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Epicurean Mortalism and 
Christian Faith

Introduction

Inferno X challenges its reader. The canto poses interrogatives which demand 
answers, from thematic and theological issues to problems of interpretation.1 
Kenelm Foster asks ‘why then Epicurus? why the special stress, implied in the poet’s 
deliberately choosing to cross the circle of heresy at precisely that point, on the evil 
of denying the soul’s survival of bodily death?’. Sapegno comments on the extreme 
interpretative difficulty of the dialogue with Cavalcante: it is ‘amongst the most 
discussed and difficult of the poem’.2

The problem of interpretation in Inferno X is shared by the reader and the 
protagonists alike and it ref lects the canto’s central theme of heresy. Where schism 
offends primarily against charity, heresy destroys faith, and every aspect of the 
canto is shrouded in secrecy, confusion and doubt. The graveyard is reached ‘per un 
secreto calle’ [along a secret path] (l. 1) because, as Guido da Pisa comments, ‘mos 
est omnium hereticorum suos errores et fallacias occultare [...] eorum secreta opera, 
nisi per secreta ingenia et secretas vias, cognosci non possunt’ [the custom of all 
heretics is to hide their errors and lies [...] their secret works cannot be understood 
except by secret devices and secret ways].3 The damned souls are hidden, only 
to rise in turn from their tombs. Hearing Farinata’s disembodied voice, Dante-
character attempts to conceal himself (‘però m’accostai’ [therefore I hid myself ] (l. 
29)) and, at the close of their interrupted dialogue, Farinata hides himself again in 
telling symmetry (‘Indi s’ascose’ [Then he hid himself ] (l. 121)). Each dialogue-layer 
of the canto is characterized by questions seeking to uncover a secret or unlock the 
unknown. The first speech of the canto is an extended question (ll. 4–9), which is 
immediately complicated by Virgil’s inference of Dante’s further hidden question 
(ll. 16–18). Virgil’s final speech responds to Dante’s silent confusion: ‘Perché se’ tu 
sì smarrito?’ [Why are you so lost?] (l. 124). The dialogue with Farinata, who had 
eavesdropped on Dante’s dialogue with Virgil, is dominated by a series of questions 
(ll. 31; 42; 84; 99), of revelation and counter-revelation. Cavalcante’s two speeches, 
in two terzine at the centre of the canto, consist entirely of interrogatives: he asks 
six questions in all (ll. 58–60; ll. 67–69).

The present interpretation of the canto attempts to engage fully, at a literary 
level, with the questions and difficulties of the protagonists themselves. The text, it 
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must be remembered, is a script which narrates a dramatic scene: to understand the 
meaning of the speakers thus involves more than an analysis of the spoken words. 
As contemporary scholastic exegesis of a biblical episode such as the Annunciation 
(the dialogue between the Archangel Gabriel and Mary) involved a precise analysis 
of each word, gesture and symbol — stretching into pages of commentary — so we 
should approach this Dantean episode with a similar attention to detail and narrative 
subtlety. The first section of this chapter shows how the disparity between literal 
and spiritual interpretations of the same object (the sun) illustrates, in this canto, 
the incommensurable psychological states of Epicurean unbelief and Christian 
belief. The heightened attention of Dante-character, and the reader with him, to 
the intentionality of the speakers highlights, as is explored in the second section, 
an important didactic lesson about hermeneutics and heresy: in the ambiguity of 
the double-sense (the intended/the inferred), and thus in an act of exegesis, Dante-
author distinguishes an interpretative mistake from an act of wilful heresy. The 
third section considers the causes of Dante-character’s disorientation following his 
encounter with the Epicureans Farinata and Cavalcante in Inferno X. A parallel is 
drawn between the Epicurean heresy and the autobiographical ‘error’ repudiated by 
Beatrice in Purgatorio XXX–XXXI. Finally, the Epicurean episode is reconsidered 
in the light of Beatrice’s response, through Cacciaguida in the central canto of the 
Paradiso, to Dante-character’s spiritual bewilderment (a response promised at the 
close of Inferno X).

‘Come dicesti?’: Dante’s Encounter with the Epicurean Cavalcante dei 
Cavalcanti

To many Dante scholars, it might appear a quixotic task to return again to the 
dialogue between Dante-character and Cavalcante dei Cavalcanti in Inferno X (ll. 
52–72). Not only articles but extended polemics have arisen over the interpretation 
of single lines and even single words (especially, from the mid-twentieth century 
to the present, with regard to Dante-character’s speech (ll. 61–63) and his use of the 
pronoun ‘cui’).4 There are, nonetheless, two principal justifications for a further 
reappraisal of this passage. First, the concentration of scholarly attention upon 
and fascination with this episode is no accident. In this passage, Dante confronts 
Epicurean mortalism, a doctrine entirely incompatible with his Christian faith and 
with the literal and moral ground of the Commedia. Furthermore, Dante addresses 
his autobiographical relationship with Guido Cavalcanti, referred to as his ‘primo 
amico’ in the Vita nuova and the most important contemporary intellectual and 
poetic inf luence of his early maturity. Second, the analysis of Dante’s authorial 
strategy, outlined in Chapter 3, opens up a new perspective on this central dialogue. 
The Russian-doll structure and narrative freeze-frame effect of Inferno X locate 
the central dialogue between Dante-character and Cavalcante in a knowledge 
gap. The analysis of Inferno X as the horizon between two hemispheres (of this life 
and of the next life) highlights the theological dimension and vertical axis of the 
canto and, thereby, the potential ambiguity of literal and Christological-symbolic 
interpretations of objects and their linguistic referents. Informed by the cumulative 
effect of these authorial structural devices (summarized in Figure 2), I consider 
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each stage of the Cavalcante dialogue according to the possible intention of the 
speaker and to the possible inference of the interlocutor. Dante-author structures 
the dialogue such that, although the words spoken are ambiguous, he fixes (or at 
the least delimits) the possible intended meanings of each of the protagonists. In 
addition, he also fixes the possible inferences each protagonist could reasonably draw 
from the other interlocutor’s speech. A dichotomy is thereby established between 
the intended sense of the speaker and the inferred sense of the interlocutor. The 
dialogue is thus constructed, as this close reading demonstrates, as an ambivalent 
semantic horizon: Cavalcante (in the literal semantic hemisphere) and Dante (in 
the allegorical semantic hemisphere) interpret the same words (at the horizon) but 
according to two different (literal and spiritual) senses.

External and internal framing (ll. 52–54; 67; 72)

In the Russian-doll structure of the canto, the dialogue between Dante-character 
and Cavalcante (ll. 52–72) is entombed within the dialogue with Farinata (ll. 
40–51; 73–120), itself encased within the dialogue with Virgil (ll. 1–39; 121–36). 
The central dialogue is internally framed, dramaturgically, by the appearance and 
disappearance of Cavalcante from his tomb. The three gestural movements and 
positions of Cavalcante further structure the dialogue and carry literal and symbolic 
meanings. The first terzina describes Cavalcante’s appearance into view from the 
same sepulchre as Farinata:

  Allor surse a la vista scoperchiata 
un’ombra, lungo questa, infino al mento: 
credo che s’era in ginocchie levata. (ll. 52–54)

[Then a shade rose up, discovered to sight as far as the chin, alongside 
the first one; I think it had risen to its knees.]

Where Farinata is visible from the waist up, Cavalcante’s shade is, at first, only 
visible from the chin. Dante-character infers from this that Cavalcante is resting 
on his knees, in the position thereby of prayer, supplication and penitence (l. 54). 
But Dante-character could be mistaken. Cavalcante equally could not be kneeling 
at all but rather crouching, as if hiding and peering from the tomb. The second 
hypothesis is strengthened by Cavalcante’s subsequent movement: ‘Di sùbito 
drizzato’ [Of a sudden risen to his feet] (l. 67). Were Cavalcante to have been 
kneeling, it would have been difficult for him to rise, or spring up, so quickly. The 
second posture of Cavalcante is, literally, unambiguous (he adopts the same posture 
as Farinata) but symbolically ambivalent: it potentially signifies, as with Farinata, 
the Epicurus de tauro Phalaridis and the Imago pietatis. In the final terzina, Cavalcante 
disappears from view:

  Quando s’accorse d’alcuna dimora 
ch’io facëa dinanzi a la risposta, 
supin ricadde e più non parve fora. (ll. 70–72)

[When he perceived a certain delay I made before replying, he fell 
back supine and appeared no more outside.]
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Cavalcante’s final movement is literally and symbolically unambiguous. As Guido 
da Pisa highlights with a series of scriptural examples, to prostrate oneself forwards 
(‘cadere in faciem’) symbolizes the humility of man before God; to fall backwards 
(‘cadere retrorsum’), by contrast, paradigmatically symbolizes sin, damnation and 
the turning away of man from God.5 These three, symbolically charged, visual 
tableaux thereby structure the dialogue between Dante-character and Cavalcante.

Cavalcante’s first speech (ll. 55–60)

When Cavalcante raises his chin above the rim of the sepulchre, he knows nothing 
about the past from his death in 1280 to the present, Good Friday 1300; he cannot 
see the proximate future (from 1300 to 1304); but he can see the more distant future 
(from 1304 onwards). This is illustrated, as we have seen, by Figures 1 and 2. Let us 
consider, therefore, what Cavalcante knows about Guido before he questions Dante-
character. Looking into the future (from 1304), Cavalcante does not see his son, and 
he must therefore presume that Guido dies prematurely (as dead by 1304). Blind to 
the proximate future, Cavalcante cannot see that, in fact, Guido will die in August 
1300. Thus, according to Cavalcante’s current knowledge, Guido could have died, 
or could die, at any point between 1280 and 1304. Let us now consider Cavalcante’s 
actions and questions to Dante-character when he rises from the tomb:

  Dintorno mi guardò, come talento 
avesse di veder s’altri era meco; 
e poi che ’l sospecciar fu tutto spento, 
  piangendo disse: ‘Se per questo cieco 
carcere vai per altezza d’ingegno, 
mio figlio ov’ è? e perché non è teco?’ (ll. 55–60)

  [He looked around me, as anxious to see whether another were 
with me, and after his doubting glance was entirely spent,�  
  weeping he said: ‘If through this blind prison you are going 
because of the height of your intellect, where is my son? and why is 
he not with you?’]

