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Dante and Virgil see the Morning Star 
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Canto 1 
 
 
To better run the waters now 
my genius’ small ship hoists sails 
and leaves behind a sea so cruel. 3 
 
I’ll sing about that second kingdom, 
a place the human spirit’s purged, 
becoming fit to climb to Heaven. 6 
 
Here let dead poetry resurge, 
you sacred Muses, since I’m yours; 
here let Calliope surge (somewhat) 9 
 
to back my singing with that sound 
from which the wretched magpies felt 
such force that they despaired of pardon. 12 
 
Sweet hue of oriental sapphire, 
suffused within the atmosphere’s 
clear aspect, pure to the first ring, 15 
 
brought to my eyes delight again 
soon as I’d left the morbid air 
which had aggrieved my eyes and chest. 18 
 
The lovely planet of love’s urging 
induced all of the east to smile 
and veiled the Fishes in her train. 21 
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I turned right side, fixing my mind 
on tother pole, and saw four stars 
ne’er seen except by the first folk. 24 
 
The sky seemed joyful at their flaming – 
widowed septentrional spot, 
for you’re deprived of viewing them! 27 
 
Once I’d withdrawn my gaze from them, 
I’d barely turned to tother pole, 
just where the Cart’d vanished now, 30 
 
when by me was a lone old man 
worth such respect in his appearance 
that no son owes his father more. 33 
 
He wore his beard long, streaked with white, 
and similarly with his hair, 
two strands of which fell on his chest. 36 
 
The rays of the four holy lights 
enriched his face with such effulgence 
I saw him like a facing sun. 39 
 
‘Now who’re you that ’gainst the blind 
river’ve fled th’eternal prison?’ 
he said, shaking those honest plumes. 42 
 
‘Who guided you, or was your lamp, 
escaping the deep night that makes 
th’infernal valley ever black? 45 
 
Are broken now th’abyss’ laws, 
or’s there new guidance made in Heaven 
for you condemned to reach my crags?’ 48 
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My leader then took hold of me 
and with his words and hands and signs 
he made my knees and brow do reverence. 51 
 
He answered: ‘I came not for myself – 
a lady came from Heaven. I lent 
this man my comp’ny through her prayers. 54 
 
But since you wish our situation’s 
true nature be unfolded more, 
it can’t be my desire to refuse. 57 
 
He’s yet to see his final evening, 
but was so near it through his folly 
he’d very little time to turn. 60 
 
So I was sent, just as I said, 
to save him, and no other way 
was there than this I’m set upon. 63 
 
I’ve shown him all the wicked race, 
and now intend to show those spirits 
who purge themselves under your charge. 66 
 
Just how I brought him would take long 
to tell: from on high comes a power 
to help me guide him to see and hear you. 69 
 
Now please approve his coming: he comes 
in search of freedom, that’s so dear, 
as he who leaves life for it knows. 72 
 
You know – your death in Utica 
was sourless, where you left the garb 
that’ll be so pure on the Great Day. 75 
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Eternal acts aren’t spoilt through us: 
he lives, and Minos binds not me. 
I’m from the circle where your Marcia’s 78 
 
chaste eyes reside, whose look still begs, 
you holy breast, to make her yours. 
By her love, therefore, yield to us: 81 
 
allow us through your seven realms. 
I’ll carry back to her your favour 
(if you think fit to be named below).’ 84 
 
‘So much did Marcia please my eyes 
whilst I was over there,’ he said, 
‘that whate’er boons she asked I granted. 87 
 
Now that she dwells o’er the bad river 
she can’t more move me, by that law 
established when I came from there. 90 
 
But if a heav’nly lady moves 
and rules you, as you say, no need 
to flatter: ’nough you ask through her. 93 
 
Go then, and make sure you regird him 
with a plain rush and wash his face 
so that you blot all filth from there, 96 
 
coz with an eye o’ercast with smog 
it won’t be right to face the first 
official, who comes from Paradise. 99 
 
This islet round its bottom’s bottom – 
down over there where the wave pounds it – 
bears rushes on its soggy mud 102 



THE COMEDY: PURGATORY 

 16

 
(no other plant that were to leaf 
or harden’s able to have life there 
because it doesn’t bend to blows). 105 
 
And then, don’t make your way back here; 
the sun, which rises now, will show you 
a swifter climb to gain the mountain.’ 108 
 
With that he vanished. So I rose 
without a word and to my leader 
drew close, casting my eyes at him. 111 
 
He started: ‘Follow my steps, son. 
Let’s turn round, coz from here this level 
sinks to its base extremities.’ 114 
 
The dawn defeated matin hour, 
which fled ahead, so that from far 
I recognised the shimm’ring sea. 117 
 
We went along the lonesome plain 
like a man tracing a lost road 
who seems to drift until he’s on it. 120 
 
