused of treason, blinded, and imprisoned before 
he killed himself by beating his head against the wall, uses a highly ornate  
poetic style. One example: the harlot envy, Piero declares, “infiamm ò 
contra me li animi tutti; / e li ’nfiammati inflammar sì Augusto, / che’ lieti 
onor tornaro in tristi lutti” [inflamed all minds against me, and those in-
flamed so inflamed Augustus that happy honours turned to dismal woes] 
(Inf. 13.67–69; Sinclair, pp. 170, 169–70). This rhetorically sophisticated 
style mirrors the chancellor’s artificial and deceptive reasoning behind his 
suicide: “L’animo mio, per disdegnoso gusto, / credendo col morir fug-
gir disdegno, / ingiusto fece me contra me giusto” [My mind, in scornful 
temper thinking by dying to escape from scorn, made me, just, unjust to 
myself ] (Inf. 13.70–72; Sinclair, pp. 170, 171), in that Piero always held his 
lord in honor and never betrayed him. The myth this poet Piero relays de-
scribes how these suicides reach the second round of the seventh circle—
that of the violent against themselves—and are transformed from sprouts 
to wild trees whose leaves are food for the Harpies, themselves monsters 
whose rippings open of windows in the suicides’ trees allow the sounding 
of their cries of pain.

In its surreal twisted-wood symbolism the scene also ironically mirrors 
poet Dante’s own complex and rhetorical syntax in the Commedia (see 
figure 5, Dante and Virgil in the Wood of the Suicides, “Inf.” 13, London, 
B.L. Yates-Thompson 36, fol. 23r).8 That these suicides have become part 
of these trees reminds us both that pilgrim Dante (“Dante”) himself was 
lost and wandering in a dark wood from the first lines of the first canto and 
that if Christ died on a tree, he did so out of love for humankind, which 
passion the Christ on the Cross (not in the tree) symbolizes. Further, as 
“Dante” nears the final circle of hell, Cocytus, he recognizes in the land-
scape several features of two Tuscan cities (found also in other gates and 
urban descriptions elsewhere in the Inferno), which remind him that he 
himself is an exile far from his own native land, to which the pilgrim self 
responds angrily and emotionally. The three impassable city walls of hell, 
in Inferno 3, 8–9, and 31, each set within a scene of division and disorder, 
resemble the three walls of Florence; only through Virgil’s rational aid and 
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faith in God does “Dante” learn that the impassable can be overcome.9 
And yet in these final cantos, Dante’s brutal behavior and his insensitivity 
and cruelty contribute to the sense of “Dante’s” own cold and closed heart 
and his damnable pride: toward the sinner Bocca degli Abati, whom he 
kicks; toward the city of Pisa, against whom he rails because of its demand 
for its own destruction as retribution for sinner Ugolino’s alleged canni-
balism (a whole city’s destruction that would also kill innocent children, 
as did Ugolino his own youthful family members); and toward sinner 
Frate Alberigo when he promises to remove the ice from Alberigo’s eyes if  
Alberigo will identify his crime but fails to do so when Alberigo complies.10

In the Purgatorio, as in the Inferno, Dante does reveal aspects (or pos-
sible aspects) of his personal life by means of the behavior of his pilgrim 
self. The most autobiographical part of the Commedia, Purgatorio, canto 
24, reveals that Dante’s three purgatorial dreams inspired by Beatrice relate 
to three different phases of his poetical life, each of which involves her and 
some aspect of love, courtly or otherwise. These three phases can be iden-
tified by the first sonnet of the Vita nuova, in which he falls in love with 
her; by the first poem to “Lady Stone” in that same autobiography, which 
represents his betrayal of her; and by pilgrim Dante’s symbolic return to 
her in Inferno 2.127–42, at the beginning of his writing of the Commedia 
and his recognition of his spiritual need of her aid that will eventually 
lead to his confession and repentance in Purgatorio 30.134–35.11 So also in 

5. Dante and Virgil in the Wood of the Suicides, from “Inferno” 13. “Divina co-
media” (with the Ottimo commento). © The British Library Board. London, 
B.L. Yates-Thompson 36, fol. 23r (illustrated by Giovanni di Paolo).
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Purgatorio 19.7–33, the dream of the Siren appears to reveal in the com-
ing of the “holy lady” a victory of Stoic philosophy over the Epicurean, 
signaling that an early Epicurean (Sirenesque) phase in Dante’s youth will 
be fully overcome, given the seven Ps removed from the pilgrim’s forehead 
(according to one interpretation, denoting seven sinful events and not just 
seven sins) in the course of his journey through Purgatory. Following from 
this argument, then, one sinful event may have involved Dante’s begetting 
of “Gentucca,” whose name is muttered by poet Bonagiunta of Lucca (line 
37); according to scholar Cono A. Mangieri, she was Dante’s illegitimate 
and eldest daughter, fathered during the battle of Pisa in 1289 while he was 
stationed in Lucca.12 Finally, in canto 30, when the pilgrim has completed 
his purgation, in a symbolic parallel with the moment in the Consolatio 
Philosophiae at which Boethius has responded to Lady Philosophy that 
he is a “man” and therefore rational, identifiable as “Boethius,”13 Beatrice, 
in the role of a priest, identifies him as “Dante” in line 55—the only time 
in the Commedia that he is named—as if he is beginning his new spiritual  
life as a baptized child.14

In the Paradiso, some personal elements do become evident—for ex-
ample, Dante is greeted in the sphere of warlike Mars (in 15.28–148) by 
his great-great-grandfather, the famed Crusader Cacciaguida, who is in-
troduced by means of an epic simile from the sixth book of the Aeneid 
that describes the affection with which Anchises’s spirit responded to 
his son Aeneas in the underworld (15.25–27) (see figure 6, Dante meets 

6. Dante meets Cacciaguida, from “Paradiso” 15. “Divina comedia” (with the Ot-
timo commento). © The British Library Board. London, B.L. Yates-Thompson 
36, fol. 165r (illustrated by Giovanni di Paolo).


