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Background

Florence, 1265-1300 
Dante Alighieri 
Major Works 
Influences
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Inferno
Studying Dante

Figure out what’s 
literally happening 
Interpret the text for 
historical and 
contemporary meaning 
Record responses to 
prompts / questions for 
class discussions 
Explore larger ideas 
(“The Nine Keys”)
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Danteworlds 
WorldofDante 
Divine Comedy 
Study Guide 

       see Bedroom:  “The Try-Works”

Online ResourcesInferno
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The Nine Keys:  Larger Ideas in Inferno
1. Life is an “epic” journey from error to moral truth 
2. Evil is measured by its injury to others 
3. Florence represents a morally corrupt world 
4. Punishment fits the crime (“contrapasso”- 28.142) 
5. Poetry has the power to change human destiny 
6. Knowledge (“esperienza”) leads to salvation 
7. Seeing is believing:  visual imagery instructs 
8. Language reinforces meaning and message 
9. Two Dantes are needed to tell the story:  the 

pilgrim and the poet (for aren’t we all two people 
ourselves—one who lives and experiences life, 
and another who reflects on the journey?)
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Canto I

Why is Dante here, in the dark 
wood of error?  Can we make 
educated guesses about his 
personal and moral situation? 
What might the three beasts 
symbolize?  Which one is most 
troubling for Dante?  Is this 
significant? 
Who is Virgil and why is he here? 
Identify and explain one of 
Dante’s famous similes.   
If you have a copy of the Iliad or 
the Aeneid, compare Dante’s 
opening to one of them.  How is 
Dante different?
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Cantos II-IV

Compare and contrast the 
structure of Canto II with Canto 
I.  Who are the three women and 
why is their presence here 
important? 
The Neutrals have an attitude 
shared by everyone in Inferno…
what is it?  Does this problem 
persist in today’s society?  In 
what way is this contrapasso 
appropriate?   
What do you find most 
interesting about Circle 1: 
Limbo?  What’s the criteria for 
inclusion?
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Cantos V-VII

What is the moral lesson behind 
the tragic story of Paolo and 
Francesca?  Why do we feel 
sympathy for them? 
Why is gluttony lower down in 
hell than lust?  What political 
overtones do you see in Canto 
VI? 
Why are the hoarders and the 
wasteful in the same place?  
What’s the connection?
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Cantos VIII-X

Analyze the emotions expressed 
by Dante and Virgil in Canto 
VIII.  What do their reactions  to 
these situations reveal about each 
of them? 
 What is the meaning behind 
lines 58-60 in Canto IX?  In line 
131, they go to the right for the 
first time…why? 
What does the exchange between 
Farinata and Dante tell us about 
the problems in Florence?
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Cantos XI-XIII

What is your reaction to the 
organization of Lower Hell as 
Dante envisions it and Virgil 
describes it?  Why is Aristotle so 
important? 
Note that there are no encounters 
in Canto XII, and Dante is 
completely silent.  Why? 
Why are the suicides punished in 
this way?  Why does Dante 
include them in Inferno?  What 
can we deduce about Pier della 
Vigne from the way he talks?
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Cantos XIV-XVI

Do you agree with Dante’s 
placement of the violent against 
God (even pagan ones!), Nature 
and Art this far down in Inferno?  
Why do you think this is 
important to Dante? 
Who is Brunetto Latino and 
what is his message to Dante? 
See if you can come up with an 
interpretation of Virgil’s cord 
other than what is posited by 
Ciardi.
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Cantos XVII-XIX
What is usury and why 
is it bad?  Are their 
modern applications? 
Based on his treatment 
of the panderers and 
seducers, how would 
Dante feel about the 
modern advertising 
industry? 
At left is the baptismal 
font at Pisa, which 
resembles the one Dante 
recalls from San 
Giovanni.  What lovely 
irony is inherent in this 
contrapasso?
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Cantos XX-XXII

What sparks the conflict between 
Dante and Virgil?  What is the 
larger implication behind their 
respective attitudes towards the 
sufferers? 
Respond to Ciardi’s note about 
the “coarseness” of Dante’s 
descriptions.  Is it warranted?  If 
so, why is it appropriate here? 
Did Dante intend for Canto 
XXII to be funny?  Why or why 
not?  
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Cantos XXIII-XXV

What do you think is going 
through Virgil’s mind in 23.121? 
What’s interesting about Dante’s 
exhortation to Dante in lines 
24.46-57? 
Assess the suitability of the 
contrapasso Dante devises for the 
thieves.  Could you do better?  
How?
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Cantos XXVI-XXVIII

The 8th Bolgia is where the 
fallen IB students go.  Ulysses is 
here…but, isn’t he supposed to 
be a hero?  Wussup wid dat? 
Do some quick research on 
Boniface.  Does history regard 
him with the same contempt as 
Dante does? 
How do you feel about Dante’s 
treatment of Mohammed here?
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Cantos XXIX-XXXI

Why is alchemy considered 
worse than the fraud Griffolino 
committed?  Why is alchemy 
even in here? 
What is Virgil’s problem with 
Dante?  Is there a larger point to 
this episode?  Is Dante (the poet) 
being something of a hypocrite 
himself here? 
Write a brief summary in your 
own words of what in hell is 
going on in Canto XXXI.
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Cantos XXXII-XXXIV

Why is betrayal the worst sin?  
Do you agree, or not?  If not, 
what’s worse? 
What does Ugolino’s story have 
to do with the overall theme of 
Inferno? 
Why is it cold down here?  
What’s surprising about Dante’s 
depiction of Lucifer?  Does this 
make sense to you?


