
PA RT I

v

Dante and Epicurus



CH A P T E R 1

v

Dante’s Reception of Epicureanism

Introduction

The first chapter responds to two questions: Which texts in Dante’s immediate 
cultural background may have inf luenced his understanding of Epicureanism? 
And how does Dante, in relation to this wider context, represent Epicurus and 
Epicureans in his works?

There is of course a generic problem with research of this kind. Historical 
reconstruction of Dante’s available reading and potential sources, with regard to 
whichever subject, will always be, to some extent, conjectural. There are, however, 
two more specific complicating factors. First, the thirteenth-century reception of 
Epicurean doctrines is very little documented by historians of philosophy. Second, 
there is an apparent discrepancy between Dante’s reception of Epicurean philosophy 
in the Convivio and in the Commedia which has led commentators to argue that there 
are distinct stages in Dante’s understanding of Epicureanism. We must not simply 
ask ‘What did Epicureanism mean to Dante?’, but ‘What did Epicureanism mean 
to Dante at specific stages in his intellectual development, as he came to know 
successively different aspects of Epicurean doctrine?’.

In the first section, I consider four literary fields of inf luence which may 
have informed Dante’s understanding of Epicureanism during his lifetime: the 
Roman writers, the medieval encyclopaedias, the patristic and popular traditions 
of Epicurus, and the scholastic treatment. In the second section, I address Dante’s 
apparently conf licting representations of Epicureanism in the Convivio and in the 
Commedia. Scholars have argued heretofore that Dante, in the Commedia, retracts 
his former view. By contrast, I show that Dante’s approbation of Epicurean ethics 
(Convivio) and his censure of Epicurean mortalism (Commedia) is consistent with 
a sophisticated strand of the wider medieval reception. Moreover, I argue that 
Dante’s admiration for Epicurean ethics persists in the Commedia and that, against 
first appearances, his criticism of Epicurean mortalism is, in fact, foreshadowed in 
the Convivio. In the third section, I consider Dante’s polemical correction of the 
popular caricature of Epicurus as a pig enslaved to the senses, the ‘porcus de grege 
Epicuri’.
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Dante’s Reception of Epicureanism

The medieval period has been considered as an ‘interlude’ in Epicurean philosophy, 
a gap between its castigation by early Christian apologists and its pre-modern 
revival.1 It is true that the Epicurean renaissance, sparked by the rediscovery and 
dissemination of primary Epicurean texts, had yet to blossom.2 We should not infer 
from this, however, that thirteenth-century intellectuals were ignorant of Epicurean 
doctrines nor, as in Dante’s case, that they were unaware of the implications of those 
doctrines for established moral, philosophical and theological norms. Research 
instead suggests that, as Emerson Brown concludes, ‘detailed information about 
Epicurean thought was readily available in thirteenth-century Florence’.3 Even 
though such reception was typically second-hand and not infrequently distorted, 
whether by Roman critics or Christian apologists, this does not negate its potential 
inf luence.

Cicero and the Roman sources

The foremost channel for Dante’s second-hand reception of Epicurean theses was 
Cicero. From direct citations, we know that Dante certainly read De finibus, the 
first two books of which are devoted to Epicurean ethics, and De natura deorum 
in which Cicero criticizes at greater length Epicurean natural science.4 Just these 
two Ciceronian works would have sufficed to provide Dante with a substantial, if 
biased, account of Epicurean ethics and natural philosophy.

Cicero underlines five doctrines which set the Epicureans apart from the other 
schools of philosophy: atomism; the denial of final causes; mortalism; impiety; 
and materialism. In rejecting three principles of Aristotelian natural science — 
hylomorphism, the infinite divisibility of matter and the necessity of causation — 
Epicurus posits that the world has no beginning nor end and consists of indivisible 
atoms which collide arbitrarily in an infinite vacuum.5 Even the human soul is 
therefore corporeal, a mere coagulation of atoms which at death will disintegrate:

scripsit [Epicurus] enim et multis saepe verbis et breviter aperteque in eo libro 
quem modo nominavi, ‘mortem nihil ad nos pertinere; quod enim dissolutum 
sit, id esse sine sensu; quod autem sine sensu sit, id nihil ad nos pertinere 
omnino’.6

[For he repeatedly argued at length, and also stated brief ly and plainly in the 
book I have just mentioned, that ‘death does not affect us at all; for a thing 
that has experienced dissolution must be devoid of sensation; and that which is 
devoid of sensation cannot affect us in any degree whatsoever’.]

The gods, in this account, are completely detached from human affairs and, devoid 
of vengeful retribution or benevolent care, are entirely impotent.7 The fear of the 
gods is dismissed as superstitious while religion, the pious worship of the gods, is 
presented as utterly vain.8 Religion, rather, was invented by the wise for the good 
of the state in order to control those uneducated in the use of human reason:

‘qui [Epicurei] dixerunt totam de dis immortalibus opinionem fictam esse 
ab hominibus sapientibus rei publicae causa, ut quos ratio non posset eos ad 
officium religio duceret, nonne omnem religionem funditus sustulerunt?9
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[[the Epicureans] have asserted that the entire notion of the immortal gods is a 
fiction invented by wise men in the interest of the state, to the end that those 
whom reason was powerless to control might be led in the path of duty by 
religion; surely this view was absolutely and entirely destructive of religion.]

Aside from his impiety towards religion, Epicurus dismissed — as little more than 
childish pursuits — the study of logic, poetry and the liberal arts.10 Inadequately 
schooled in the science of logic, Epicurus misplaced epistemological primacy on 
sensation as the only justifiable criterion, in natural philosophy, for Truth.11

Epicurus’s materialism is ref lected, Cicero suggests, in his theory of ethics, 
according to which the sensations of pleasure and pain become the criteria for moral 
judgements of good and evil:

Extremum et ultimum bonorum [...] Epicurus in voluptate ponit, quod sum
mum bonum esse vult; summumque malum dolorem; idque instituit docere 
sic: Omne animal, simul atque natum sit, voluptatem appetere, eaque gaudere, 
ut summo bono; dolorem aspernari, ut summum malum, et, quantum possit, 
a se repellere.12

[The final and ultimate Good [...] Epicurus finds in pleasure; pleasure he holds 
to be the Chief Good, pain the Chief Evil. This he sets out to prove as follows: 
Every animal, as soon as it is born, seeks for pleasure, and delights in it as the 
Chief Good, while it recoils from pain as the Chief Evil, and so far as possible 
avoids it.]

Epicurean pleasure does not, however, consist in positive gratification. In Cicero’s 
De finibus, Torquatus illustrates the sophistication of the Epicurean notion of voluptas 
with the statue of the stoic Chrysippus. Seated with his hand extended, the statue 
indicates the delight he took during his life in the syllogism:

[Crysippus]: ‘Numquidnam manus tua, sic affecta quaemadmodum affecta 
nunc est, desiderat?’

[Responsum]: ‘Nihil sane’
[Crys.]: ‘At si voluptas esset bonum, desideraret’
[Resp.]: ‘Ita credo’
[Crys.]: ‘Non est igitur voluptas bonum’13

[[Crysippus]: ‘Does your hand want anything, while it is in its present cond
ition?’

[Answer]: ‘No, nothing’
[Crys.]: ‘But if pleasure were a good, it would want pleasure’
[Ans.]: ‘Yes, I suppose it would.’
[Crys.]: ‘Therefore pleasure is not a good’.]

Although an efficacious Stoic argument against sensual hedonism, this is no argu
ment against Epicurus’s definition of voluptas as ‘doloris omnis privatio’ [the com
plete absence of pain].14

Torquatus, Cicero’s Epicurean spokesman, delineates the three types of innate 
desire central to Epicurus’s ethical theory: the natural and necessary; the natural 
but not necessary; and the imagined (neither natural nor necessary).15 The necessary 
desires sustain life — such as the desires for food, drink and shelter — and may be 
satisfied without much work or expense (‘necessariae nec opera multa nec impensa 
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explentur’).16 Although necessary for the species, the natural passions — such as the 
sexual desire for coitus — are not necessary for the individual life. The imagined 
desires — as for fame, power, success or glory — are nothing other than diseases 
of the mind to which fools are slaves and which wise men abjure (‘animi autem 
morbi sunt cupiditates immensae et inanes divitiarum, gloriae, dominationis, libidi
nosarum etiam voluptatum’).17 The wise man, freed from the illusory fears of death 
and of the gods and contented with the temperate satisfaction of only the first class 
of necessary desires, may thereby pursue voluptas — a life of tranquillity (‘sapiens 
solus, amputata circumcisaque inanitate omni et errore, naturae finibus contentus 
sine aegritudine possit et sine metu vivere’).18

Although Cicero considers the rational justification of Epicurus’s ethical theory 
(as of his natural philosophy) to be fundamentally f lawed, he nonetheless represents 
Epicurus as morally impeccable:

‘Quis, quaeso, illum negat et bonum virum et comen et humanum fuisse? De 
ingenio eius in his disputationibus, non de moribus quaeritur’.19

[Who pray denies that Epicurus was a good man, and a kind and humane man? 
In these discussions it is his intellect and not his character that is in question.]

Cicero’s emphasis on Epicurus’s moral probity is because, in order to reach the 
goal of tranquillity, Epicurus taught the moral virtues in common with the other 
main schools of philosophy. In a chiasmus which echoes the doctrine, Torquatus — 
Epicurus’s advocate in the dialogue of De finibus — concludes:

‘Clamat Epicurus, is quem vos nimis voluptatibus esse deditum dicitis, non 
posse iucunde vivi nisi sapienter, honeste iusteque vivatur, nec sapienter, 
honeste, iuste nisi iucunde’.20

[Epicurus, the man whom you denounce as voluptuary, cries aloud that no one 
can live pleasantly without living wisely, honourably and justly, and no one 
wisely, honourably and justly without living pleasantly].