Cavalcante posits, wrongly, that Dante-character is on this journey by virtue of his 
great intellect (l. 59). As Guido was of renowned intellectual prowess and Dante’s 
Florentine contemporary, Cavalcante cannot understand why Guido, if he were 
alive, would not be with Dante on this journey. Arising from his tomb, Cavalcante 
does not see Guido with Dante as he had hoped (ll. 55–57). He naturally suspects 
and fears therefore that his son is already dead. Literally unable to see his son in 
the recent past (from 1280), the present and the future, and not seeing him in Hell 
with Dante, Cavalcante wants — literally — to confirm where his son actually is 
(‘mio figlio ov’ è?’ [where is my son?]) and thus whether he might still be alive. 
Cavalcante is thus anxious to discover Guido’s earthly destiny.6

Although Cavalcante speaks literally, the potential ambiguity between man’s 
mortal and eternal destiny and between this life and the next life is invited by the 
Virgilian subtext of Andromache’s encounter with Aeneas (Aen. III):

‘verane te facies, verus mihi nuntius adfers, 
nate dea? vivisne? aut si lux alma recessit, 
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Hector ubi est?’ dixit lacrimasque effudit et omnem 
implevit clamore locum. (Aeneid, III. 310–13) 7

[‘Are you a real form, a real messenger, coming to me, goddess-born? 
Are you alive? Or if the light of life has left you, where is Hector?’ 
She spoke, and shedding a f lood of tears filled all the place with her 
cries.]

Andromache (alive) is unsure whether Aeneas is also alive or a shade like Hector: 
‘vivisne?’ If Aeneas is dead (he is not), she asks, why is Hector (whom Andromache 
knows to be dead) not with him: ‘Hector ubi est?’ This oscillation between the 
realms of the living and the dead is inverted in Dante’s literary echo: Cavalcante 
(dead) asks Dante-character (alive) why his son Guido (if alive) is not with him: 
‘mio figlio ov’ è?’ Perturbed by Guido’s absence, Cavalcante (in the next life) fears 
that Guido is dead.8

Dante-character’s speech (ll. 61–66)

Dante-character could have assuaged Cavalcante’s fear by responding that Guido is 
physically alive and well in Florence. Dante-character is, however, unaware of the 
contrapasso at this stage of the narrative. He has no reason to believe that Cavalcante 
may not see the present. Just as a person, Patrick, seeing another person, Mary, 
across the table would rightly assume that she could see the apple on the table (not 
having any reason to think she was blind), so Dante-character would rightly assume 
that Cavalcante must see for himself that Guido is, in the present of Good Friday 
1300, alive and well (not having any reason to suppose that Cavalcante is blind to 
the present).

Assuming that Cavalcante can see the present and knows — as a self-evident 
fact — that Guido, aged fifty, is literally alive, Dante-character must consequently 
understand Cavalcante’s question to refer to the intellectual and spiritual state of 
Guido:9

‘If you [Dante] pass through this blind prison in virtue of the greatness of your 
intellect, where — [in what science or belief ] — is the great intellect of Guido. 
Why is he not with you, does he not too live — [in this science or belief ] — 
like you’.

Dante-character thus interprets Cavalcante’s question to refer solely to the spiritual 
and intellectual state of Guido, in the present life. Dante-character could reasonably 
infer that Cavalcante, eternally damned as an Epicurean disbeliever, is anxious 
about his son’s notorious Epicureanism and eternal destiny. In the biblical parable 
of salvation, the prodigal son, who has sinned and fed amongst pigs (a nickname for 
Epicureans), returns to the grace of his father’s house: ‘quia hic filius meus mortuus 
erat et revixit, perierat et inventus est’ [because this son of mine was dead, and has 
come to life again; he was lost, and has been found] (Luke 15. 24). In a spiritual 
reading, the son represents the sinner — outside the grace of God and spiritually 
dead — who is returned to life through God’s forgiveness.10 Cavalcante’s weeping 
(‘piangendo disse’) could indicate his remorse that, in an inversion of the biblical 
parable of salvation, he has led his son Guido to spiritual perdition by his scandalous 
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example as an Epicurean. Dante-character has already inferred that Cavalcante is 
kneeling (in the posture of prayer); he moreover interprets Cavalcante’s wandering 
gaze to display a desire (‘talento’) and even hope (‘sospeccio’) which is then 
extinguished. Could Cavalcante hope — Dante-character might infer — for the 
salvation of Guido from the heresy of Epicureanism?

It is at this spiritual level of meaning that Dante-character responds to Caval
cante:

  E io a lui: ‘Da me stesso non vegno: 
colui ch’attende là, per qui mi mena 
forse cui Guido vostro ebbe a disdegno’. 
  Le sue parole e ’l modo de la pena 
m’avean di costui già letto il nome; 
però fu la risposta così piena. (ll. 61–66)

  [And I to him: ‘I do not come on my own: he who is waiting there 
through here leads me perhaps whom [to one whom/who] your 
Guido had in disdain’.�  
  His words and the manner of his punishment had already read to 
me his name; therefore was my reply so full.]

Dante-character first emphasizes his own dependency (l. 61) and he thereby corrects 
Cavalcante’s false supposition. Neither Dante’s great intellect, nor Guido’s, could be 
the cause of such a journey. Dante-character then points to that which Guido held in 
disdain ‘ebbe a disdegno’ at that moment (in the past) when Dante-character began 
his journey (the morning of Good Friday 1300). This disdain prohibited Guido from 
accompanying Dante-character on his journey through Hell.11 At a meta-fictional 
level, Dante-author may refer to Guido Cavalcante’s intellectual disdain in the past 
which has prohibited him, as thereby intellectually and spiritually unequipped, from 
undertaking the authorial project of the Commedia.12 Although of great intellectual 
potential (‘altezza d’ingegno’), Guido, because of his disdain, will be surpassed by 
Dante who wins, through the Commedia, the ultimate poetic crown. According to 
Jacopo della Lana, Cavalcante’s second question (l. 60) may be glossed: ‘Guido mio 
figliuolo come non fa comedia anch’elli?’ [How is it that my son Guido does not 
also create a comedy?] and Dante’s response (ll. 61–63) ‘mostra che trasse da Virgilio 
questa comedia, e che Guido preditto non seppe Virgilio, e però non la può fare’ 
[shows that he drew this comedy from Virgil, and that the aforementioned Guido 
did not know Virgil, and therefore was unable to write it].13 Jacopo della Lana’s 
interpretation is strengthened, of course, by the fact that — at the meta-poetical 
level — Dante-author builds the dialogue between Dante-character and Cavalcante 
(within the narrative) upon Virgil’s dialogue between Aeneas and Andromache in 
the Aeneid. Dante-character thus seeks to convey to Cavalcante Guido’s spiritual 
state (in contradistinction to his own), and thus why Guido could not, in a literal 
sense, have accompanied him on this journey through Hell or, in a meta-fictional 
sense, shared in the authorial glory of the Commedia.

For the first six hundred years of the commentary tradition, Virgil was unani
mously understood to be the referent of the pronoun ‘cui’ (l. 63) and the object 
thereby of Guido’s disdain. Twentieth-century critics, however, have challenged 
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the Virgil referent. The subsequent intense concentration of scholarly criticism on 
this terzina led Singleton to joke that Dante’s pronoun ‘cui’ has become the ‘most 
tortured relative pronoun known to literary exegesis’.14 Although I am sympathetic 
to the scholarship surrounding Dante’s ‘cui’, and I remain ambivalent as to whether 
this is the ‘torture’ of extrinsic critical over-ingenuity or a deliberate exegetical 
crux sown by Dante into the tapestry of Inferno X, I believe that the tremendous 
focus of critical attention on the pronoun ‘cui’ and its terzina (ll. 61–63), whether 
justified or not, has distorted the overall exegesis of this episode. Whichever way 
the pronoun ‘cui’ is interpreted — whether the intended object of Guido’s disdain 
is Virgil (quem [whom]), Beatrice (ad eam quam [to her whom]), or God (ad eum 
quem [to him whom]), or whether Guido is disdained by Beatrice (ad eam quae [to 
her who]) or by God (ad eum qui [to him who]) — Dante-character’s intention is 
to refer to Guido’s intellectual and spiritual life.15 As a series of coloured rays split 
through a prism derive from one ray of light, so these different interpretations (held 
in the potential ambiguity of ‘cui’) all indicate that Guido had been intellectually 
ill-disposed to Dante-character’s spiritual journey and to Dante’s authorial project.

Cavalcante’s misapprehension and second speech (ll. 67–69)

Cavalcante, however, simply understands Dante’s use of the past historic ‘ebbe’ to 
imply that Guido is, as he had feared, literally (rather than spiritually) dead.16 It is 
easy to see — as Dante-character himself does too late (l. 109) — how Cavalcante 
could mistake Dante-character’s words to signify Guido’s literal death. Dante-
author so constructs the episode, however, that Cavalcante’s inference could not 
possibly have been Dante-character’s intention. Dante-character could not have 
pretended to Cavalcante that Guido is not alive (he is alive) unless Dante-character 
knew that Cavalcante was blind to the present, just as Patrick could not pretend to 
Mary, sitting opposite him, that there is not an apple on the table (there is) unless he 
knew that she was blind. Cavalcante’s interpretation of ‘ebbe’ thus could not have 
been Dante-character’s intention.17 Rather, Dante-character and Cavalcante are 
speaking at cross-purposes, on two semantic dimensions.18 Dante-character assumes 
the discussion must be about Guido’s spiritual state and destiny (as an Epicurean in 
danger of eternal damnation), while Cavalcante is concerned for the literal state and 
life of his son (whether he is actually alive).