When we were where the dew contends 
with the sun, being in a part 
it thins out little ’gainst the breeze, 123 
 
my master placed his outstretched hands 
gently upon the wispy grass; 
so I, who realised his purpose, 126 
 
presented him my tear-stained cheeks. 
He fully there uncovered me 
from that hue Hell’d hid me with. 129 
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We now came on a forlorn shore 
which never saw man sail its waters 
who’d got the skill to then return. 132 
 
He girt me here, as pleased some other. 
How marvellous! Coz, as he chose 
the humble plant, all of a sudden 
it was reborn from where he’d plucked it. 136 
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Canto 2 
 
 
Now the horizon met the sun 
and its meridian circle covered 
Jerusalem at its high point, 3 
 
and night, which circles opposite, 
came out from Ganges with the Scales 
(which leave her hand when she’s in surplus), 6 
 
so that – from where I was – the white 
and scarlet cheeks of fair Aurora 
turned orange through advancing age. 9 
 
We were as yet along the sea, 
like people pondering their path, 
who haste with heart but bide with body. 12 
 
And look! Like Mars surprised by morning 
grows red between his compact vapours 
upon the main down in the west, 15 
 
there appeared – may again I see it! – 
a light crossing the sea so swiftly 
that nowt that flies can match its movement. 18 
 
After I’d drawn my eye off it 
a bit to ask my leader something, 
I saw it again brighter and bigger. 21 
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Then on each side appeared a whiteness 
I didn’t get, and underneath it 
more whiteness bit by bit came forth. 24 
 
My master didn’t say a word 
until the first white things made wings; 
as then he recognised the oarsman, 27 
 
he shouted: ‘Come, come, bend you knees! 
Behold God’s angel! Fold you hands. 
Henceforth you’ll see such officers. 30 
 
See how he scorns human devices: 
he wants no oar, nor any sail 
than wings between such distant coasts. 33 
 
See how he points them straight to Heaven, 
eternal feathers fanning air, 
unmoulting unlike mortal hair.’ 36 
 
Then, as the divine bird came closer 
and closer, he seemed more radiant, 
so the eye couldn’t stand the closeness 39 
 
but inclined down. He came to shore 
inside a boat so light and slender 
the water swallowed none of it. 42 
 
The heav’nly helm stood on the poop 
such that he seemed inscribed with ‘Blessed’; 
more than a hundred spirits sat there. 45 
 
‘In exitu Isräel de Aegypto,’ 
all sang together with one voice 
(plus whate’er of that psalm comes after). 48 
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He signed them with the holy cross, 
at which they all jumped on the beach, 
and off he went, as he came, quickly. 51 
 
The crowd left there seemed unfamiliar 
with the location, gazing round 
like someone sampling novelties. 54 
 
The sun, who’d used his well-aimed darts 
to chase Capricorn from mid-sky, 
discharged at day from every side; 57 
 
so then the new folk raised their faces 
towards us, saying: ‘If you know, 
show us the way to reach the mountain.’ 60 
 
And Virgil answered: ‘You think, perhaps, 
that we’re familiar with this place, 
but we’re just pilgrims like yourselves. 63 
 
We came before just prior to you 
another way, so harsh and tough 
the climb’ll now seem play to us.’ 66 
 
The spirits, who, coz of my breathing, 
were conscious I was still alive, 
went pallid with astonishment. 69 
 
And like a messenger who bears 
an olive draws out folk to hear 
good news, and none shies from the crush, 72 
 
just so all of these lucky spirits 
fixed on my face, as if forgetting 
to go and become beautiful. 75 
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I saw one of them drawing forward 
with such affection to embrace me 
it prompted me to do the same. 78 
 
Oh empty shades ’cept in appearance! 
Three times I wrapped my hands behind him; 
three times they came back to my chest. 81 
 
I coloured at the marvel, I think, 
so that the shade smiled and withdrew. 
I pushed on forward in pursuit. 84 
 
He said, agreeably, to cease; 
so then I knew him, and I begged him 
to stop a while to speak to me. 87 
 
He said: ‘As in a mortal body 
I loved you, so without I love you. 
And so, I stop; but why d’you come?’ 90 
 
‘I made this trip, Casella, to come 
back here another time,’ I said. 
‘But why’ve you taken so much time?’ 93 
 
And he to me: ‘There’s no offence 
if he who picks up when and whom 
he wants has oft denied me passage, 96 
 
coz from a Just Will his is made. 
In fact, for three months, without fuss, 
he’s taken whoe’er wished to board. 99 
 
So I, who’d turned now to the strand 
where Tiber’s water turns to brine, 
was kindly gathered up by him. 102 
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To that mouth now he aims his wings 
because they always gather there, 
those who don’t drop to Acheron.’ 105 
 
And I: ‘If no new law removes 
your mem’ry or practice of love song, 
which used to silence all my longings, 108 
 
please with one now console my soul 
a little bit, which, as it’s come 
in its real form, is so stressed out!’ 111 
 
‘Love that discourses in my mind,’ 
he started then to sing so sweetly 
its sweetness sounds within me still. 114 
 