Epicurus is thus, on Cicero’s account, a rigorous moral instructor even if he mis
construes theoretically the cardinal virtues as prudential (devoid of intrinsic merit) 
and pursued for the sake of voluptas.21 In the same way, Seneca — whom Dante 
names alongside Cicero in the Limbo of the virtuous pagans as ‘Seneca morale’ — 
draws heavily upon Epicurus’s ethical doctrines: ‘ab Epicuro tam multa bene dicta 
referam potius quam nostrorum’ [I quote so many of Epicurus’s sermons instead of 
sermons taken from our own school].22 Nonetheless Seneca emphasizes that these 
doctrines come from an alien and inimical school of philosophy: ‘soleo enim in 
aliena castra transire, non tamquam transfuga, sed tamquam explorator’ [for I am 
wont to cross over even into the enemy’s camp — not as a deserter, but as a scout’].23

The qualified praise of Seneca is indicative of the Roman reception of Epi
cureanism undistorted by Christian apologetics. Epicurus himself is generally 
praised for his exceptional individual virtue and several of his moral teachings 
are similarly approved. Nonetheless, in natural philosophy, Epicurus is vilified 
for tearing the clothes of Lady Philosophy (as in Boethius), occupying the enemy 
camp (as in Seneca), and abandoning the true path (as in Cicero).24 Furthermore, 
a misinterpretation of the Epicurean doctrine of voluptas — to signify merely the 
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pursuit of positive sensual pleasure — appears to have assailed Epicurean ethics from 
its inception. Thus, in what was to become a tag for this vulgar misinterpretation, 
Horace refers ironically to himself in an epistle as a pig from the herd of Epicurus: 
‘me pinguem et nitidum bene curata cuta vises | cum ridere voles, Epicuri de grege 
porcum’ [‘As for me, when you want a laugh, you will find me in fine fettle, fat and 
sleek, a hog from Epicurus’s herd’].25

The medieval encyclopaedias

Aside from Roman sources, Dante had access to a variety of medieval works of 
compilation, which gave more summary historical and philosophical portraits of 
the philosophers and their schools. Of these, John of Salisbury’s Policraticus and the 
derivative compendiums of the Dominican Vincent of Beauvais and the Franciscan 
John of Wales are examples of literary works inf luential either directly or indirectly 
on late thirteenth-century assumptions regarding the life and philosophical views 
of Epicurus.26 In common with the Roman writers, these three encyclopaedists 
highlight Epicurus’s philosophical unorthodoxy and all, bar John of Wales, are 
explicit about Epicurean mortalism and his refutation of Divine Providence in 
human affairs. Vincent of Beauvais comments that Epicurus erred more than all 
other philosophers (‘Erravit autem in multis plusquam omnes philosophi’), and he 
delineates three grave errors: that God does not care about human affairs (‘putavit 
Deum res humanas non curare’); that pleasure is the highest good (‘voluptatem 
summum bonum esse’); and that souls perish with the body (‘animas cum corporibus 
interire’).27 This last error, Epicurean mortalism, is distilled in John of Salisbury’s 
compact verse: ‘Haec quoque secta docet animam cum carne perire’ [This school 
teaches that the soul perishes with the body].28

In terms of Epicurean ethics, however, a highly ambivalent attitude prevails. The 
encyclopaedists acknowledge that Epicurus’s ‘pleasures’ may have been intellectual 
rather than sensual. John of Wales, for example, notes that Epicurus did not mean 
his followers to pursue the pleasure of the body but rather the pleasure of the mind 
(‘non intendebat de voluptate q[uae] est in carnalibus; sed de voluptate me[n]tis’).29 
The encyclopaedists emphasize the abstinence and moral rectitude of Epicurus. 
Vincent of Beauvais, citing Seneca, emphatically distances the ‘sobria disputatio’ of 
Epicurus himself from any subsequent reputation for sensual licence:

non potationes, non commessationes, nec copulæ fæminarum, nec copia piscium, 
& aliorum huiusmodi, que splendido usu parantur convivii, sauvem vitam 
faciunt, sed sobria disputatio.30

[not luxurious drinks, not rich foods, not an abundance of women nor a great 
quantity of fish, nor any other such things — which are on display at splendid 
banquets — make life sweet, but rather sober discussion.]

Epicurus, although the ‘affertor voluptatis’, advocated (‘quod autem mirandum sit’) 
only the satisfaction of necessary desires and the strict avoidance of sensuality.31 
The school of Epicurus is acclaimed, alongside the Stoic and Peripatetic schools of 
philosophy, as a pathway towards the blessedness of virtue as the goal of human 
life:
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Cum ergo virtus sola beatum faciat, ad thronum eius, sumpta occasione ex 
traditionibus doctiorum, per varios calles ascendere conati sunt. Stoicus enim, 
ut rerum contemptum doceat, in mortis meditatione versatur; Peripatheticus in 
inquisitione veri; volutatur in voluptatibus Epicurus; et, licet ad unum tendant, 
varias sententias quasi vias beatitudinis auditoribus suis aperiunt.32

[Since only virtue makes man happy, men have tried to reach virtue’s summit 
by various paths taking their cue from the traditions of the learned. The stoic, 
indeed, was concerned to meditate on death, that he might teach the contempt 
of worldly things; the peripatetic sought out truth; the Epicurean was occupied 
with pleasure. And, although they aim at one goal, they opened their disciples’ 
ears to different teachings as to different paths of happiness.]

In a conceptual scheme to be directly mirrored by Dante in the Convivio, criticism 
of Epicurean natural philosophy is married with approbation of Epicurean ethics.

The encyclopaedists equally recognize, however, that the followers of Epicurus 
— distorting his teaching to defend a life of sensuality (‘plebs que eam sequitur 
def lexit in voluptates’) — have given him a bad name: ‘a turpi sequacium grege 
contraxerit infamiae notam’ [due to a herd of base followers he was branded with 
infamy].33 Epicurus’s disciples are presented as champions of worldly delights and, 
in this sense, ‘Epicurean’ becomes a merely derogatory appellation for a sensual 
hedonism:

‘Mundus itaque Epicureis plenus est, eo quod in tanta multitudine hominum 
pauci sunt qui non famulentur libidini, id est corruptae voluntati, sed laboriosae 
voluntatis nexibus non impliciti aut nulli aut pauciores sunt’.34

[The world is therefore full of Epicureans because in such a multitude of men 
there are few who are not slaves to lust, that is to the corruption of the will; 
but those who are not enveloped in the bonds of wearisome desire are none or 
very few.]

The Horatian pig-Epicurean caricature surfaces, therefore, in the medieval encyclo
paedias, but it is distinguished from the true teaching of Epicurus. In a telling 
analogy, John of Salisbury compares the pig-Epicurean (of sensual pleasure) to the 
sober Epicurus (a paragon of moral virtue) intoxicated by wine.35

The patristic and popular traditions

Augustine’s rhetorically colourful propaganda against Epicurus’s thought is repre
sentative of the process by which the Early Church Fathers traduced the reputation 
of Epicurus to such an extent that, by the medieval period, he became — to the 
popular imagination — little more than a caricature of carnal excess. Augustine 
himself was comparatively well-informed.36 Nonetheless, where Cicero’s pejorative 
account maintains a critical distance and Epicurus’s views are represented by the 
noble statesman Torquatus, Augustine’s attacks on Epicurus are impassioned and 
Epicurus’s followers are ultimately dismissed as hogs. The vehemence of Augustine’s 
reaction may be understood in relation to his own spiritual biography. Augustine 
claims that when, in his youth, he discussed Cicero’s De finibus with his friends, 
he was almost persuaded to give the philosopher’s palm to Epicurus. Only his 
conviction in the afterlife and the reward and punishment for a person’s acts held 
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him back:

Et disputabam cum amicis meis Alypio et Nebridio de finibus bonorum 
et malorum. Epicurum accepturum fuisse palmam in animo meo, nisi ego 
credidissem post mortem restare animae vitam et tractus meritorum, quod 
Epicurus credere noluit. (Augustine, Confessiones VI, 16.26).

[And I disputed with my friends Alypius and Nebridius concerning the ends 
of good and evil. Had I not believed that the life of the soul continues after 
death (which Epicurus refused to believe), to my mind Epicurus would have 
won the palm.]

Augustine understood that the Epicurean school aims to eradicate man’s fear of 
God, death and a final judgement: ‘quia nec quidquam Deum res humanas curare 
arbitrantur, et consumpta ista vita nullam credunt futuram’ [they believe that God 
does not care in the slightest about human affairs and that, after this life is finished, 
there is no future life]. Nonetheless he could not dispel his own fear of death and 
future judgement which, he claims, ultimately turned him away from a life of 
sensuality: ‘nec me revocabat a profundiore voluptatum carnalium gurgite nisi 
metus mortis et futuri iudicii tui’ [nothing recalled me from an even deeper abyss 
of carnal pleasures except from the fear of death and of your future judgment].37