These two semantic dimensions meet in the ambiguity of a specific act of textual 
interpretation in the terzina which Dante-author locates in the exact centre of the 
canto (ll. 67–69). Cavalcante, confused by the — to him — unnecessarily complex 
speech of Dante-character, demands clarification and asks twice, with two different 
locutions for emphasis, if his son is alive:

  Di sùbito drizzato gridò: ‘Come 
dicesti “elli ebbe”? non viv’ elli ancora? 
non fiere li occhi suoi lo dolce lome?’. (ll. 67–69)

[Of a sudden risen to his feet, he cried: ‘How did you say? “he had”? 
Is he no longer alive? Does not the sweet light strike his eyes?]

Cavalcante, concerned solely for Guido’s mortal destiny, is speaking literally. He 
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simply asks: ‘Is he [Guido] not alive still? does not the sweet light [the sun] strike 
his eyes?’.

Dante’s silence (ll. 67–71)

However, in the great irony of the episode, Cavalcante’s speech could equally lead 
Dante-character — necessarily oblivious to Cavalcante’s concern about his son’s 
literal mortal life and destiny — to continue to interpret his words according to 
their possible, but unintended, spiritual sense. Cavalcante’s first question ‘Come | 
dicesti?’ appears to register not — as Cavalcante intended — his specific puzzlement 
about Dante’s use of the past historic ‘ebbe’ but rather an appreciation of the valency 
of language.19 Cavalcante — Dante-character would assume — must still be 
referring to his son’s spiritual life. If Guido (in the past) held Virgil/Beatrice/God 
in disdain (or was held by Beatrice or by God in disdain) is he still spiritually dead 
now? Is his soul, as against the new life and salvation through Christ (highlighted 
by the vertical axis with Purgatorio X), dead: ‘non viv’ elli ancora?’ In seeking to 
emphasize his literal question with a further circumlocution (‘does not the sweet 
light [the sun] shine upon him?’) Cavalcante ironically uses the very physical object 
most commonly understood spiritually (as we have seen with regard to the vertical 
axis with Paradiso X) to refer to God, ‘il sol de li angeli’ (Par., X. 53). Dante-
character would thus naturally interpret ‘non fiere li occhi suoi lo dolce lome’ 
[does not the sweet light strike his eyes] to refer to Guido’s intellectual scepticism 
and alleged Epicureanism (the clouds of wilful disbelief ) which prevent him from 
seeing God.20

As the regional and poetic form ‘il dolce lome’ (which fits the rhyme) indicates 
that different people may pronounce and write the same word in two different ways 
(lome as opposed to lume) but with reference to one identical object (the sun), so 
people may use the same word (‘lome’) but with reference to two different objects: 
the sun (literal interpretation) and God (spiritual interpretation).21 Cavalcante thinks 
that Guido actually cannot see ‘il dolce lome’ (the sun) because he is — literally 
— dead. Dante-character, by contrast, interprets Cavalcante’s words to imply that 
Guido cannot see ‘il dolce lome’ (God) because he is — spiritually — dead. In this 
context, we may understand Dante-character’s delay and silence (‘alcuna dimora’) 
in response to Cavalcante’s speech. Dante’s silence may indicate, on the one hand, a 
reticence to pronounce definitely on the current spiritual state of Guido (even in his 
speech, Dante-character says ‘ forse [perhaps] cui Guido vostro ebbe a disdegno’); on 
the other hand, his silence and manner may be intended to imply Guido’s spiritual 
death.22

Cavalcante’s fall (ll. 70–72)

Cavalcante, of course, is oblivious to this spiritual dimension and he naturally 
understands Dante-character’s silence to imply that his son is, literally, dead:

  Quando s’accorse d’alcuna dimora 
ch’io facëa dinanzi a la risposta, 
supin ricadde e più non parve fora. (ll. 70–72)
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[When he perceived a certain delay I made before replying, he fell 
back supine and appeared no more outside.]

Cavalcante’s earthly love for, and pride in, his son breathes through the dialogue. 
But, tragically, Cavalcante is exclusively concerned with his son’s mortal destiny, a 
destiny which — as Cavalcante already knows his son to be dead by 1304 — could 
consist of a few more years of earthly life at most. This demonstrates — from 
Dante’s Christian perspective — a terrible failure of pastoral responsibility. Instead 
of directing his son’s spiritual life to his eternal beatitude (as his ‘father in the 
faith’), Cavalcante has been, and is still, concerned only with his son’s mortal destiny 
and intellectual renown. Dante-character believed that Cavalcante was kneeling 
when he rose from his tomb and that Cavalcante, in remorse, asked about his 
son’s spiritual destiny. Cavalcante reveals himself, however, as a defiant Epicurean 
in death as in life. He is shut off from Christian faith and, in the dialogue, from 
the Christological-symbolic valency of his speech. Dante-author’s description 
of Cavalcante falling backwards (‘supin ricadde’) therefore fittingly symbolizes 
Cavalcante’s rejection of God and consequent eternal damnation.

Epilogue: Dante’s open judgement on the fate of Guido Cavalcanti

The central dialogue (ll. 52–72) is focused on the individual Guido Cavalcanti 
whose own political and spiritual life is understood in the context of the political 
and intellectual dispositions of his father Cavalcante and father-in-law Farinata. 
At the present of the fictional narrative (Good Friday 1300) Guido was still alive. 
But, in this episode, Dante-author — writing at some point after Guido’s death (in 
August 1300) — is clearly meditating on both the earthly and spiritual destiny of one 
who, in his early maturity, had been his ‘primo amico’ (VN., III. 14). Dante-author 
clearly implies that the Epicureanism of the fathers has infected the intellectual 
scepticism of their son. As Benvenuto suggests: ‘errorem quem pater [Cavalcante] 
habebat ex ignorantia, ipse [Guido] conabatur defendere per scientiam’ [the error 
which the father [Cavalcante] held through ignorance, he [Guido] tried to defend 
through philosophy].23 Dante-author may even intend the portraits of Farinata 
and Cavalcante to represent or ref lect a composite portrait of Guido himself. The 
account of Guido’s disdain, and the naming of Guido at the centre of this canto, 
strongly indicate that, in Dante’s view, Guido was — at the historical present of the 
narrative — spiritually dead and liable to find his final resting place in Hell amongst 
the graves of the Epicurean heretics.

Nonetheless Dante, by setting the poem on Good Friday 1300, leaves open the 
possibility of Guido’s conversion and return to Christian faith before his death in 
August of that year. Guido’s twin adversities of exile (in June 1300) and subsequent 
grave illness present paradigmatic sites for conversion. It would be natural therefore 
to consider the period following the date of the poem’s journey as the perfect 
opening and opportunity for Guido’s conversion from the Epicureanism implicitly 
condemned in the poem to a renewed faith in Christ.

In this context it is notable that Guido is named again, amongst the proud, in 
Purgatorio XI:
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  Così ha tolto l’uno a l’altro Guido 
la gloria della lingua; e forse è nato 
chi l’uno e l’altro caccerà del nido. (Purg., XI. 97–99)

[ Just so, one Guido has taken from the other the glory of our 
language, and perhaps he is born who will drive both of them from 
the nest.]

In Inferno X, Dante-character reports that Guido — on the morning of Good Friday 
1300 — disdained Virgil, Beatrice, or God. Dante-author alludes — outside the 
fictional journey of the poem — to Guido’s past intellectual disdain whether for 
Virgil’s oeuvre or for divine Scripture, which has made him unable to undertake the 
authorial odyssey of the Commedia. In Purgatorio XI, the meta-fictional dimension of 
the passage is made more explicit: Dante-author implies how, through the writing 
of the Commedia, he will steal from Guido the glory of the vernacular (‘la gloria de 
la lingua’ (l. 98)).24

In Purgatorio XI, nonetheless, Guido and Dante-character are linked in the narra
tive context of penitent conversion from pride (‘vana gloria’ [vain glory] (Purg., 
XI. 91)) to the humble love of God. The invocation to Christians at the close 
of Purgatorio X (especially as read in the vertical axis with Inferno X) is directed 
precisely at those whose over-preoccupation with, and pride in, the achievements 
of this life blinds them to their eternal destiny:

  O superbi cristian, miseri lassi, 
che, de la vista de la mente infermi, 
fidanza avete ne’ retrosi passi, 
  non v’accorgete voi che noi siam vermi 
nati a formar l’angelica farfalla, 
che vola a la giustizia sanza schermi? 
  Di che l’animo vostro in alto galla, 
poi siete quasi antomata in difetto, 
sì come vermo in cui formazion falla? (Purg., X. 121–29)

  [O proud Christians, weary wretches, who, weak in mental vision, 
put your faith in backward steps,�  
  do you not perceive that we are worms born to form the angelic 
butterf ly that f lies to justice without a shield?�  
  Why is it that your spirit f loats on high, since you are like defective 
insects, like worms in whom formation is lacking?]

Dante makes his own Augustine’s Christian adaptation of the butterf ly as the 
symbol for the immortal soul returning back to the creator: ‘Omnes homines de 
carne nascentes, quid sunt nisi vermes? Et de vermibus [Deus] Angelos facit’ [All 
men born from f lesh, what are they except worms? And God from these worms 
makes angels].25 The proud Oderisi d’Aggobio highlights the possibility of late 
repentance and conversion. Before naming Guido, Oderisi explains that, were it 
not that in his last days — ‘possendo peccar’ — he turned to God, he would not be 
saved on the terrace of pride:

  Di tal superbia qui paga il fio 
e ancor non sarei qui, se non fosse 
che possendo peccar mi volsi a Dio.
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[Here we pay the toll for such pride: and I would not be here yet, 
were it not that while still able to sin I turned to God.]