The fact that, for Augustine, Epicurus’s impious philosophy had afforded a 
licence to sensuality in his youth may have inf luenced the polemical nature of his 
biased and hostile account of Epicurus in later life. Augustine does indicate some 
awareness of the complexity of Epicurus’s ethics. However he considers abominable 
the idea that the virtues should serve man’s pleasure, and pure vanity the notion 
that the Epicurean, even when confronting extreme pain, may still find — through 
the exercise of the mind — enjoyment.38 Augustine even goes out of his way 
to emphasize that Epicurus’s counsels on abstinence should not mislead a reader 
into thinking that Epicurus advocates virtue as the goal of life or that Epicurus’s 
‘voluptas’ signified the mental pleasures of contemplation.39 Rather, the goal of 
Epicurus’s philosophy is ultimately as shameful and deplorable as it appears: the 
pleasure of the body (‘voluptas corporis’). Augustine considers entirely detestable 
Epicurus’s idea that, after death, the soul dissolves before the body (because the soul, 
in leaving the body, immediately disintegrates whereas the body takes longer to 
decay).40 The Epicureans, Augustine claims, corrupt good morals with evil sayings 
(‘illi corrumpentes mores bonos colloquiis malis’), and exhort people to sensual 
hedonism: ‘et dicentes: Manducemus et bibamus; cras enim moriemur’ [and they say: Let 
us eat and drink; for tomorrow we will die].41 This dictum is the polar opposite of the 
manifesto of the Christians who, in penitence in this life, expect the consummated 
union with God in the next: ‘Donemus et oremus; cras enim moriemur’ [Let us 
give charitably and pray; for tomorrow we will die].42 In Augustine’s thought, as 
in his process of conversion, the Christian God-directed life is thus set against 
the Epicurean worldly and sensuous life. In his exaggerated polemic, Augustine 
claims that the manifesto of the Epicureans is fit for pigs not for men: ‘doluit 
Apostolus, quosdam e numero Christianorum elegisse sententiam Epicureorum, 
non hominum, sed porcorum’ [the Apostle was sad that some of the Christians had 
chosen the view of the Epicureans, not men but pigs].43
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It is this misleading view of Epicureanism which enters into the popular medieval 
consciousness. Isidore, for his entry on Epicurus in the Etymologiae (arguably the most 
inf luential compendium in medieval Europe), draws uncritically upon Augustine’s 
authoritative commentary on Psalm LXXIII.44 Following Augustine, Isidore 
correctly glosses Epicurus’s mortalism, atomism and his denial of Divine Providence: 
‘[Epicurei] adserunt autem Deum nihil agere, omnia constare corporibus, animam 
nihil aliud esse quam corpus. Unde et dixit “non ero, posteaquam mortuus fuero” ’ 
[they assert that God does nothing; everything consists of bodies; the soul is nothing 
other than the body. Whence also he said, “I will not exist after I have died”].45 
But Isidore misleadingly depicts Epicurus as a lover of vanity, not wisdom, and as 
solely an advocate of sensual, as opposed to intellectual, pleasure: ‘Epicurei dicti 
ab Epicuro quodam philosopho amatore vanitatis, non sapientiae, quem etiam ipsi 
philosophi porcum nominaverunt, quasi volutans in caeno carnali, voluptatem 
corporis summum bonum adserens’ [The Epicureans are so called from a certain 
philosopher Epicurus, a lover of vanity, not of wisdom, whom the philosophers 
themselves named “the pig”, wallowing in carnal filth, as it were, and asserting 
that bodily pleasure is the highest good].46 The Epicurus who emerges from a 
reading of Isidore, inf luenced by Augustine’s partisan condemnation, is — with no 
qualification — the ‘pig-Epicurus’ of carnal pleasure.

The case of Augustine and Isidore’s Etymologiae is representative of the way in 
which the patristic reception of Epicurus forged the popular misconception of 
Epicureanism in the medieval period. Theophilus, Clement, Pseudo-Clement, 
Ambrose, Epiphanius, Peter Chrysologus, and Filastrius, all contributed to the 
‘colourful array of depravities and perversions’ attributed to Epicurus’s alleged 
pursuit of bodily pleasure.47 Indeed, Howard Jones, in his survey of Epicureanism, 
highlights that, for the most part, the appellation ‘Epicurean’ during the medieval 
period signified a licence to sensuality with little or no serious philosophical 
commitment to Epicurean doctrines: ‘he [Epicurus] is not the proponent of a 
mechanistic universe or the advocate of a corpuscular theory of matter, but the 
champion of sensuality, the proprietor of the kitchen, the tavern, and the brothel’.48 
Cicero’s definition of Epicurean voluptas and Seneca’s propagation of Epicurus’s 
gems of moral teaching are entirely left behind as Epicurus is traduced into a 
glutton, who makes his belly his God, his kitchen his temple:

Alte clamat Epicurus 
venter satur est securus 
venter deus meus erit 
talem deum gula querit 
cuius templum est coquina 
in qua redolent divina49

[Epicurus shouts on high: the sated stomach is secure! the stomach 
shall be my god! such a god does taste desire whose temple is the 
kitchen wherein the scent’s divine!]

The popular tradition of the pig-Epicurean and the commonplace use of ‘Epicurean’ 
as a derogatory term of abuse therefore coexist, during the medieval period, with 
the more ambivalent attitudes to Epicurean ethics discernible in the encyclopaedists 
and Roman authors.
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The scholastic treatment

A further potential inf luence on Dante’s understanding of Epicureanism emerges 
from the scholastic commentaries of the thirteenth century. As one might expect, 
the scholastics appear to have generally held the correct view with regard to 
Epicurean ethics. The followers of the f lesh are humorously nicknamed, as Albert 
the Great notes, ‘gastrimargi’ [stomach-madmen]:

‘a Græco γαρτηρ quod est venter, et Græco μαρκω-ω quod est insanio, is: quia 
semper inanitionem ventris sentientes, insaniunt ad superimpletionem. Tales 
autem fiunt, qui sunt multum bestiales’. 50

[from the Greek γαρτηρ which means stomach, and the Greek μαρκω-ω which 
means mad: for always feeling an emptiness in their stomach, they eat beyond 
saturation. Such, however, they become, and are very bestial].

The masses (‘populares homines’) who are slaves to sensual pleasure (‘qui fere omnes 
ad voluptates declinant’) are contrasted, however, with Epicurus’s advice to cultivate 
the virtues lest, by not doing so, one’s true intellectual pleasure be impeded.51 Virtues 
are the means to a peaceful tranquillity: ‘Epicuri, qui voluptatem summum bonum 
aestimabant, diligenter colebant virtutes, sed tamen propter voluptatem, ne scilicet 
per contraria vitia eorum, voluptas impediretur’ [The Epicureans, who considered 
pleasure to be the chief good, diligently cultivated the virtues, but only for the sake 
of pleasure lest — through their opposite vices — pleasure would be impeded].52 
Notably, with regard to the popular misconception of Epicurus (the ‘porcus de grege 
Epicuri’), Aquinas’s first example of Epicurean teaching is Epicurus’s prudential 
admonition against gluttony: ‘Gula enim per immoderantiam cibi, corporis dolores 
generat’ [Gluttony therefore, through the immoderate consumption of food, leads 
to bodily pains]. Elsewhere Aquinas highlights, in common with the Epicureans 
(‘sicut etiam Epicuri dicebant’), that ‘nimius enim usus ciborum et venereorum est 
aegrotationis causa et ex hoc etiam usus similium delectationum impedimentum’ 
[too much consumption of food or sexual activity is a cause of illness and, thereby, 
also an impediment to the practice of similar pleasures].53 Although archly criticized 
for his prudential ethical theory (the re-integration of the virtues as subservient to 
‘voluptas’), Epicurus is defended by Aquinas against the popular misconception of 
‘voluptas’ as sensual pleasure. Similarly Albert, who rationally dismantles Epicurus’s 
theory of the three types of innate passions in his commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics, 
nonetheless represents Epicurus as a teacher of the moral virtues.54

With regard to Epicurean natural philosophy, however, the reception of the 
scholastics is more complicated. The central dogmas of atomism, the rejection of 
final causes, the eternity of the world and the denial of Divine Providence are 
identified as having been held by Epicurus.55 However mortalism, which was 
arguably the most debated and controversial philosophical view of thirteenth-
century scholasticism, is by no means universally identified as Epicurus’s own 
philosophical position. Thus Aquinas, in De articulis fidei, calls the denial of Divine 
Providence and atomism errors of the Epicureans:

Quartus est error Epicureorum ponentium quod Deus non habet providentiam 
et scientiam de rebus humanis [...] erravit Democritus et Epicurus, ponentes 
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quod nec materia mundi nec ipsa mundi compositio est a Deo, sed quod 
mundus est casu factus per concursum corporum indivisibilium, quae rerum 
principia aestimabant’.56

[The fourth is the error of the Epicureans who posit that God does not have 
providence and knowledge of human activities [...] Democritus and Epicurus 
erred, positing that neither the matter of the world nor the ordering of the 
world is from God, but rather that the world is made randomly through the 
coalition of indivisible atoms, which they believed to be the principles of all 
things.]

Mortalism, by contrast, is described as a philosophical error of the Arab com
mentators (and principally of Averroës):

sextus articulus pertinet ad ultimum effectum divinitatis, qui est remuneratio 
bonorum et punitio malorum [...] circa hunc etiam fuerunt multi errores. 
Quorum primus est dicentium, quod anima moritur cum corpore, sicut Arabs 
asserit.57

[The sixth article pertains to the ultimate effect of the divine, which is the 
reward of goodness and the punishment of evil [...] about which there were 
also many errors. Of which the first is that the soul dies with the body, as the 
Arabs declared.]

Although Aquinas devoted considerable intellectual energy to attempting to prove 
the individual immortality of the soul against the Averroists, he did not make 
any connection between its denial and the views of the Epicureans.58 Rather, for 
Aquinas, this opinion derives from a misinterpretation of Aristotle and must be 
resolved internally to Aristotle’s natural philosophy.

Albert the Great, however, does make a connection between mortalism and 
Epicureanism but, as appears unnoticed by scholars, it is manifestly inconsistent. 
Albert, in De natura et origine animae II. xi, ascribes to Epicurus belief in the 
immortality of the soul and in an afterlife of reward and punishment: ‘Ex hac 
igitur omnium Epicureorum opinione habetur, quod anima immortalis est, et 
secundum ea quae in corpore gessit, felicitatem vel infelicitatem habebit’ [From 
this is discerned the view of all the Epicureans: that the soul is immortal, and it 
will receive happiness or unhappiness depending on how it has lived in the body].59 
The three philosophical schools, Albert affirms, all testify to the immortality of 
the soul: ‘tam Peripatetici [...] quam Stoici [...] quam etiam Epicurei, quos ultimo 
induximus, concorditer ab ipsa coacti veritate animam post dissolutionem corporis 
immortaliter vivere perpetuo tradiderunt’ [the Peripatetics [...] as well as the Stoics 
[...] as well as even the Epicureans, whom we name last, from this compelling truth 
taught — as one — that, after the corruption of the body, the immortal soul lives 
forever].60 Nonetheless earlier in the same treatise, Albert, confuting the mortalism 
of Alexander of Aphrodisias (‘Alexander [...] Peripateticus Graecus’), writes:

Hic [Alexander] autem solus ex schola Peripateticorum degenerans pravas 
intelligentias sequens transit ad Epicurum, optimum hominis et id quod solum 
in tota natura generabilium divinum est, corporale esse dicens et formam 
harmonicam corporis cum corporis dissolutione perituram.61
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[He [Alexander] alone, however, deviating from the school of the peripatetics 
and following false ideas, passed over to Epicurus (the best of men), and that 
which uniquely in all the natural world is divine, he called corporal and — the 
harmonious form of the body — destined to perish with the corruption of the 
body.]