In Inferno X, Dante-author emphasizes the expectation that Guido, like his father 
and father-in-law, will continue in the proud Epicureanism entombed in the 
graveyard of the heretics in Hell (Inferno X). Nonetheless, he leaves open the 
possibility of conversion. Guido — in the mortal life left to him (a few months) — 
may re-awaken his spiritual life and thereby find himself — at his death in August 
1300 — on the first terrace of Purgatory (Purgatorio X). If this were the case, he 
would be joined — as Dante-character leaves no room to doubt (Purg., XIII. 136–38) 
— by his former first friend in due course!

‘Pensava | già nell’error che m’avete soluto’: Hermeneutics and Heresy

Misinterpretation of the spiritual sense

Dante structures the cocooned dialogue (ll. 52–72) such that Dante-character makes 
an exegetical error: he infers a spiritual meaning (of ‘life’ and the ‘sun’) where only 
a literal meaning was intended by Cavalcante. In his subsequent prose treatise, 
the Monarchia, Dante discusses this kind of exegetical error as part of a systematic 
refutation of an allegorical interpretation of the two great lights in the book of 
Genesis. Dante’s analysis of this argument, and the exposition of his theory of 
interpretation, provide a useful gloss for interpreting the exegetical errors of Dante-
character and Cavalcante represented in the narrative episode of Inferno X.

In Monarchia III. iv, Dante describes how some exegetes, to support the theocratic 
claims of the Papacy, argue that just as the moon receives its light from the sun, so 
the temporal power (signified by the moon) is subordinated to the spiritual power 
(signified by the sun). Dante argues that this inference could not have been the 
intention of God for two exegetical reasons. First, Dante asserts that the Empire 
(the temporal power) and the Church (the spiritual power) are accidents of the 
subject man. But, according to the literal sense of Genesis, man is created on the 
sixth day whereas the two great lights are created on the fourth day. Second, the 
two institutions of Empire and Church are created to remedy the fault of sin and to 
direct man to his temporal and spiritual goals. But not only was man not created on 
the fourth day but he had not yet sinned. As it would be absurd for God to create 
an accident before its subject, and as it would be equally absurd for God to create 
a remedy before a sickness, Dante concludes that the two great lights cannot be 
intended to refer allegorically to the temporal power and the spiritual power. On 
Dante’s reading, the papal exegetes therefore infer a spiritual meaning where it was 
not intended by the author. They sin not against Moses (whom Dante considered 
the human scribe of the book of Genesis) but against the Holy Spirit (through 
whom Moses transcribed the dictation of God).

Prompted by this exegetical error, Dante makes reference to Augustine’s teaching 
on the allegorical sense in De civitate Dei and in De doctrina Christiana:

Hoc viso, ad meliorem huius et aliarum inferius factarum solutionum evi
dentiam advertendum quod circa sensum misticum dupliciter errare contingit: 
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aut querendo ipsum ubi non est, aut accipiendo aliter quam accipi debeat. 
(Mon., III. iv. 6).

[Once this has been grasped, then to reach a better understanding of the 
refutation of this point and those which follow, it must be borne in mind that 
one can make two kinds of error when dealing with the mystical sense: either 
looking for it where it does not exist, or taking it in some inadmissible way.]

There are two general ways by which an exegete may err with regard to the 
mystical sense. First, to read a spiritual meaning where it was not intended: ‘Propter 
primum dicit Augustinus in Civitate Dei: “Non omnia que gesta narrantur etiam 
significare aliquid putanda sunt” ’ [À propos of the first of these Augustine says in 
the De civitate Dei: ‘It must not be thought that every reported event has a further 
meaning’] (Mon., III. iv. 7). Second, to fail to understand the text according to the 
speaker’s intention: ‘loquens de illo aliud in Scripturis sentire quam ille qui scripsit 
eas dicit’ [speaking of one who detects some other meaning in the scriptures than 
the man who wrote them] (Mon., III. iv. 8). Dante argues that the specific allegorical 
inference of Genesis favoured by papal exegetes is wrong for both these reasons: 
first, it postulates an allegorical meaning where only a literal meaning was intended; 
second, it does not understand the passage according to the ultimate author’s (God’s) 
intention. In like manner Dante-character, in the fictional context of Inferno X, errs 
in his interpretation of Cavalcante’s speech in both these senses: first, he infers a 
spiritual meaning (of ‘sun’/‘life’) where only a literal meaning was intended; second, 
he does not understand the words according to Cavalcante’s intention.

The culpability of the exegete who errs

Augustine excuses the exegete who reads Scripture in order to love God but, 
erring as to the meaning of a passage initially, accepts correction from authority.26 
Highlighting that this is his own view, Dante similarly pronounces on the relative 
culpability of the exegete in making an interpretative error. He emphasizes that if 
an error is committed in ignorance, it is to be pardoned:

‘Ego autem dico quod si talia fiunt de ignorantia, correctione diligenter 
adhibita ignoscendum est sicut ignoscendum esset illi qui leonem in nubibus 
formidaret’. (Mon., III. iv. 10)

[I therefore say that if such things are done out of ignorance, the mistake should 
be carefully pointed out and then excused, just as one would excuse someone 
who feared a lion in the clouds.]

If, however, a person wilfully persists in an error then he is to be punished for his 
‘supreme wickedness’ (‘summum facinus’) like a tyrant with, it is implied, death:

‘si vero industria, non aliter cum sic errantibus est agendum, quam cum 
tyrampnis, qui publica iura non ad comunem utilitatem secuntur, sed ad 
propriam retorquere conantur’. (Mon., III. iv. 10–11)

[but if such things are done deliberately, those who make this mistake should 
be treated no differently from tyrants who do not observe public rights for the 
common welfare, but seek to turn them to their own advantage.]
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Dante thereby highlights the two key features of medieval heresy. First, heresy 
(which etymologically means ‘election’) is located in a hermeneutical error. Second, 
‘medieval society’s attempts to deal with the problem of heresy were based on the 
belief that “to err is human, to persevere is diabolical” ’.27 Thus Aquinas notes 
‘haereticus, id est, electivus, quasi pertinaciter adhaerens sectae alicuius, quam 
eligit’ [a heretic, that is, ‘he who elects’, stubbornly adhering to a sect, which he 
chooses].28 The adverb ‘pertinaciter’ highlights that heresy involves both error (‘ex 
parte materia’) and pertinacity — the perseverance in error despite correction by 
authority (‘ex parte electionis’). It is for this reason that ‘omnis haereticus est errans, 
et non e converso’ [every heretic is in error but not everyone in error is a heretic].29

Inferno X is structured in such a way that Dante-character makes an exegetical 
error out of ignorance (‘ignorantia’) thereby setting up a contrast with the heretic 
who deliberately (out of ‘industria’) perseveres, against Scriptural authority, in blind 
error. From the opening word of the canto ‘Ora’ [Now], Dante-author meticulously 
inserts prominent temporal adverbs to clarify the distinct stages in Dante-character’s 
knowledge. The dialogue with Cavalcante opens with the adverb ‘Allor’ [Then] 
(l. 52) which interrupts Dante-character’s dialogue with Farinata and sets up the 
effect of the ‘freeze-frame’ and knowledge gap. Only after this dialogue (ll. 52–72) 
does Dante-character discover, first, that Farinata had no knowledge of the battle 
of Benevento in 1266 (ll. 77–78) and, second, that he does have knowledge of the 
failure of the Whites in 1304 to return to power in Florence (ll. 79–81). Farinata 
then explains to Dante-character the contrapasso of time-long-sightedness suffered 
by the Epicureans (ll. 94–108). Only at that moment —  the precise chronological 
point of awareness signposted by the same temporal adverb ‘Allor’ which opens 
the terzina (ll. 109–11) — does it strike Dante-character that Cavalcante, subject to 
the same contrapasso as Farinata, is blind to the present and thus literally does not 
know that his son Guido is alive. Only then does Dante-character understand that 
— in the earlier dialogue — Cavalcante must have been speaking literally and not, 
as he could not have thought otherwise (due to his own ignorance of the contra
passo at that stage in the narrative), spiritually. In consequence, Dante then realizes 
that Cavalcante must have interpreted his own silence to indicate the literal death 
of his son:

  Allor, come di mia colpa compunto, 
dissi: ‘Or direte dunque a quel caduto 
che ’l suo nato è co’ vivi ancor congiunto; 
  e s’i’ fui, dianzi, a la risposta muto, 
fate i saper che ’l fei perché pensava 
già ne l’error che m’avete soluto’. (ll. 109–14)

  [Then, as if repentant of my fault, I said ‘Now will you tell that 
fallen one his son is still joined with the living;�  
  and if, earlier, I was silent before replying, make him know that I 
did it because I was already thinking in the error that you have untied 
for me’]

When (‘allor’ (l. 109)) he understands that he has made an exegetical error, Dante-
character immediately and diligently corrects himself: ‘Or direte dunque’ (l. 110). 
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Dante-character asks Farinata to speak to ‘quel caduto’: literally, to Cavalcante 
who has fallen backwards; spiritually to Cavalcante, the stubborn sinner, who 
has fallen away from God. Dante-character chooses two locutions which indicate 
unambiguously that now (‘Or’) he is not referring (as before) to Guido’s life of 
faith in Christ (the ‘vita nuova’) but, rather, to his literal life. Guido is referred to 
as Cavalcante’s son (‘che ’l suo nato’ (l. 111)) and is described as conjoined with the 
living (‘co’ vivi ancor congiunto’ (l. 111)). Dante-character proceeds to explain and 
excuse his silence (l. 70) which had misled Cavalcante. Dante-character emphasizes 
that he was — during the earlier dialogue — ignorant of the contrapasso (ll. 112–14). 
Dante-character therefore errs through ignorance (‘de ignorantia’) and, accepting 
correction (‘correctione diligenter adhibita’), he immediately attempts to make 
amends and correct the exegetical error which had led Cavalcante to suppose that 
his son was literally dead. According to the criteria and distinctions set out by 
Dante in the Monarchia, Dante-character is thus worthy of pardon: ‘ignoscendum 
est’ (Mon., III. iv. 10).