In his commentary on De anima, the very text which formed the battleground 
with the Averroists on the individual immortality of the soul, Albert affirms again 
Epicurean mortalism: ‘Et ideo falsum est, quod dixerunt Epicurei, intellectum 
extingui corpore extincto’ [And therefore what the Epicureans say is false — that the 
intellect with the body will disintegrate].62 Here Albert rightly asserts that Epicurus 
believed that the intellect (and therefore the individual intellectual soul) will cease 
to exist with the corruption of the body. But he also connects this Epicurean 
view with the false Averroistic interpretation of book III of Aristotle’s De anima, 
according to which the continued existence of the individual soul — and thus, by 
extension, the possibility of individual immortality and of reward and punishment 
in an afterlife for one’s actions on earth — is denied. Apart from these anomalous 
passages in Albert, there is little evidence, however, that the Averroistic position on 
the soul was conventionally identified with Epicureanism in the scholastic milieux 
of the thirteenth century.63

*   *   *   *   *

I have delineated four major intellectual traditions which may have informed 
Dante’s understanding of Epicureanism. Some important general observations 
emerge. Without exception, we may draw a distinction between the treatment 
of Epicurus’s natural science and the treatment of Epicurean ethics in the various 
sources. None of the secondary sources offers a positive overall appreciation of 
Epicurean natural science. For Roman philosophers such as Cicero and Boethius, 
it is perverse; for the Christian encyclopaedists and the scholastics, at odds with 
the fundamental principles of the Christian religion. Where the literary sources 
unite in condemnation of Epicurus’s natural philosophy, there is, however, a 
clearly discernible difference between two pervading accounts of Epicurean ethics. 
It is as if the Epicurus of philosophically unorthodox (and, in Christian times, 
heretical) opinions bifurcates into two distinct personalities. We discover a noble-
Epicurus, the teacher of morals, who leads man in his pursuit of virtue to a state 
of intellectual pleasure liberated from temporal anxieties, and yet we also stumble 
upon a pig-Epicurus, the champion of worldly delights, who advocates limitless 
sensual indulgence.
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Dante’s Representation, or Representations, of Epicureanism

Let us now consider the apparent inconsistencies in Dante’s own representation, 
or representations, of Epicureanism in the Convivio and in the Commedia.64 Two 
interrelated inconsistencies raise problems of interpretation. First, in the second 
book of the Convivio, Dante asserts that mortalism is a stupid, vile and damnable 
opinion and that philosophers have unanimously abjured it (Conv., II. viii. 8–9). In 
the tenth canto of the Inferno, by contrast, Dante defines the Epicurean school of 
philosophy by its denial of the immortality of the soul (Inf., X. 13–15). Second, in 
the third and fourth books of the Convivio, the Epicureans are depicted as running, 
in one shared will, with the Stoics and the Peripatetics towards the ‘Atene celestiale’ 
of contemplation.65 The Epicurean school is acclaimed for its contribution to 
ethics, as one of the three sects of the active life which taught the cultivation of 
man’s most noble part ‘la divina bontà’ (‘hormen’) and, thereby, set man on the path 
towards God, ‘la beatitudine’ (Conv., IV. xxii. 14–18). In the Inferno, however, the 
Epicureans — for pursuing the discordant and heretical view of mortalism — are 
instead enclosed within a burning graveyard and, exiled from the limbo of the 
virtuous pagans (Inf., IV), are definitively shut off from the other schools of classical 
philosophy.

There are two principal ways to interpret these apparent inconsistencies in 
Dante’s treatment. The most obvious exegetical response is in terms of retractio: 
Dante’s understanding of Epicurus changed between writing the Convivio, in his 
early forties, and, composing the Inferno, in his late forties. Such an interpretation 
may point to other retractiones in the Commedia, passages in which Dante, on the 
basis of new reading or reconsideration, autocorrects an earlier view. Thus, for 
example, there are inconsistencies between the order of the angels (in Conv., II. v. 6 
and Par., VIII. 34–39), and between the different descriptions of the moon spots (in 
Conv., II. xiii. 9 and Par., II. 46–105). In these instances Dante, through the figures 
of Charles Martel and Beatrice in the Paradiso, retracts errors in the Convivio. The 
retractions are literarily self-conscious and involve factual discrepancies. Although, 
in the case of Dante’s Epicurean reception, there is no meta-poetic retraction (or 
direct palinode) of the Convivio position, critics favouring a retractio interpretation 
can rightly point to the apparent factual difference with regard to Epicurean 
mortalism.

There are, however, other discrepancies between the Convivio and the Commedia 
which do not arise from a change in the facts or from the changed view of the 
poet, but rather from a shift in authorial emphasis or from the adoption of different 
judicial criteria. Thus Alexander the Great is praised in the Convivio as worthy of 
universal love for his regal beneficence but, in the Commedia, he is engulfed in 
boiling blood for his tyrannous use of violence (Conv., IV. xi. 14; Inf., XII. 106–08). 
Bertran de Born, highly commended for his generosity in the Convivio and further 
eulogized in De vulgari eloquentia as the poet of arms, is represented by Dante as 
decapitated in the ninth bolgia of Hell for sowing discord between King Henry II 
of England and his son (Conv., IV. xi. 14; DVE., II. ii. 8–9; Inf., XXVIII. 112–42). 
Frederick II and his son Manfred are commended in De vulgari eloquentia for their 
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nobility: ‘illustres heroes [...] nobilitatem ac rectitudinem suae formae pandentes’ 
[those illustrious heroes [...] knew how to reveal the nobility and integrity that were 
in their hearts] (DVE., I. xii. 4). In the Commedia, Frederick II is condemned to 
eternal burning in the sepulchres of the heretics (Inf., X. 118–20), while Manfred 
confesses the awfulness of his sins and ascribes his salvation entirely to the great 
mercy of God (Purg., III. 121–23). In the case of these individuals, the stark difference 
of treatment between the Convivio and the Commedia does not imply a retractio on 
Dante’s part. Rather, first, praise from the perspective of man’s judgement is 
shown to be compatible with damnation from the perspective of God’s judgement 
and, second, a man may be recommended as an exemplar in a particular aspect of 
virtue and yet be considered despicable on account of one specific vice. Men such 
as Bertran de Born and Brunetto Latini may be honoured as great intellectual 
statesmen and yet damned eternally for sowing discord and for sodomy respectively. 
In Christian theology, such damnation meets the requirement of Divine Justice that 
sins be punished. As only Christ may fulfil Justice for man’s sin, men who do not 
turn to Christ’s mercy must face punishment for their sins. From this perspective, 
it is no coincidence that Dante should voice through Bertran de Born the judicial 
principle of the contrapasso: ‘così s’osserva in me lo contrapasso’ [Thus you observe 
in me the counter-suffering] (Inf., XXVIII. 142). Dante’s different representations 
of these figures, therefore, are not necessarily due to an alteration of opinion 
(retractio). Rather, this may be a deliberate strategy (which I label oppositio) which 
creates a very stark dramatic effect by upsetting the expectation of the medieval (or 
historically aware) reader.

This interruption of reader expectation continues to be valid even if, as probable, 
Dante’s incomplete Convivio and De vulgari eloquentia achieved no, or only very 
limited, circulation before, and for a long period after, his death.66 This is because 
the personages mentioned in the Convivio and re-encountered in the Inferno are, 
in Cacciaguida’s words, ‘di fame note’ [known to fame] (Par., XVII. 138). These 
are men of literary renown, such as Lancelot (praised in the Convivio but damned 
amongst the lustful in Inferno V); of historical renown, such as Alexander the Great; 
or of more immediate fame in the politics of the Italian peninsula, such as Guido 
da Montefeltro (lauded, alongside Lancelot, in Convivio but damned amongst the 
false counsellors in Inferno XXVII). In each case Dante’s immediate audience, even 
without having read the Convivio, would have been familiar — through literature, 
chronicles or popular tradition — with the souls’ earthly renown. It is this earthly 
renown, and the consequent expectation of praise, which Dante qualifies and 
disturbs in his depiction of God’s judgment of the souls in the afterlife.

Is Dante’s treatment of Epicurus and his disciples, in the context of these other 
instances, to be understood in terms of retractio or oppositio?

Retractio

Padoan, Mazzeo and Lucchesi consider Dante’s representations of Epicurus within 
the model of retractio. They argue that Dante — at the time of writing the Convivio 
— had read only partially a few texts from the Roman and scholastic authors, and 
was consequently unaware, at that stage, of the Epicurean doctrine of mortalism. 
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This is just one of the ‘numerous self-corrections’, Mazzeo suggests, that ‘we find 
as we read through the works of Dante’.67 Each critic supports his view with philo
logical arguments designed to show that Dante, between the composition of the two 
works, came across hitherto unknown texts which altered his view of Epicurus.