Heretical interpretation destroys faith

Where an interpretative mistake committed through ignorance is excusable if the 
exegete makes amends through correction, heresy implies the obstinate application 
of the will to a doctrine recognized as anathema to the teaching of the Christian 
faith. The quintessential cause of such obstinacy is intellectual pride. In De doctrina 
Cristiana, Augustine notes that a person who interprets one passage of Scripture 
incorrectly (against God’s authorial intention) will necessarily see it in conf lict 
with other passages of Scripture. Instead of recognizing his own initial opinion 
as false, he is then inclined to cleave to it and thereby disdain the authority of 
Scripture itself (‘ut amando sententiam suam Scripturae incipiat offensior esse quam 
sibi’).30 Misinterpretation of one passage, against authorial intention, thus may 
destroy faith in Scripture as a whole. But to doubt Scripture is to doubt God (its 
author). Misinterpretation thus destroys man’s love of God: ‘Nam si a fide quisque 
ceciderit, a caritate etiam necesse est cadat. Non enim potest diligere quod esse 
non credit’ [For if man has fallen from faith, it is necessary that he falls from love: 
man cannot love what he does not believe to exist].31 Without faith in the truth 
of Scripture, man cannot hope that in the afterlife he will attain God who is the 
object of his love. The pertinacious adhesion to false exegesis, the characteristic of 
heresy, thereby entirely undermines man’s spiritual journey towards God. Dante, 
synthesizing the conclusion of Augustine’s argument, writes: ‘Deinde [Augustine] 
innuit causam quare cavendum sit hoc in Scripturis, dicens: “Titubabit fides, si 
Divinarum Scriptuarum vacillat autoritas” ’ [And he [Augustine] goes on to indicate 
why this is to be avoided when dealing with the Scriptures, saying: ‘Faith will 
waver if the authority of the Holy Scriptures is shaken’] (Mon., III. iv. 9–10).

Cavalcante appears to have been led to Epicureanism through just the kind of 
obstinate misinterpretation of Scripture which Augustine (and Dante, citing Aug
ustine) describes. The early Dante commentators concur in attributing to Caval
cante an interpretation of a passage of Scripture (a saying of Solomon) which he used 
to support his mortalist beliefs and to dismiss the authority of Scripture as a whole:
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Iste [Cavalcante] omnino tenuit sectam epicureorum, semper credens et 
suadens aliis, quod anima simul moreretur cum corpore: unde saepe habebat 
in ore istud dictum Salomonis: Unus est interitus hominis et iumentorum, et aequa 
utriusque conditio.32

[He wholly followed the sect of the Epicureans, always believing and persuading 
others that the soul would die together with the body: therefore he often had 
on the tip of his tongue this saying of Solomon: ‘For the dissolution of man and 
of beast is one, and their condition the same’.]

A cause of contemporary polemic, the saying of Solomon (Eccles. 3. 19) is the 
first objection which Thomas Aquinas cites in support of the corruptibility of 
the soul.33 But Aquinas counters that this interpretation, apparently followed by 
Cavalcante, mistakes Solomon’s intention (and thus, ultimately, the intention of 
God). The statement is not Solomon’s own belief but rather Solomon introduces 
this false reasoning in the person of the foolish (‘inducit rationem illam ex persona 
insipientium’). Although the generation of animals is similar with regard to the 
body it is not similar with regard to the soul, as other passages from Scripture 
explicitly reveal.34 Cavalcante, holding pertinaciously to this false interpretation of 
Solomon’s saying and the consequent false dogma of mortalism, separated himself 
from the truth of Scripture as a whole and thus from God (its author).35

In Inferno X, Cavalcante’s lack of concern for the spiritual destiny of his son 
displays the persistent habitus mentalis of the Epicurean heretic. Dante-author 
constructs the dialogue such that Cavalcante, due to the contrapasso, shows a 
continued blindness — in Hell as on earth — to Christ. This is textually located in 
Cavalcante’s inability to see that his words could be understood not only literally 
(as he intended) but also spiritually (as Dante-character inferred). In consequence 
of this blindness, Cavalcante mistakes the intention of Dante-character’s speech 
and silence: he also therefore makes an exegetical error. Dante-character corrects 
his interpretive mistake after Farinata’s explanation of the contrapasso. By contrast, 
even were Cavalcante to be informed by Farinata — as Dante-character demands 
(ll. 109–14) — that Guido is still alive and that the cause of Dante’s error lay in 
his ignorance of the contrapasso, there is no indication that Cavalcante would then 
register the spiritual valency of the preceding dialogue and, thereby, his own 
exegetical mistake. Through the exegetical errors of Dante-character and Caval
cante, Dante-author therefore illustrates the difference between an error of ignor
ance which, when corrected, is to be pardoned and the wilful pursuit of a false and 
heretical opinion which, when tenaciously held against correction, merits death and 
damnation.

‘Da lei saprai di tua vita il vïaggio’: Spiritual Perdition and Christian Faith

Virgil. ‘Perchè se’ tu sì smarrito?’

In the Monarchia, Dante compares the heretic to a tyrant (Mon., III. iv. 10). In the 
Paradiso, Dante represents the Christian faith through the analogy of an uncorrupted 
coin: ‘Assai bene è trascorsa | d’esta moneta già la lega e ’l peso’ [we have gone over 
the alloy and the weight of this coin well] (Par., XXIV. 83–84). As tyranny destroys 
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innocent human life, so heresy destroys man’s faith. As it is evil to falsify money 
which supports temporal life, so it is a grave evil to corrupt — through heretical 
interpretation — the Christian faith which supports man’s spiritual life and brings 
eternal salvation to the soul.36 In Inferno X, Farinata foretells Dante-character’s failed 
attempt at repatriation which imperils his temporal life; Cavalcante’s persistent 
Epicurean disbelief meanwhile attacks Dante-character’s spiritual life.

In the immediate aftermath of his dialogues with Farinata and Cavalcante, Dante-
character is described by Virgil as in a state of profound spiritual disorientation:

  Indi s’ascose; ed io inver’ l’antico 
poeta volsi i passi, ripensando 
a quel parlar che mi parea nemico. 
  Elli si mosse; e poi, così andando, 
mi disse: ‘Perchè se’ tu sì smarrito?’. 
E io li sodisfeci al suo dimando. (Inf., X. 121–26)

  [Then he hid himself; and I turned my steps towards the ancient 
poet, thinking back on that speech which seemed hostile to me. 
  He moved on; and then, walking, he said ‘Why are you so lost?’ 
And I answered his question fully.]

Although Dante-author does not explicitly identify the reasons for Dante-character’s 
disorientation (he notes only that Dante-character responded fully to Virgil’s 
question (l. 126)), commentators on this passage have unanimously identified a 
single cause: Farinata’s prophecy. This traditional interpretation is unsatisfactory, 
however, for two principal reasons: first, with regard to his political destiny, the 
novel content of Farinata’s prophecy would seem insufficient to account for Dante-
character’s profound disorientation; second, with regard to his spiritual destiny, this 
ignores the real threat which heresy implies for an individual’s Christian faith and, 
thereby, eternal salvation.

At the political level, Farinata’s prophecy is the second of four prophecies in the 
Inferno regarding Dante-character’s future. Ciacco has already foretold the exile 
of the Whites in 1302 and the long time thereafter when the Blacks will hold the 
Whites under severe duress (Inf., VI. 64–75). Farinata’s prophecy (Inf., X. 76–84) 
does not refer — as the commentators (until the sixteenth-century) unanimously 
affirmed — to Dante-character’s initial exile in January 1302 (within fifty months) 
but to his failed repatriation in June 1304 (in fifty months).37 The novelty of 
Farinata’s prophecy is therefore not Dante-character’s exile but rather the allusion 
to the failed diplomatic and military attempts of the Whites to return to Florence in 
1304. Although a further cause of sorrow, this does not seem a sufficient cause — as 
Dante-character’s responses to the two further prophecies of Inferno corroborate — 
for his spiritual disorientation. In response to Brunetto Latini’s description of his 
future trials (Inf., XV. 61–78), Dante-character assures his master ‘ch’a la Fortuna, 
come vuol, son presto’ [I am ready for Fortune, whatever she will] (l. 93). The 
prophecy of Vanni Fucci (Inf., XXIV. 142–51) may distress Dante-character, but it 
does not distract him from his course.

At the spiritual level, Dante-author indicates that the Epicurean heresy has 
infected a great swathe of people, misdirecting them from the true path and 
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leading them to their spiritual perdition. On Dante-character’s prompting, Farinata 
declares ‘Qui con più di mille giaccio’ [Here with more than a thousand I lie] (Inf., 
X. 118). As the largest number of Dante’s day, Farinata’s ‘mille’ — which literally 
means ‘one thousand’ — nonetheless corresponds to its modern derivative ‘million’: 
‘questo “mille”, è lo maggiore numero, e più crescere non si può se non questo 
multiplicando’ [The number ‘a thousand’ signifies the process involved in increase, 
for the highest figure for which there is a specific word is a thousand, and no further 
increase is possible except by multiplying this number] (Conv., II. xiv. 4). Benvenuto 
da Imola comments that Dante gives a vague number because the Epicureans are 
innumerable, and ‘a thousand’ may indicate ‘many thousands’ or even ‘a thousand 
thousands’ (‘ponit numerum incertum, quia isti epicurei tales sunt innumerabiles; 
unde poterat ita dicere cum pluribus centum millibus, immo mille millibus’).38 
Boccaccio adds that Dante seemingly wanted to give an infinite number (‘quasi 
voglia dire con infiniti’).39 The potentially infinite number of Epicurean damned, 
suggested by Dante’s ‘mille’, highlights the medieval commonplace that heresy is a 
contagion which may infect the whole body of mankind when left unchecked. The 
heretic is, in St Jerome’s metaphor, like decayed f lesh or an infected sheep which 
must be cut off lest the whole body or the entire f lock be corrupted and die. The 
heretic is a f lame which, if not extinguished immediately, will — like Arius in 
Alexandria — scorch the earth.40