Padoan highlights first, as grounds for Convivio II. viii. 8–9, the scholastic passage 
in which Epicurus is presented by Albert the Great as affirming the immortality of 
the soul and an eschatological sphere of post-mortem justice.68 Second, Padoan sustains 
that Dante, while writing the Convivio, had read only the first book of Cicero’s De 
finibus in which Torquatus, who undoubtedly embodies a ‘noble Epicureanism’ 
(consistent with Conv., III. xiv. 15 and IV. xxii. 14–18), does not explicitly mention 
Epicurus’s mortalism.69 Only later, Padoan posits, did Dante read the second book 
of De finibus and, therefore, Cicero’s transcription of Epicurus’s statement: ‘mortem 
nihil ad nos pertinere’ [death does not affect us at all].70 According to Padoan, 
this passage acted like a ‘f lash of light’ revealing Epicurus’s denial of human 
immortality, which Dante subsequently condemned in Inferno X.71 Montano and 
A. Ronconi have successfully established, however, that the Convivio shows internal 
evidence of Dante having already read well beyond the second book of De finibus.72 
Mazzeo and Lucchesi, accepting Montano and Ronconi’s philological conclusion, 
argue that Dante, without prior knowledge of Epicurean mortalism from another 
source, still might not have interpreted this passage to imply mortalism.73 Lucchesi 
suggests that it was only Dante’s subsequent reading of Tuculanae Disputationes 
which led him to reinterpret the passage as evidence of Epicurus’s, now indubitable, 
mortalist convictions.74 Lucchesi thereby sustains, but with a modified philological 
argument, Padoan’s broad conclusion. Dante’s Epicurus changes from the ‘orthodox 
noble Epicurean’ (Convivio) to the ‘heretical noble Epicurean’ (Inferno X) on account 
of distinct stages in his reading of Cicero.

Mazzeo, on the other hand, simply divides Dante’s reception into ‘two entirely 
different versions of Epicurus’: the former, represented in the Convivio, is ‘Ciceronian 
and classical’; the latter, represented in Inferno X, is ‘based on the medieval Christian 
tradition, best exemplified by Isidore of Seville’. Dante, Mazzeo asserts, ‘went 
from a better understanding of Epicureanism available in Cicero’s De finibus to the 
characteristic medieval view, which was less accurate to say the least’.75 Although 
Mazzeo’s argument accounts for the new identification of Epicureanism with the 
doctrine of mortalism, the ‘pig-Epicurean’ caricature of Isidore (the ‘porcus de 
grege Epicuri’ stereotype) hardly corresponds to the depiction of the magnanimi, 
addressed with the respectful second person plural, depicted by Dante in Inferno 
X. Indeed Mazzeo, perhaps for this reason, argues that Epicurus, in the Inferno, 
is a ‘type’ or ‘symbol of heresy’, playing down the historical accuracy of Dante’s 
narrative portraiture.

Nevertheless, Mazzeo’s argument unwittingly creates the stumbling block for 
all philological hypotheses which suggest that, when he wrote the Convivio, Dante 
was yet to encounter the Epicurean dogma concerning the mortality of the soul. 
For if, as Mazzeo suggests, the pig-Epicurean caricature was the ‘characteristic 
medieval view’ (a proposition which our own survey supports) how could Dante 
— immersed in the cultural and intellectual life of late thirteenth- and early 
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fourteenth-century Europe — have come across it only in his mid to late forties? 
Even if Dante had not directly read Isidore or the church fathers’ description of 
Epicurean mortalism at the time of writing the Convivio, it is, as Stabile concludes, 
unthinkable to attribute to Dante an elevated notion of Epicureanism before his 
knowledge of the opinio vulgata.76 The Padoan, Lucchesi and Mazzeo hypotheses 
assume a severe restriction on Dante’s reading of Cicero and the Roman authors, a 
complete lack of acquaintance with medieval works of compilation and a similarly 
restricted and partial reading of the scholastics. Even setting aside Dante’s wider 
intellectual context, evidence internal to the Convivio clearly indicates parallels 
with the encyclopaedic tradition. We may conclude, therefore, that comprehensive 
historical and philological counter-evidence strongly suggests that Dante, when 
writing the Convivio, was almost certainly aware of the Epicurean doctrine of 
mortalism. Padoan, Mazzeo and Lucchesi are nevertheless right to confront a 
tendency towards over-simplistic systemization which elides the real problem that 
Dante’s apparently diverging representations of Epicurus and his doctrines present.77 
How then may we, taking into account the complexity of the Epicurean reception, 
the textual references and the scholarship on this issue, respond to these apparent 
inconsistencies?

Epicurus and mortalism

Let us first scrutinize more closely Dante’s immediate follow-up to the ‘problem 
passage’ commonly quoted in isolation (which I have italicized below):

Però che, se noi rivolgiamo tutte le scritture, sì de’ filosofi come delli altri savi scrittori, tutti 
concordano in questo, che in noi sia parte alcuna perpetuale. E questo massimamente 
pare volere Aristotile in quello dell’Anima; questo pare volere massimamente 
ciascuno Stoico; questo pare volere Tulio, spezialmente in quello libello della 
Veg[li]ezza; questo pare volere ciascuno poeta che secondo la fede de’ gentili 
hanno parlato; questo vuole ciascuna legge, Giudei, Saracini, e Tartari e 
qualunque altri vivono secondo alcuna Ragione. (Conv., II. viii. 8–9)

[For if we go through the whole corpus of writings produced either by 
philosophers or by others endowed with wisdom, we find that all agree on this: 
there is in us something that endures for ever. This certainly seems to be the 
view of Aristotle in On the Soul; every Stoic appears certain of it; this seems to 
be Cicero’s view, especially in his short book On Old Age. This appears to be 
the view of every poet who has written from the standpoint of pagan belief. 
Every religious group, Jews, Saracens, Tartars, affirm this, as do all others who 
live according to some form of law.]

In this argumentum ex auctoritatibus for the immortality of the human soul, Dante 
initially substantiates his opening generalization (‘tutte le scritture’) with reference 
to the specific schools of philosophy. Two things are immediately apparent. First, 
Dante’s phrasing (‘questo pare volere’) tellingly indicates some provisionality of 
judgment: Dante does not claim, in other words, that ‘this is the opinion’ but rather 
that ‘this appears to be the opinion’. Second, Dante departs from his normative 
procedure of referring to the views of the three schools of philosophy — the 
Peripatetics, the Stoics, and the Epicureans — in turn.78 Dante’s omission of the 
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Academics is of no consequence as Dante considered this school to have been 
absorbed by the sect of the Peripatetics.79 With the superlative adverb ‘massima
mente’, Dante shows confidence with regard to Aristotle’s view (which he associates 
specifically with De anima) and with regard to the view of every Stoic. Dante omits, 
however, reference to the Epicurean view. Instead Dante replaces the third school 
of philosophy with the specific views of the philosopher Cicero. This elision, given 
the other parallel instances in the Convivio, is, I would suggest, deliberate. If Dante 
were confident that the Epicurean school affirmed the immortality of the soul, it 
appears to me inexplicable (given his normative procedure) that the Epicureans 
are not called, as the Peripatetics and the Stoics, to testify to it. This elision leaves 
two remaining hypotheses: first, that Dante, at this stage, was unsure of the true 
Epicurean doctrine with regard to the soul; second, that Dante did know the true 
Epicurean view and deliberately omits it.

Let us, in order to address the first hypothesis, sketch Dante’s minimum exposure 
to Epicureanism at the time of his writing the Convivio. Dante was undoubtedly 
familiar with the Ciceronian representation of Epicurean ethics and natural 
philosophy from De finibus, although he may not have read De natura deorum or 
Tusculanae disputationes at this stage; he would have been aware of the ‘porcus de 
grege Epicuri’ medieval commonplace; he seems (from the internal evidence of the 
Convivio) to have read the double representation of Epicurus characteristic of the 
medieval encyclopedia; and he may have had some idea of the inconsistent reception 
of Epicurus in scholastic writings. Given this context, the first thing which 
unavoidably would have struck Dante is the disjuncture between two incompatible 
representations of Epicurean ethics: the noble Epicurus embodied by Cicero’s 
Torquatus and the pig-Epicurus of commonplace caricature. Dante’s emphasis 
on the term ‘voluptade’ and his exegetical clarification of its true Epicurean 
connotation indicate, in the Convivio, an awareness of the possible misinterpretation 
or misappropriation of Epicurean moral views.80 Dante, who in many other 
instances shows himself a not uncritical reader of his sources, would have been 
alerted thereby to a tendency in certain literary sources and popular beliefs to 
ascribe to Epicurus — in moral philosophy — views which were not historically 
true to him or to his school. We may reasonably infer, therefore, that if Dante came 
across — in natural philosophy — the dogma of Epicurus’s mortalism through 
Isidore or the opinio vulgata, he may have questioned its authenticity. As the opinio 
vulgata mistakes Epicurean ethics, could its ascription of ‘mortalism’ be founded 
upon a parallel misunderstanding of Epicurean natural philosophy? The Albert 
source, highlighted by Padoan, would indeed have heightened this uncertainty: 
here was an authority in philosophy claiming — against the opinio vulgata —  that 
Epicurus’s true view was that the soul was perpetual. Albert specifically lists the 
Peripatetics, the Stoics and the Epicureans, to support his argumentum ex auctoritate 
for the immortality of the soul. Dante’s omission of the Epicureans to support the 
same thesis in the Convivio may testify, therefore, to an authorial ambivalence as 
to the true opinion of Epicurus, which is understandable given the unreliable and 
conf licting accounts of his sources.

The second hypothesis assumes Dante’s greater exposure to currents of thought 
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ascribed to Epicurus. It may be that Dante, even at the point of writing the Convivio, 
had read Ciceronian sources which explicitly address Epicurus’s true philosophical 
views and Albert’s commentary to De anima which, in contradiction to De natura 
et origine animae II. ii, identifies Epicurus’s mortalism. These authoritative sources 
would have confirmed the otherwise unreliable opinio vulgata, which correctly 
ascribed the doctrine of mortalism to Epicurus but wrongly characterized it as a 
pretext for a worldly and licentious life. If then Dante did know the Epicurean 
mortalism doctrine at the time of writing the Convivio, why does he omit it? Of 
his four arguments for the immortality of the soul in Convivio II. viii. 7–16, two 
are based upon human intuition and the experience of dreams: ‘La nostra speranza 
[...] le divinazione de’ nostri sogni’ [our hope [...] the prophetic perceptions in 
our dreams]. The other two are ex auctoritate. In this vernacular treatise, Dante 
does not therefore attempt to demonstrate philosophically — ex ratione —  the 
immortality of the individual soul.81 Given the complexity of the scholastic disputes 
about this issue in the early fourteenth century, this is unsurprising. But it means, 
crucially, that Dante has to place added weight on the first and fourth arguments 
from the authorities of pagan philosophy and Christian revelation respectively. His 
rhetorically emphatic argumenta ex auctoritatibus, however, would have been clearly 
weakened by reference to Epicurus’s opposing view. In the context of the vernacular 
treatise, therefore, it is not far-fetched to infer that Dante, even if cognizant of the 
true Epicurean view, may have deliberately passed over it. Moreover, this implicit 
exclusion of Epicurus from ‘i filosofi’ in Convivio II. viii, because of his aberrant 
view on the soul’s immortality, is consistent with Dante’s exclusion of Epicurus, 
ostensibly for the same reason, from ‘la filosofica famiglia’ in the Limbus gentilium 
virtuosum in Inferno IV.