Dante-author was sympathetic to the political valour and the intellectual aspir
ations of the thirteenth-century ‘Epicureans’. However, in the concluding passage 
of the canto (ll. 115–36), he may well be ref lecting on the detrimental effect of 
Epicurean convictions on the course of his own spiritual life. The early com
mentators, and with them modern critics such as Foster, Pagliaro and Porena, 
consider that, in Purgatorio XXX–XXXI, Beatrice admonishes Dante for a period of 
intellectual indifference to sacred Scripture and theology: ‘quia ad philosophicam, ad 
poetriam, imo quasi omnia gustare voluisti prius quam sacram scientiam’ [because 
you turned to philosophy and to poetry: indeed it was as if you wanted to taste 
every science before the sacred science].41 Dante’s purported disinterest in sacred 
theology during that stage of his life, although not implying a loss of Christian faith, 
could only have been exacerbated by an Epicurean heresy which entirely rejected 
revealed truth. Pagliaro comments: ‘Dante, as Beatrice states in her explanations 
to the “merciful substances”, had not answered — except belatedly — the recall 
to theological studies, which liberate the spirit from involvement in earthly things 
and direct it the beatitude of the vision of the God’.42 Porena, as Pagliaro notes, 
goes further still: ‘Dante’s intellectual sin must have been Epicureanism, or a grave 
danger of falling into Epicureanism’.43 In the closing episode of Inferno X, Dante-
character’s profound disorientation is caused not only, as commonly noted, by the 
prophecy of his failed repatriation but, more significantly, by the grave threat which 
the Epicurean heresy presents to his spiritual journey.
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Beatrice. ‘Quando sarai dinanzi al dolce raggio | di quella’

After his encounter with the Epicurean heretics, Dante-character is in a similar state 
of spiritual bewilderment (‘sì smarrito’ [so lost] (Inf., X. 125)) as at the opening of his 
journey: ‘mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, | ché la diritta via era smarrita’ [I came to 
myself in a dark wood, for the straight way was lost] (Inf., I. 3). At that crisis point, 
Beatrice — fearing that Dante was so lost (‘sì smarrito’ (Inf., II. 64)) that her aid might 
come too late — was forced to ask the pagan Virgil to rescue him:

  ‘e temo che non sia già sì smarrito 
ch’io mi sia tardi al soccorso levata, 
per quel ch’i’ ho di lui nel cielo udito’. (Inf., II. 64–66)

[and I am afraid that he may be already so lost that I have risen too 
late to help him, according to what I have heard of him in Heaven]

As Beatrice later reports (Purg., XXX. 130–41), Dante had turned away from 
the straight path (‘la diritta via’) of loving God: ‘Deum, ad quod theologia ducit 
hominem’ [God, to which theology leads men].44 He had become indifferent to 
Beatrice: ‘quella donna ch’a Dio mi menava’ [that lady who was leading me to 
God] (Par., XVIII. 4). Jacopo della Lana concludes that Dante, with diminished 
Christian faith, sought only human knowledge ex ratione and abandoned the science 
of theology which, necessarily, derives its principles ex fide atque auctoritate: ‘diventò 
di teologo filosofo, abbandonando teologia e ogni argomento ab auctoritate’ [he 
became a philosopher instead of a theologian, abandoning theology and every 
argument from authority].45 The only path still available to Dante, ‘errando per 
sylvam’ and indifferent to the arguments of faith, was the path of reason.46 Dante is 
therefore shown by the pagan Virgil the misery of the people who have lost God: 
‘le perdute genti’ [the lost people] (Purg., XXX. 138); ‘c’hanno perduto il ben de 
l’intelletto’ [who have lost the good of the intellect] (Inf., III. 17–18):

  ‘Tanto giù cadde, che tutti argomenti 
a la salute sua eran già corti, 
fuor che mostrarli le perdute genti’. (Purg., XXX. 136–38)

[He fell so low that all means for his salvation had already fallen 
short, except to show him the lost people]

There are evident parallels therefore between Dante’s infidelity to Beatrice — 
represented by the crisis at the beginning of his journey (Inf., I–II) and by Beatrice’s 
admonition in the Earthly Paradise (Purg., XXX) — and the infidelity of the Epi
cureans in Inferno X.

Such a connection is highlighted by the possible subtextual inf luence of John of 
Salisbury’s Policraticus. In the last chapter of the final book (‘in calce libri quasi in 
fine viae’), John of Salisbury readdresses the problem of the Epicureans.47 Noting 
the widespread profusion of Epicureanism (‘Epicurei sint plurimi’), John comments 
upon their secrecy and accuses them of duplicitous ostentation: ‘nomen hoc pauci 
profiteantur. Erubescant enim dici quod sunt et propriam turpitudinem occultare 
nituntur nomine alieno dum non tam boni esse cupiunt quam videri’ [few profess 
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this name. For they are embarrassed to be called what they are and they endeavour 
to conceal their own private wickedness with another name, in so far as they desire 
to seem rather than to be good].48 Nonetheless John acclaims the Epicureans’ 
definition of beatitude: ‘Sententiae tamen non struo calumpniam quae beatitudinem 
esse diffinit laetum semper et quietum tranquillae vitae statum’ [I do not heap 
slander upon that judgement which defines happiness to be the always joyful and 
calm condition of a tranquil life]. He condemns therefore the misinterpretation of 
Epicurean tenets rather than Epicurus himself: ‘sed interpretatione sinistra et vitiosa 
executione arbitror infamatam’ [I believe it is defamed by evil interpretation and 
vicious application]. And yet the Epicureans, although misjudged in this way, do 
err as to the ultimate goal of human life. John of Salisbury concludes that the way 
out of the error of the Epicureans is the tree of knowledge and the tree of life.49 
Citing the Aeneid, John of Salisbury argues that only the Sibyl — ‘sapientia Dei’ 
[the wisdom of God] — could lead Aeneas — the human soul tied to the body 
— to the Elysian Fields.50 And he asserts, moreover, that the tree of knowledge is 
now planted in the midst of the Church (‘in medio Ecclesiae’). It is this which leads 
the pilgrim, lost in sin, to the beatitude he seeks: ‘Ecce habes viam verissimam et 
fidelissimam, assequendum statum quem desiderat Epicurus; et si eam tenueris, 
beatus es et bene tibi erit’ [Behold that you possess the truest and most faithful path 
and have achieved the state which is desired by Epicurus; and if you keep to it, ‘You 
are blessed and things will be well with you’].51

John of Salisbury’s description of the multitude, the secrecy, and the ‘sinistra 
interpretatio’ of the Epicureans is mirrored in the imaginative landscape of Inferno 
X in which Dante-character and Virgil, amongst the mass of graves, discover the 
Epicureans hiding in the tombs, and turn towards the left (‘a man sinistra’ (l. 133)). 
As John invokes the wisdom of the Church to resolve the error of the Epicureans 
and to show the true path to man’s beatitude, so Dante’s Virgil invokes, in Inferno 
X as in Inferno I–II, the epistemological promise of Beatrice. It is Beatrice, Virgil 
assures Dante-character, who will enable him to understand his earthly destiny and 
who will confound the troubling disbelief exhibited by the Epicureans:

  ‘La mente tua conservi quel ch’udito 
hai contra te’, mi comandò quel saggio; 
‘e ora attendi qui’, e drizzò ’l dito: 
  ‘quando sarai dinanzi al dolce raggio 
di quella il cui bell’ occhio tutto vede, 
da lei saprai di tua vita il vïaggio’. (Inf., X. 127–32)

  [‘Let your memory preserve what you have heard against you,’ that 
sage commanded me; ‘and now pay attention here,’ and he raised his 
finger:�  
  ‘when you are before her sweet ray whose lovely eye sees all, from 
her you will know the journey of your life.’]

If only in an allegorical sense, therefore, Dante’s Beatrice corresponds to John of 
Salisbury’s Divine Science.52 Beatrice’s eye ‘which sees all’ may refer to the dem
onstrations of Sacred Theology which permit knowledge beyond the survey of 
the human sciences.53 But, in a metaphor superimposed on to the basic allegory, 
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Beatrice is also a star full of light: the sweet rays refer to the texts of Theology.54 
Allegorically, Dante-character must therefore wait for the texts (‘i raggi della stella’ 
[the rays of the star]) and demonstrations (‘li occhi di questa donna’ [the eyes of 
this woman]) of Theology. Literally, instead of receiving a direct response, Dante-
character — like a good pilgrim — must keep faith that he will finally encounter 
Beatrice. He must also cultivate hope that — at some later stage on his journey — 
he will attain an understanding of his temporal and spiritual destiny.

Cacciaguida. ‘Tutta tua visïon fa manifesta’

It is a further indication of the thematic and structural importance of Inferno X 
that Beatrice’s response to Dante-character’s political and spiritual destiny should 
ultimately come in the central cantos of Paradiso. At this point in the poem, Dante-
author distils and poeticizes the complex doctrine of God’s foreknowledge of 
future contingencies (Par., XVII.13–18; 37–45). The blessed souls see all historical 
time (the past, the present and the future) in an eternal present: ‘mirando il punto 
| a cui tutti li tempi son presenti’ [gazing at the point to which all times are 
present] (Par., XVII. 17–18). The time-long-sightedness of the damned Epicureans 
of Inferno X — who are able to see distant but not proximate events — is thereby 
understood as a perverted distortion of the perfect vision, shared by all the blessed 
in Heaven, of all historical events in an eternal present.55 In three sweeping cantos 
(Par., XV–XVII), Cacciaguida presents an overarching vision of Florentine history, 
from the idealized social harmony into which Cacciaguida was born (Par., XV. 
96–135) to the decadence and corruption of Florentine customs (Par., XVI. 34–154) 
and to the alleged origin of the Guelf–Ghibelline civic strife in Florence (Par., 
XVI. 136–47). In this episode, the factionalism between Blacks and Whites and 
between Guelfs and Ghibellines (narrated in Inferno VI and Inferno X) is therefore 
contextualized within the greater perspective of Florentine history. The whole of 
Florentine history is set, in its turn, within the panorama of all historical time from 
the Creation to the Final Judgement.