We may respond, therefore, to the first apparent inconsistency between Dante’s 
representation of Epicurus as implicitly denying mortalism in the Convivio and as 
explicitly affirming it in Inferno X. The much-quoted passage in Convivio II. viii does 
not necessarily entail, as scholars have concluded heretofore, that Dante believed 
when writing the Convivio that the Epicurean school affirmed the immortality 
of the soul. On the contrary, the omission of specific reference to the Epicurean 
view suggests that, given his normative procedure, Dante was either unsure as to 
Epicurus’s view or understood it to be philosophically non-conformist.

Epicurus and the limits of practical ethics

Dante’s omission of the Epicureans in Convivio II. viii. 8–9 indicates a tacit awareness 
of the school’s potential mortalism, to be explicitly castigated in Inferno X. Similarly, 
Dante’s analysis of the limitations of Epicurus’s moral teaching in Convivio IV. xxii 
plants the seed, as closer scrutiny of the chapter reveals, for Dante’s depiction of 
the Epicureans in Inferno X. The chapter’s subject is human happiness and, having 
already sketched the goal of human life held by the three sects of philosophy — the 
Peripatetics, the Stoics and the Epicureans — in Convivio IV. vi, Dante glosses only 
the ‘true opinion’ of Aristotle and the Peripatetics. Dante’s initial thesis proceeds in 
four stages. First, he describes the rational soul’s creation ex nihilo by God and of its 
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desire to return to God, its creator (Conv., IV. xxii. 4–10). Second, he distinguishes 
between the practical (through virtue) and speculative (through the contemplation 
of God and Nature) exercises of reason which constitute the dual earthly happiness 
of man, and are the desired fructification of the ‘noble seed’ implanted in us (IV. 
xxii. 11). Third, he observes, as in the opening of the treatise, that most seeds (or 
rational souls) do not come to fruition due to poor cultivation and to insufficient 
ethical direction (IV. xxii. 11–12).82 Fourth, he highlights the traditional hierarchy 
between the active and contemplative lives, the latter ‘più pieno di beatitudine 
che l’altro’ [brings happiness more fully than the other] (IV. xxii. 13). In order to 
substantiate this position with an argument ex auctoritate Dei, Dante could have 
referred back to the commonplace exegetical comparison between Martha (active 
life) and Mary (contemplative life).83 Instead, in a long digression (for the remainder 
of the chapter), he constructs a peculiar allegorical interpretation of Mark 13. 
1–7. Although the ostensible purpose is to justify the hierarchical priority of the 
contemplative life, Dante uses this digression to assesses the achievements and 
limitations of the three pagan schools of philosophy.

In Dante’s reading, the three Marys who arrive at the tomb of Christ on the 
sabbath (Mark 13. 1–2) allegorically represent the Epicureans, the Stoics and the 
Peripatetics, who cultivate the rational soul towards its practical earthly goal. 
The angel symbolizes the human nobility obtained by the philosophers; the tomb 
represents the knowledge of the present world which they found: ‘[il] mondo 
presente che è ricettaculo di corruttibili cose’ [the present world, the domain 
of things which pass away] (Conv., IV. xxii. 15). However, at the limit of ‘the 
present world’, the angel directs the three Marys to Galilee. In Dante’s allegorical 
interpretation, the philosophical schools — searching for human happiness but 
discovering instead human nobility — are directed by the voice of reason to the 
contemplation of Truth (symbolized by Galilee). This contemplative happiness 
(‘nostra beatitudine’), which exceeds the happiness of virtue, itself then leads to our 
highest possible bliss (‘la somma beatitudine’) which consists in the vision of Christ 
who, in the allegorical comparison, precedes the disciples in Galilee (Conv., IV. 
xxii. 16–18). The teleology is thus clear. The three philosophical schools cultivate 
the rational soul to its active perfection (human nobility represented by the angel); 
man must then be directed towards human bliss (the philosophical contemplation 
of God and Nature symbolized by Galilee), and finally towards the vision of Christ 
(represented by the privileged encounter of the disciples with Christ in Galilee).84

An implicit condemnation of the limited ethical scope of the Epicurean school, 
to be explicitly damned in Inferno X, may be discerned therefore in the Convivio. 
Epicurus, teaching ‘voluptade’ as man’s goal and virtue as its means, arrives — in 
Dante’s allegorical schema — at the tomb of Christ. But, denying the immortality 
of the soul and the incorruptibility of substances, the Epicureans do not depart 
to seek Truth (Galilee), itself a pathway towards the vision of Christ. Dogged by 
the mortalism they profess, the Epicureans remain entrapped within the tomb 
(‘il mondo presente’: the receptacle of corruptible things). But this is also, surely, 
where we find the Epicureans in the Commedia. There is indeed, it appears to me, 
a direct conceptual and imaginative parallel between the empty tomb of Convivio 
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IV. xxii and the tombs of the Epicureans of Inferno X. The implication is that the 
Epicureans, obtaining human nobility (represented by the angel), do not follow the 
angel’s message and thus, implicitly, Christ. The pagan Epicurus and his followers in 
Christendom are thus ipso facto heretics. Their ultimate fate — in the contrapasso — is 
to remain in the tomb of this life (the tomb of Christ) because, through philosophical 
mortalism and materialism, they denied even the possibility of the Resurrection.85

We may respond, therefore, to the second manifest discrepancy, between the 
Epicurus acclaimed in Convivio III–IV and the Epicurus castigated in Inferno X. 
Dante’s reception of Epicurus must be understood in terms of the clear distinction 
— characteristic of the Roman, encyclopaedic and scholastic sources — between 
Epicurus the natural philosopher, and Epicurus the moral philosopher. Dante’s 
indication of the limited scope of Epicurean philosophy (in Convivio IV. xxii) and 
his stark condemnation of Epicurus’s mortalism (in Inferno X) is consistent, in the 
wider cultural reception, with the strong approbation of Epicurus as a philosopher 
of the active life (‘de la vita attiva’) who leads man to human nobility (Conv., IV. 
xxii. 14).

Oppositio

Dante’s Epicureans, in the Convivio and in the Commedia, share two characteristics: 
First, they are noble — they pursue the earthly goal of human virtue (the active 
perfection of human nature). Second, they fail to seek, beyond the horizon of 
a human nobility attained, the eternal and incorruptible things of God nor, in 
Christian times, the direct vision of God through revelation. There is not therefore 
a fundamental change — either with regard to mortalism or to ethics — in Dante’s 
attitude to Epicureanism between the Convivio and the Commedia, as maintained 
by Padoan, Lucchesi and Mazzeo. Nonetheless, there is undoubtedly a radical shift 
in emphasis and judicial perspective in the two works. In the Convivio, Epicurus is 
commended, from the perspective of this life, as a teacher of the virtues which lead 
man to his temporal felicity. In the Commedia, Epicurus is condemned, from the 
perspective of the afterlife, as the heretical proponent of mortalism which deprives 
man of his eternal beatitude.

The shift in judicial perspective enables rhetorically the narrative effect of 
calculated surprise — the reversal of reader expectation — which I have labelled 
oppositio. As with Alexander, Bertran de Born, Brunetto Latini, and Guido da 
Montefeltro, so with the ‘followers of Epicurus’, we encounter a situation in which 
men lauded in Dante’s earlier prose works (and more widely in chronicles and 
popular tradition) are, for a particular fault, condemned in Dante’s Inferno. In the 
case of the Epicurean Farinata, this reversal of expectation is narratively depicted 
through Dante-character in the poem. In Inferno VI, Dante-character asks Ciacco 
about the eternal destiny of the Epicurean Farinata who, from his own earthly 
judgement, was notable for his nobility and brilliance in the active life: ‘Farinata e 
’l Tegghiaio, che fuor sì degni [...] e li altri ch’a ben far puoser li ’ngegni’ [Farinata and 
Tegghiaio, who were so worthy, [...] and the others who turned their wits to doing 
well] (Inf., VI. 79–81). Dante-character learns that, from the perspective of divine 
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judgement, Farinata is ‘tra l’anime più nere’ [among the blacker souls] in Hell (Inf., 
VI. 85). Nonetheless, even in Hell — and this is a key point — Farinata does not 
lose his nobility or his earthly qualities (he is still a noble Epicurean). Rather, from 
this divine perspective, it is Farinata’s mortalist view which takes centre stage: 
Farinata is damned as a heretic.

Ubi est porcus de grege Epicuri?

But what then of the pig-Epicurus of sensual pleasure? Where, if anywhere, does 
he reside in Dante’s oeuvre? If, as I suggested, Dante cannot have been unaware of 
the ‘porcus de grege Epicuri’ tradition, why is he so conspicuously absent? Why at 
no point does Dante, himself such a vehement critic of moral decadence, use the 
appellation ‘Epicurean’ to refer to the vulgar life of the senses?