Beatrice now responds — as Virgil had promised (Inf., X. 127–32) — to Dante-
character’s justifiable fears for the micro-narrative of his own life.56 Beatrice 
commands Dante-character to send forth his desire (‘Manda[r] fuor la vampa | del 
tuo disio’ (Par., XVII. 7–8)) and Dante-character emphasizes that it is in accordance 
with Beatrice’s will that he questions Cacciaguida (‘come volle | Beatrice, fu la 
mia voglia confessa’ (Par., XVII. 29–30)). The ominous four temporal prophecies 
which Dante-character elicits during his descent into Hell — from Ciacco (Inf., 
VI. 64–75); Farinata (Inf., X. 79–81); Brunetto Latini (Inf., XV. 55–78); and Vanni 
Fucci (Inf., XXIV. 143–51) — and the further four prophecies which he hears in 
Ante-Purgatory and Purgatory — from Curado Malaspina (Purg., VIII. 133–39); 
Oderisi (Purg., XI. 97–99; 139–41); Bonagiunta (Purg., XXIV. 37–48); and Forese 
(Purg., XXIV. 82–90) — are therefore placed, on Beatrice’s prompting, before 
Cacciaguida. He, like all the blessed in Heaven, sees all historical contingencies in 
the present of God’s Divine Providence:
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  ‘mentre ch’io era a Virgilio congiunto 
su per lo monte che l’anime cura 
e discendendo nel mondo defunto, 
  dette mi fuor di mia vita futura 
parole gravi [...] (Par., XVII. 19–23)

  [while I was together with Virgil, up along the mountain that 
restores souls and going down into the dead world,�  
  heavy words were said to me about my future life]

Dante-character echoes the Ciceronian dictum that the anticipation of future evils, 
in preparing the soul, mitigates their detrimental effect.57 At the same time, how
ever, Dante-character emphasizes to Cacciaguida, as to Brunetto Latini (Inf., XV. 
91–96), that Fortune’s wheel cannot affect his moral virtue or set him off course:

[...] avegna ch’io mi senta 
ben tetragono ai colpi di ventura; 
  per che la voglia mia saria contenta 
d’intender qual fortuna mi s’appressa: 
ché saetta previsa vien più lenta’ (Par., XVII. 23–27)

[[...] although I feel solid and foursquare against the blows of events; 
  therefore my desire would be contented to understand what fortune 
is approaching me: for an arrow foreseen comes more slowly.]

As in Inferno VI (l. 69) so in Paradiso XVII (ll. 49–51), Dante-author berates the 
complicity of Boniface VIII in the exile of the White faction from Florence. As 
Farinata foretells in Inferno X (ll. 79–81) so Cacciaguida prophesies in Paradiso XVII 
(ll. 61–69) the failure of the diplomatic and military attempts of Dante’s fellow exiles 
at repatriation. Cacciaguida dwells on the suffering and humiliation of Dante-
character’s exile (Par., XVII. 46–60), the full extent of which Dante-author would 
only have experienced in the years between the composition of Inferno VI (in which 
Dante-character’s exile is first prophesied (Inf., VI. 67–72)) and the composition of 
Paradiso XVII. In addition, Cacciaguida prophesies the failed imperial mission of 
Henry VII in Italy (1310–13) due to the perfidy of Pope Clement V (Par., XVII. 82); 
he acclaims Bartolomeo della Scala (‘il gran Lombardo’ (l. 71)) in whose hospitality 
Dante-character will find refuge (ll. 70–75); and he eulogizes Cangrande (‘questa 
stella forte’ (l. 77)) in whom, after Henry VII’s defeat, Dante placed the hope of the 
imperial cause and to whom he would dedicate the Paradiso (ll. 76–93).58

In Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, which provides the literary model for this phase 
of the Cacciaguida episode, Scipio Africanus represents to his descendant Scipio 
Aemilianus a panorama of his future life.59 Transported to the stars, Scipio 
Aemilianus sees the earth as literally minuscule, and he re-envisages his own 
temporal life as, by comparison with the eternal glory of the just and virtuous 
souls, little more than death: ‘vestra vero, quae dicitur, vita mors est’ [but that 
life of yours, which men so call, is really death].60 As the first words of Africanus 
indicate, the purpose of the dream is to inspire Scipio Aemilianus with the 
necessary courage to fulfil his destiny: ‘ “Ades” inquit “animo et omitte timorem, 
Scipio, et, quae dicam, trade memoriae” ’ [‘Courage, Scipio, have no fear, but 
imprint my words upon your memory’].61 In the corresponding episode in Paradiso 
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XVII, Dante-character is caught between two fears. First, he fears for his life: in 
writing a poem which attacks unjust men from all political camps, he may lose 
all hope of refuge following his future exile from Florence (Par., XVII. 109–11). 
Second, he fears for his literary fame: if he does not write the Commedia, he will 
not live apud posteros (his future readers): ‘temo di perder viver tra coloro | che 
questo tempo chiameranno antico’ [I fear I will lose life among those who will 
call this time ancient] (ll. 119–20). Cacciaguida, viewing his descendant’s exile and 
suffering within the eternal perspective of Divine Providence, commands Dante 
not to be deterred by fear but rather to fulfil his moral and literary destiny (ll. 
124–42). Cacciaguida commands: ‘tutta tua visïon fa manifesta’ [make manifest all 
your vision] for, in God’s Providence, Dante’s poem will provide ‘vital nodrimento’ 
[vital nourishment] for his contemporary and posthumous readers, and secure for 
Dante lasting honour ‘che s’infutura la tua vita’ [since your life enfutures itself ] 
(ll. 128; 131; 98). Over and above a full account of Dante-character’s future years 
of exile, Beatrice therefore heralds, through Cacciaguida, Dante-character’s poetic 
mission and future earthly fame (Par., XVII. 97–99; 124–42). Dante-character, who 
had lost the way (Inf., I–II) and was further bewildered after his encounter with the 
Epicureans (Inf., X), is finally shown — in the central canto of Paradiso — the true 
path and purpose of his earthly life.

Cacciaguida. ‘Venni dal martiro a questa pace’

Why must Dante-character — disorientated in Inferno X — wait until this point 
in his eschatological journey to learn the course and purpose of his future life: 
‘da lei saprai di tua vita il vïaggio’ [from her you will know the journey of your 
life] (Inf., X. 132)? The answer, in my view, is that Dante’s future earthly life is 
here understood in the Christological context of Cacciaguida’s martyrdom. The 
crusader-martyrs, who witnessed to the Christian faith even unto death and 
placed their spiritual life in Christ above their earthly life, provide the powerful 
argument of human testimony against the heresy of Epicurean mortalism. Where 
the Christian philosophers, in the heaven of the sun, have illuminated the faith and 
combatted heresy with their doctrine and treatises (‘illuminaverunt fidem doctrina 
et scriptura’), the crusaders have fought for the Christian faith with their own blood 
(‘pugnaverunt pro fide Christi cum effusione proprii sanguinis’).62 The souls of the 
Christian crusaders in the Heaven of Mars are bright white stars (white the colour 
of the martyrs’ blood washed in Christ) and, forming the sign of the cross, they 
become the image of Christ (whose name is repeated thrice in rhyme position):

  Qui vince la memoria mia lo ’ngegno; 
chè quella croce lampeggiava Cristo, 
sì ch’io non so trovare essempro degno; 
  ma chi prende sua croce e segue Cristo, 
ancor mi scuserà di quel ch’io lasso, 
vedendo in quell’ albor balenar Cristo. (Par., XIV. 103–08)

  [Here my memory outstrips my intellect, for that cross f lashed 
forth Christ, and I cannot find a worthy comparison,�  
  but whoever takes up his cross and follows Christ, will yet excuse 
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me for what I must leave out, seeing in that whiteness the blazing 
forth of Christ.]

As Christ chose the humiliation of death upon the cross because of his love for 
mankind, so the crusader-martyrs, in imitation, chose to sacrifice their own 
lives for Christ (‘omnes tales exposuerunt se morti pro illo Domino, qui voluit 
ferre mortem in cruce ad salvationem humani generis’).63 The scene, preceded 
by Solomon’s account of the Resurrection of the Body and ablaze with Christ’s 
crucifixion and glorious Resurrection — ‘Risurgi e Vinci’ —, could not present 
a starker contrast with the burning graveyard of the Epicurean heretics. Even 
the movement of the blessed souls, compared to the tiny dust particles in a ray 
of sunlight, may allude to Epicurean atomism: Democritus uses the analogy of 
particles in a ray of light to describe the indivisible and invisible atoms which he 
considered the primordial elements of matter, a view confuted in Aristotle’s De 
anima but sustained by Epicurus as the basis of his mortalist doctrine.64 Where 
Dante-character is spiritually lost when confronted by the Epicureans in Inferno X, 
at this later point in his journey he is transported in love and inspired to make a 
sacrifice of his whole mind and heart to God:

  ‘Con tutto ’l core e con quella favella 
ch’è una in tutti, a Dio feci olocausto’ 
qual conveniesi a la grazia novella. (Par., XIV. 88–89).

[With all my heart and with that speech which is the same in all of 
us, I made such a holocaust to God as befitted this new grace.]

Dante-character invokes God in a neologism which combines Jesus’s final cry on 
the cross ‘Eli’ (my God) with the Greek word for the sun ‘Helios’ (Dante’s favoured 
symbol for God): ‘O Elïòs’ (Par., XIV. 96).