The Florentine glutton Ciacco would seem an obvious candidate for the ‘porcus 
de grege Epicuri’. A characteristic feature of the medieval Epicurean stereotype, 
epitomized in the Horatian tag, is its association with gluttony. The glutton may 
stand paradigmatically for the unnatural disorder and inversion of man’s nature, 
characteristic of carnal sinners, whereby reason is enslaved to the lower appetites: 
‘i peccator carnali | che la ragion sommettono al talento’ [the carnal sinners, 
who subject their reason to their appetite] (Inf., V. 38–39). In scriptural exegesis 
and medieval art, the gateway to sin and to Hell is frequently represented by the 
mouth. In the Inferno, Cerberus — the three-headed (and three-mouthed) dog: ‘il 
gran vermo, | le bocche aperse’ [the great worm opened his mouths] (Inf., VI. 22–23) 
— foreshadows Lucifer — whose three mouths devour Judas, Brutus and Cassius: 
‘Da ogne bocca dirompea co’ denti | un peccatore’ [In each of his mouths he was 
breaking a sinner with his teeth]; ‘[il] vermo reo che ’l mondo fóra’ [the evil worm 
that gnaws the world] (Inf., XXXIV. 55–56; 108). The very title of Dante’s ethical 
treatise — Il Convivio [the Banquet] — emphasizes Dante’s ethical preoccupation to 
reclaim the metaphor of nutrition and to reverse the moral disorder embodied by 
the glutton. Dante seeks to divert his fellow Florentines from a bestial life nourished 
only on the senses: ‘miseri quelli che colle pecore hanno comune cibo!’ [pitiful are 
those who share the food of sheep!]. And he redirects them to the truly human 
nourishment of reason: ‘Oh beati quelli pochi che seggono a quella mensa dove 
lo pane delli angeli si manuca!’ [Blessed indeed are those few who sit at the table 
where they feed on the bread of angels!] (Conv., I. i 7).86 Furthermore, the slogan 
attributed in the patristic and popular traditions to Epicurus and his followers — 
‘Manducemus et bibamus; cras enim moriemur’ —, which emphasizes an irreligious 
mortalism as a licence to unrestrained gluttony, is directly associated by Dante, 
albeit in a modified version, with Florentine ethical and linguistic deprivation: 
‘Locuntur Florentini et dicunt Manichiamo, introque che noi non facciamo altro’ [When 
the Florentines speak, they say things like: ‘Let’s eat, since there’s nothing else to 
do’] (DVE., I. xiii, 2).87 As his use of the Epicurean slogan suggests, Dante identifies 
the glutton figure both with the popular medieval caricature of Epicurus and with 
the moral decadence of his fellow Florentine citizens.

If we turn to the Commedia, there are, as Simone Marchesi has explored, specific 
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resonances and similarities between the language and imagery Dante uses to 
describe the gluttons in Inferno VI and Isidore’s definition of the Epicureans:88

Epicurei dicti ab Epicuro quodam philosopho [1] amatore vanitatis, non sap
ientiae [2] quem etiam ipsi philosophi porcum nominaverunt, [3] quasi volutans 
[4] in caeno carnali, [5] voluptatem corporis summum bonum adserens; [6] qui 
etiam dixit nulla divina providentia instructum esse aut regi mundum [...] [7] 
animam nihil aliud esse quam corpus. Unde et dixit ‘non ero, posteaquam 
mortuus fuero’.89

[The Epicureans are so called from a certain philosopher Epicurus, [1] a lover 
of vanity, not of wisdom, [2] whom the philosophers themselves named ‘the 
pig’, [3] wallowing [4] in carnal filth, as it were, [5] and asserting that bodily 
pleasure is the highest good. [6] He also said that the world was not constructed 
or regulated by any divine forethought [...] [7] the soul is nothing other than the 
body. Whence also he said, ‘I will not exist after I have died’.]

Isidore provides an even more startlingly accurate gloss on Dante’s gluttons than 
Marchesi’s excellent article would suggest. In the following paragraphs, I consider 
seven main points of correspondence in turn.

Arriving at the third circle of Hell, Dante-character and Virgil trample upon 
the gluttons whose vanity makes them only appear as persons: ‘e ponavam le 
piante | sovra lor vanità che par persona’ [and we were placing our soles on their 
emptiness that seems a human body] (Inf., VI. 35–36). Benvenuto’s gloss — ‘quia 
sapientes calcant et parvipendunt tales gulosos vanos’ [because wise men trample upon 
and little esteem such vain gluttons] — highlights Dante’s figurative depiction of 
Isidore’s definition (‘amatore vanitatis, non sapientiae’).90 The vanity of the gluttons 
has, in Dante’s treatment, a literal and a moral meaning. The gluttons, like all 
shades in the Commedia, appear corporeal but, until the resurrection of the body, 
are in fact literally incorporeal (a point to be finally clarified by Statius in Purgatorio 
XXV. 28–108). Morally, however, the gluttons appear as men (‘par persona’) but 
this is vanity (‘lor vanità’) because, preferring the panis animalium (‘che colle pecore 
hanno comune cibo’) to the panis angelorum of the sapientes, they are in reality 
indistinguishable from beasts: ‘sicut porci iacent in lutu’ [like pigs they lie in mud].91 
Dante’s bestial imagery — the gluttons are like dogs and are represented as pigs 
wallowing in their own filth — ref lects Dante’s theoretical concern that a man is 
only a man in act when he uses his reason:

vivere negli animali è sentire — animali, dico, bruti — , vivere nell’uomo è 
ragione usare. Dunque, se vivere è l’essere [delli viventi, e vivere nell’uomo è 
ragione usare, ragione usare è l’essere] dell’uomo, e così da quello uso partire 
è partire da essere, e così è essere morto [...] è morto [uomo] e rimaso bestia. 
(Conv., IV. vii. 11–14).92

[life for an animal is sensation (I refer here to brute animals) and life for a 
human being is the use of reason. If, then, this is what the life and very being of 
man consists in, to renounce the use of reason is to renounce being, and is thus 
the same as being dead [...] one is dead as a man, but continues to live as a beast.]

A life centred on the senses is therefore by definition sub-human: the gluttons only 
appear human as in act they are no different from beasts.
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The very name ‘Ciacco’, a diminutive form of Giacomo, may also be intended 
as a derogatory nickname signifying porcus or pig/hog: (‘quem [...] porcum nomina
verunt’). As Benvenuto comments: ‘Et est nomen consequens rei: “Ciacchus” enim 
dicitur quasi ciens, id est vocans cibos’ [It is, therefore, the name signifying the 
thing: ‘Ciacchus’ indeed is like ‘ciens’, that is to say ‘he who calls for food’].93 The 
standard punctuation of the relevant terzina in Petrocchi’s text is dictated, however, 
by an interpretative choice which resists such an identification:

  ‘Voi cittadini mi chiamaste Ciacco: 
per la dannosa colpa de la gola, 
come tu vedi, a la pioggia mi fiacco’. (Inf., VI. 52–54)

[You citizens called me Ciacco; because of the damnable sin of the 
gullet, as you see, I am broken by the rain]

Petrocchi inserts a colon precisely to mitigate against a direct connection between 
the name ‘Ciacco’ and the sin of gluttony, and the majority of critics have read 
through Petrocchi’s interpretative cue.94 Marchesi convincingly argues, however, 
for the minority position (sustained by early commentators such as Benvenuto and 
Boccaccio and picked up by Singleton) which emphasizes nomen consequens rei: ‘the 
name, when it is read as consequens rei, can be the “real” name of a person and, at 
the same time, it can bear a meaning’.95

This hypothesis is strengthened, we may add, by the ubiquity in Roman comedy 
and the Roman grammarians of this literary topos.96 Indeed, the four glutton wits 
in Plautus’s comedies — who fill their bellies like parasites and mice always eating 
other people’s food (‘parasitando paverint ventres suos [...] quasi mures semper edere 
alienum cibum’) — provide a further possible intertextual commentary to Dante’s 
representation of Ciacco.97 Gelasinus, who calls his mother ‘hunger’, claims that 
his father named him because of his wit (‘quia inde iam a pausillo puero ridiculus 
fui’).98 In his life, Gelasinus uses his wit to feed his hunger: ‘logos ridiculos vendo. 
age licemini. | qui cena poscit? ecqui poscit prandio?’ [For sale — some funny 
stories! Come, make your bids! Who offers a dinner? Anyone offer a lunch?].99 
Similarly Boccaccio reports that Ciacco was infamous in Florence as a ‘morditore 
di parole’: Ciacco’s wit kept him always in the company of the wealthy men of 
Florence whose splendid banquets Ciacco — himself lacking in funds — would 
attend, indulging his vice, whether invited or not.100 Plautus plays on the real and 
significative valency of a name when Gelasinus, his jokes used up, complains to the 
maid Crocotium that he will not be able to earn his next meal:

Crocotium: Gelasime, salve
Gelasinus: Non est id nomen mihi
Cr: Certo mecastor id fuit nomen tibi
Ge: Fuit disertim: verum id usu perdidi. Nunc miccotrogus nomine ex vero 

vocor.101

[Crocotium: Good morning, Gelasimus.
Gelasimus: That is no name of mine.
Cr: Heavens, man, it surely was your name.
Ge: ’Twas, in good sooth. But I wore it out. Now the name forced on me by 

the facts of life is Crumb-nibbler.]
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Although his name is Gelasinus (meaning ‘comedian’), he should be called ‘micco
trogus’ (meaning ‘crumb-nibbler’), as that now more accurately describes his plight. 
The ‘ex vero’ clause highlights the grammarians’ commonplace that an etymology 
gives the true reason why a thing is so called, the consequens rei.102

In Inferno VI, the etymological meaning of Ciacco’s name thus, in a comic turn, 
similarly describes who Ciacco is (or what he has become). The double semantic 
valency of the name is authentically held in the ambiguity of Dante’s terzina (an 
ambiguity eliminated by Petrocchi’s reductive punctuation): ‘la dannosa colpa de 
la gula’ [the damnable sin of the gullet] may be both the cause of Ciacco’s infernal 
punishment (‘a la pioggia mi fiacco’ [I am broken by the rain]) and the etymological 
cause — through consequens rei — of his naming (‘voi cittadini mi chiamaste Ciacco’ 
[you citizens called me Ciacco]). On this reading, therefore, Dante intends first 
that his description of the glutton Ciacco corresponds to the popular Epicurean 
caricature, and second that the very name ‘Ciacco’ is interpreted — in the consequens 
rei tradition — to translate the pig-Epicurean customary tag. Where, in Augustine 
and Isidore, Epicurus himself is called porcus by his fellow philosophers ‘quem 
[Epicurum] ipsi etiam philosophi porcum nominaverunt’, in Dante’s Inferno, the 
Florentine quintessential glutton (who, like Isidore’s Epicurus, placed ‘voluptatem 
corporis’ as his ‘summum bonum’) is called porcus by his fellow Florentine citizens: 
‘voi cittadini mi chiamaste Ciacco’.