It is thus the confirmation of his Christian faith through Cacciaguida’s crusading 
martyrdom and the acceptance of his own cross of exile (‘chi prende sua croce e 
seque Cristo’ [whoever takes up his cross and follows Christ] (Par., XIV. 106)) which 
finally console Dante-character and inspire him to embrace his future exile and 
poetic destiny.65 Theoretically at least, the crusader of Dante’s time was a pilgrim, 
who left his goods and belongings and vowed to serve the crusade ordered by the 
authority of the Pope.66 The crusade was an act of penitence: the acceptance of 
chosen exile from home and family and of the hardships and the dangers of war 
to fight for Christ. On Dante’s account, Cacciaguida renounced Florence (‘così 
dolce ostello’ [so sweet a dwelling] (Par., XV. 132)) and ultimately gave this life in 
penitential suffering for his belief in Christ and the next life. The exiled Dante-
character — ‘tu lascerai ogni cosa diletta | più caramente’ [you will leave behind 
everything beloved most dearly] (Par., XVII. 55–56) — takes as his paternal model, 
therefore, the soldier-martyr Cacciaguida: ‘Voi siete il padre mio’ [You are my 
father] (Par., XVI. 16).

In this context, it is significant that Beatrice should highlight Dante-character’s 
use of the honorific ‘voi’, a form of address afforded to only three other Florentines 
in the Commedia. In Inferno XV, Dante addresses with this form his fallen paternal 
master Brunetto Latini: ‘la cara e buona imagine paterna | di voi’ [the dear, kind 



112     Epicurean Mortalism and Christian Faith

paternal image of you] (Inf., XV. 83–84). In Inferno X, Dante similarly addresses 
Cavalcante and Farinata with the second person plural. That Dante-character 
should finally understand a response to Farinata’s disturbing prophecy and to 
Cavalcante’s troubling disbelief through Cacciaguida thus implicitly sets up a 
contrast between the ultimately damaging Epicurean father-figures (Inferno X) 
whom Guido appears to have followed, and the Christian crusader-martyr whom 
Dante elects as his ancestral father-figure. The internecine conf licts in Florence’s 
recent past (narrated in Inferno VI and Inferno X) and also the noble political ideals of 
the Florentine magnanimi of Brunetto Latini’s generation are thus ultimately viewed 
in the theological context of Cacciaguida’s renunciation of the political arena for the 
crusading cross of Christ and the eternal peace of martyrdom in the next life:

  Quivi fu’io da quella gente turpa 
disviluppato dal mondo fallace, 
lo cui amor molt’ anime deturpa; 
  venni dal martiro a questa pace. (Par., XV. 145–48)

  [There by that base folk I was disentangled from the deceiving 
world, the love of which defaces many souls,�  
  and I came from martyrdom to this peace.]

Conclusion

The present chapter’s reappraisal of Dante-character’s dialogue with Cavalcante 
(Inf., X. 52–72), his hermeneutical error (Inf., X. 114), and his spiritual disorientation 
(Inf., X. 125) were made possible by the precise analysis, in Chapter 3, of Dante’s 
authorial strategy in this canto. Dante’s meticulous organization of his historical 
material in the Inferno, the time-long-sightedness of the Epicureans, and the 
Russian-doll structure and ‘freeze-frame’ effect of the canto, create subtle dist
inctions, as between intention and inference and between interpretative error 
and heresy, central to the understanding, as I have shown, of Inferno X. The third 
chapter also highlighted the theological theme of the Resurrection of the Body, it 
contextualized the Epicurean graveyard within the eschatological journey through 
Hell in Inferno I–X, and it considered Inferno X in the vertical axis with Purgatorio 
X and Paradiso X. In contrast to politically orientated studies focused on the figure 
of Farinata, this preparatory work opened up the spiritual dimension of the canto 
and placed Cavalcante and his son Guido at the thematic, as well as the structural 
(ll. 52–72), centre of the canto.

The interpretative preoccupation of modern scholarship with the ambiguity of 
the pronoun ‘cui’ (l. 63) has distorted, I argued, the overall analysis of the Caval
cante episode. Whichever way the pronoun is interpreted, Dante-character refers 
to Guido’s spiritual and intellectual life. The hermeneutical key to the episode is 
to realize that Dante-author suspends the dialogue between Dante-character and 
Cavalcante in a knowledge gap. During the dialogue, Dante-character does not 
know that Cavalcante is blind to the present and cannot therefore see (as a self-
evident fact) that his son Guido is alive. The entire dialogue about Guido is, in 
virtue of this, an ambivalent semantic horizon. While Cavalcante interprets the 
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dialogue to refer to Guido’s literal life, Dante-character interprets the dialogue to 
refer to Guido’s spiritual life. In response to Cavalante’s speech in the central terzina 
(ll. 67–69) of the canto (ll. 1–136), there are two answers: Guido, able to see the 
sun, is literally alive, but, unwilling to see God, he is spiritually dead. During the 
dialogue, Dante-character interprets Cavalcante’s question spiritually, and his paused 
silence (ll. 70–72) either ref lects a reticence to pronounce definitively on Guido’s 
Christian faith or it implies his spiritual death. After the dialogue, Dante-character 
interprets Cavalcante’s question literally: informed by Farinata about the time-long-
sightedness of the Epicureans (ll. 73–108), he realizes his mistake (l. 114) and, in 
unambiguous language, he asks Farinata to tell Cavalcante that Guido is literally 
alive (ll. 109–14). Dante structures the narrative such that Dante-character’s error is, 
necessarily, due to ignorance (‘ignorantia’) rather than wilful obstinacy (‘industria’). 
Dante thereby highlights the contrast between a pardonable hermeneutical mistake 
and the damnable persistence in error characteristic of heresy.

Following the theological precedent of St Paul’s dialogue with the Epicureans 
in Athens, Dante foregrounds the theme of Jesus’s bodily resurrection as the site of 
Christian faith in Inferno X. The tableau of Farinata risen from his burning tomb 
(the Epicurus de tauro Phalaridis and the Imago pietatis) provides the visual backdrop 
to the encounter between Cavalcante (Epicurean disbeliever) and Dante-character 
(Christian believer). The dialogue encapsulates, through a contrast between 
literal and spiritual interpretations, the contrasting dispositions of the Epicurean 
and the Christian. In Augustine’s imagined dialogue between the believer and 
the unbeliever, he comments that the person who sees God does not see Him 
materially, as one might do the sun or the moon, but rather with the intellect or 
with the heart:

Videat qui potest, credat qui non potest, esse Deum. Etsi videt qui potest, 
numquid oculis videt? Intellectu videt, corde videt. Non enim solem et lunam 
volebat ostendere, qui dicebat: ‘Beati mundo corde, quoniam ipsi Deum 
videbunt.’67

[Who is capable may see that God exists; who cannot may believe it. But even 
he who is able to see God, is it possible that he does so with his eyes? It is, 
instead, with the intellect or with the heart that he sees. Indeed, he who said 
‘Blessed be the pure of heart, for they will see God’ did not want to point out 
the sun or the moon!]

As Cavalcante, the Epicurean unbeliever, does not see God so, in the dialogue, 
he does not recognize the possible spiritual sense of the sun to signify God (‘lo 
dolce lome’ [the sweet light] (l. 69)). Dante-character, by contrast, is open to the 
spiritual and the temporal hemispheres of man’s existence and to the spiritual and 
literal senses of the dialogue. At two distinct stages in the canto, Dante-character 
responds to the spiritual state (ll. 70–72) and to the literal state (ll. 109–14) of 
Guido Cavalcanti. Inferno X thus dramatizes, through literal and spiritual senses, the 
mortalist disposition (which believes that there is only the temporal hemisphere of 
this life) and the Christian disposition (which, in addition, believes in the spiritual 
hemisphere of the next life).

Inferno X is clearly concerned with the evil of civic divisiveness within the 
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temporal hemisphere. Over and above the problem of political factionalism, 
however, Inferno X addresses the Epicurean heresy which destroys Christian faith 
and divides the Christian faithful (the spiritual hemisphere). This is the key, I 
argued, to Dante-character’s profound disorientation at the close of the canto (l. 
125). Farinata prophesies Dante’s failed return from exile and not his exile itself, 
which is already foretold by Ciacco. Farinata’s prophecy, given Dante-character’s 
reactions to the further prophecies of Brunetto Latini and Vanni Fucci, is therefore 
a seemingly insufficient cause. Rather, the Epicureans, unlike all the other souls in 
Hell, are punished for an evil (the heresy of mortalism) which explicitly challenges 
Dante-character’s journey, his Christian belief and the very existence of Hell or an 
afterlife at all. Dante-character learns that the conviction of Epicurean mortalism 
was shared not only by the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, the Cardinal 
Ottaviano degli Ubaldini and by noble Florentine leaders of both political factions 
(Ghibelline and Guelf ) but also by literally innumerable others (l. 118). Included 
amongst these convinced Epicurean disbelievers is, at least on Good Friday 1300, 
Dante-character’s former ‘primo amico’ Guido Cavalcanti. Such apparently 
widespread positive disbelief, especially as shared by Dante’s foremost Florentine 
intellectual contemporary, is, I argued, the greater cause of Dante-character’s 
spiritual confusion.

The Epicureans Farinata and Cavalcante were false paternal models, in the 
political and spiritual hemispheres, for Guido. Guido, on Good Friday 1300, was 
soon to be exiled (by Dante as one of the seven priors of Florence) for his prominent 
role in the political factionalism between Whites and Blacks. In addition, as the 
canto implies, Guido is in severe spiritual danger of dying (in August 1300) as an 
Epicurean disbeliever. By contrast, Dante elects the Christian crusader Cacciaguida, 
who left the ‘dolce ostello’ of Florence to fight for Christendom and sacrificed this 
life for Christ, as his own ancestral model. Cacciaguida inspires Dante-character 
with the courage to take up his own cross of exile and to write his great poem 
which, castigating personages of all political factions, will further imperil his life. 
Cacciaguida’s testimony of Christian belief even unto martyrdom is, for Dante, 
a powerful witness to Christian faith against the Epicurean materialism of his 
contemporaries.
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