As Isidore’s Epicureans toss and turn in carnal filth (‘quasi volutans in caeno 
carnali’), so Dante’s gluttons are compared to dogs soaked by rain and rolling 
uncomfortably in the mud: ‘Urlar li fa la pioggia come cani [...] volgonsi spesso 
i miseri profani’ [The rain makes them howl like dogs [...] cast out wretches, 
they turn over frequently] (Inf., VI. 19–21). This infernal contrapasso is interpreted 
convincingly by Boccaccio:

come essi [i golosi], oziosi e gravi del cibo e del vino, col ventre pieno giacquero 
in riposo el cibo ingluviosamente preso, così [...] senza levarsi giaccianosi in 
eterno distesi, col loro spesso volgersi testificando i dolorosi movimenti.103

[ Just as they [the gluttons], idle and weighed down by food and wine, had lain 
at rest with a full belly of food greedily eaten, so [...] they eternally lie stretched 
out, without rising, their constant tossing and turning testifying to their painful 
movements.]

The terrible smells and the incessant howling of Cerberus further contradistinguish 
the sweet odours and the sweetness of the songs (‘la dolcezza de’ canti’) which 
characterized their banquets (‘ne’ lor conviti usavono’). The putrid infernal discharge 
raining down upon the gluttons is, in Boccaccio’s reading, an undigested mixture 
of luxurious and excessive foods (‘la crudità degl’indigesti cibi’) which becomes a 
kind of amalgamation of vomit and scatological excretion.104 This ref lects Isidore’s 
‘caenum carnale’, for ‘caenum’ signifies not merely mud but all putrid fifth (‘variarum 
sordium collectio, quae fastidium parit’).105 The putrid infernal discharge raining 
down is anti-manna and represents figuratively the degenerative effects of an overly 
sumptuous banquet (‘convivio’) which reduces men to porci wallowing in their own 
filth.106 The dramatic contrast with the philosophically edifying Convivio, which 
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Dante sets as panis angelorum (true manna) before his Florentine contemporaries, 
is evident. Dante indeed, in that work, directly addresses his fellow Florentines 
who, living in blindness (‘in quanta cecità vivete’), fix their gluttonous eyes (‘occhi 
golosi’) on the filth of their own perversity (‘tenendoli [gli occhi] fissi nel fango 
della vostra stoltezza’) rather than raising up their eyes to the ineffable wisdom of 
God’s eternal providence (‘l’ineffabile sapienza, che cosí ordinasti’).107

The Florentine glutton Ciacco may indeed personify the greedy city-state of 
Florence. Ciacco is the overf lowing mouthpiece for Florence’s cupidity, as suggested 
by the conjugative form of the verb traboccare (tra-bocca) and its object ‘sacco’ (which 
may denote ‘stomach’):108

  Ed elli a me: ‘La tua città, ch’è piena 
D’invidia sì che già trabocca il sacco, 
seco mi tenne in la vita serena’. (Inf., VI. 49–51)

[And he to me: ‘Your city, which is so full of envy that the sack 
already overf lows, kept me with her during my sunny life’]

Like a glutton, the city of Florence had expanded to an unnatural degree in fact and 
in ambition. In less than a century the population had swelled more than threefold 
from around thirty thousand in 1200 to around one hundred thousand in 1300.109 
Using the metaphor of bodily consumption in Paradiso XV–XVII, Dante archly 
criticizes this expansion as the cause of the city’s divisive woes:

  ‘Sempre la confusione de le persone 
principio fu del mal de la cittade, 
come del vostro il cibo che s’appone’ (Par., XVI. 67–69)

[The mixing together of persons has ever been the beginning of 
harm to the city, as excessive food is cause of your diseases]

Florence boasted on the walls of the Palazzo del Podestà that it possessed the sea, 
the earth, the entire world — ‘Que mare, que terram, que totum possidet orbem’ 
— an inversion of the phrase Lucan used to describe the providential role of 
Rome to distribute (the etymological root of digestion) the world’s material goods 
amongst the whole body of mankind (the body-politic).110 The condor-like wings 
of Florence, which spread across the whole world to feed her ever-growing and 
insatiable appetite, are indeed the antithesis of the eagle’s wings of Holy Roman 
Empire which universally distribute material goods in accordance with Justice.111 
The cupidity (cupiditas) which overf lows out of Florence is thus set in antithesis to 
the love (caritas) which shines out from Dante’s ideal Holy Roman Empire.112 In 
the opening of Inferno XXVI Dante, parodying Florence’s boast, highlights that 
such insatiable avarice and ambition make Florence truly great in Hell rather than 
in the world:

  Godi, Fiorenze, poi che se’ sì grande 
che per mare e per terra batti l’ali, 
e per lo ’nferno tuo nome si spande! (Inf., XXVI. 1–3).

[Rejoice, Florence, since you are so great that on sea and land you 
beat your wings, and your name spreads through Hell!]
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Ciacco was baptized and educated in Florence, and it is a severe indictment that 
Florence must claim him as her own: ‘la tua città [...] seco mi tenne in la vita serena’ 
[your city [...] kept me with her during my sunny life] (Inf., VI. 51). Where Dante 
would sign himself ‘Florentinus natione non moribus’ [A Florentine by birth not 
by morals], the damning inference for Florence is that Ciacco would, and rightly 
so, refer to himself as ‘Florentinus natione et moribus’ [a Florentine by birth and by 
morals].113

Thus far we have observed five detailed correlations between Isidore’s Augustinian 
definition of the Epicureans and Dante’s representation of the Florentine glutton 
Ciacco. Moreover, we have explored the further identification of Ciacco, the greedy 
and sick body, with the city of Florence, the greedy and sick body-politic. At a moral 
level, Ciacco clearly corresponds to Isidore’s description of the ‘pig-Epicurean’. But, 
even more intriguingly, in Inferno VI Dante alludes to the two intellectual dogmas 
— the denial of Divine Providence and mortalism — which Isidore attributes 
to Epicurus. Where Epicurus ‘dixit nulla providentia instructum esse aut regi 
mundum’, Ciacco is compelled to view (and relate to Dante) future historic events 
and, thereby, the working out of Divine Providence: ‘Ma dimmi, se tu sai, a che 
verranno | li cittadin de la città partita’ [But tell me, if you know, to what will 
come the citizens of the divided city] (Inf., VI. 60–61). Where according to Isidore’s 
Epicurean there is no afterlife (‘non ero postquam mortuus fuero’), Ciacco is asked 
by Dante to relate the post-mortem destiny of a number of prominent Florentines: 
‘se ’l ciel li addolcia o lo ’nferno li attosca’ [if Heaven sweetens or Hell poisons 
them] (Inf., VI. 84). We may infer that as the forced wallowing in putrid filth is 
the contrapasso for gluttony at a moral level, so the forced contemplation of Divine 
Providence and the privileged knowledge of the eternal destinies of souls are, at an 
intellectual level, the contrapasso for the sensual materialism which accompanied it.

Dante takes hold of Isidore’s definition of the Epicurean and, through a series 
of precise textual and image-bound correlations (we have enumerated seven), 
embodies this personality type in the Florentine glutton Ciacco: Isidore’s porcus 
corresponds, in everything including his name, to Dante’s Ciacco. Dante leaves his 
medieval, or historically informed, reader in no doubt not only that this parallel 
is intentional but that the reader is expected to recognize it. Nonetheless, Dante 
at no point labels Ciacco as an Epicurean: Ciacco is a porcus (he is the personality-
type defined by Isidore) but he emphatically is not, for Dante, ‘de grege Epicuri’. 
Boccaccio’s commentary on Inferno X shows that he has understood, in my view 
correctly, these two fundamental aspects of Dante’s representation of Epicureanism. 
Boccaccio dismisses the widespread but false opinion: ‘estiman molti che questo 
filosofo fosse ghiottissimo uomo; la quale estimazione non è vera, per ciò che nessun 
altro fu più sobrio di lui [...] e perciò non fu ghiotto, come molti credono’ [many 
considered that this philosopher was a very gluttonous man, a prejudice which is 
untrue because there has never been a person more sober than him [...] and because 
he was not at all gluttonous as so many believe].114 Following Dante, Boccaccio 
associates the ‘pig-Epicurean’ caricature with Ciacco ‘uomo ghiottissimo’.115 By 
contrast, Boccaccio emphasizes to his early fourteenth-century Florentine audience 
that Epicurus ‘fu solennissimo filosofo e molto morale e venerabile uomo’ [was the 
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most solemn philosopher — a very virtuous and venerable man]. It is because of 
a perverse mortalism which, Boccaccio highlights, still pervades Florentine intel
lectual life — ‘e così ancora più altri filosofi variamente e perversamente dell’anima 
stimarono’ [and so, even now, many other philosophers perversely, and in different 
ways, consider the soul] — that Epicurus is damned in the sixth circle as a heretic:

‘egli negò del tutto l’eternità dell’anima e tenne che quella insieme col corpo 
morisse [...] per queste opinioni, seperate del tutto della verità, si come eretico 
mostra l’autore lui in questo luogo esser dannato’

[He completely rejected the eternity of the soul and held that the soul died with 
the body [...] for these views, completely at odds with the truth, the author 
presents him as a heretic damned in this place.]116

It is therefore misleading to suggest, as Marchesi concludes, that there are two 
Epicuri in Dante (in Inferno VI and Inferno X respectively).117 Rather Dante, aware 
of the two traditions of representing Epicurean ethics — the ‘porcus de grege 
Epicuri’ and the noble Epicurean —, correctly and, given his immediate context, 
polemically reserves the appellation ‘Epicurean’ exclusively for the latter.
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