My master, I, and all those folk 
together there seemed so content, 
like nothing else could touch our minds. 117 
 
Transfixed, attentive to his notes 
all were – but look, the old sincere ’un 
shouting: ‘What’s this, lethargic spirits? 120 
 
What negligence, what hold-up’s this? 
Run to the mount and shed the slough 
that won’t let God be shown to you.’ 123 
 
As when, pecking at wheat or tare, 
the doves assemble for their pasture, 
subdued, not showing normal pride, 126 
 
if something shows to make them frightened, 
they promptly leave their grub alone 
coz they’re assailed by greater care, 129 
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just so I saw that recent troop 
leave off their song, flee to the hillside, 
like one who’s off but knows not where. 
Nor less quick was our own departure. 133 
 



 

 

 
Notes 

 
 

Canto 1 
7-12.  The traditional classical invocation for divine inspiration. 
There are similar ones in Hell and Paradise. 
 
7.  ‘dead poetry’ – poetry about the dead, i.e. Canticle 1. 
 
9-12.  A reference to the singing contest between the Muses, led 
by Calliope, the Muse of Epic Poetry, and the daughters of King 
Pierus, the Pierides. The Pierides lost and for their presumption 
were turned into magpies; hence Dante doesn’t want Calliope to 
surge too much! (See Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book 5, 294-678.) 
 
13-15.  An inspiring description of a clear sky tinted blue just 
before sunrise. The ‘atmosphere’ is the air between the earth and 
Sphere of the Moon (‘first ring’). 
 
19.  ‘The lovely planet of love’s urging’ – Venus, the Morning 
Star. It is just about 6 a.m. on Easter Sunday, 1300. ‘Love’ is very 
much to the fore in this canticle, so this is a good omen. 
 
21.  ‘the Fishes’ – the constellation of Pisces. 
 
22-24.  Dante looks towards the South Pole and sees four stars 
only viewable in the southern hemisphere. As he considered the 
southern hemisphere peopleless, they’d only previously been 
seen by Adam and Eve – ‘the first folk’ – in the Garden of 
Eden. Dante, it seems, is only the third living person to have seen 
them. (On the other hand, as Dorothy Sayers points out, Dante 
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seems to have forgotten that Ulysses and his shipmates must 
also have seen these stars on their voyage in the southern 
hemisphere, as may be deduced from the celestial description 
given in Hell, Canto 26, 127-128.) The stars are probably just 
allegorical in nature (the southern hemisphere was at that time 
undiscovered), representing the four cardinal virtues, namely, 
prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance (see note to Canto 8, 
89-93 and especially Canto 31, 106). They would be particularly 
relevant for portraying Cato (see note to v. 31 and vv. 37-39). 
 
26.  ‘widowed septentrional spot’ – this refers to the region of 
the seven brightest stars of Ursa Major (the Plough or Big 
Dipper), namely, the northern hemisphere. The reason it is 
‘widowed’ is because you can’t see the four stars referred to here 
from there. The word ‘septentrional’ comes from the Latin for 
‘seven ploughing oxen.’ 
 
30.  ‘the Cart’ – the Wain, another name for the Plough or Big 
Dipper, which Dante briefly turns towards. 
 
31.  ‘a lone old man’ – this turns out to be Cato the Younger 
(95-46 B.C.), famous for his stern and old-fashioned morality in 
Roman classical times. He acts as the guardian of Purgatory. 
 
40-41.  ‘the blind river’ – this refers to the streamlet (ruscelleto) 
that Dante and Virgil climbed up against on their way out from 
Hell (Hell, Canto 34, 130). It is ‘blind’ because the outlet was 
dark: the stream could only be heard not seen. 
 
53.  ‘a lady came from Heaven’ – Beatrice, as Virgil explained in 
Hell, Canto 2, by whose intercession he became Dante’s guide. 
 
58-60.  An interesting tercet. Why was Dante near to death circa 
1300? Events surrounding his exile? Suicide, perhaps through 
moral despair/midlife crisis? (See also Hell, Canto 2, 107-108.) 
 
70-75.  Cato committed suicide in Utica, North Africa trying to 
save the ‘freedom’ of the Roman Republic from the tyranny of 
Julius Caesar. This seems to have excused him, in Dante’s eyes, 
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from joining the suicides in the Seventh Circle of Hell. How-
ever, Cassius and Brutus also wanted to save the Roman 
Republic from tyranny, yet Dante put them in two of Satan’s 
mouths in the Ninth Circle of Hell. Dante is associating Cato’s 
act for freedom with Christ’s act to ‘free’ men from sin through 
his Crucifixion (though the link is tenuous). Dante too is in 
search of freedom from sin. 
 
74.  ‘garb’ – his body. 
 
75.  ‘Great Day’ – the Last Judgement. 
 
77.  Minos – Dante’s judge of the dead (see Hell, Canto 5, 4-21). 
 
78.  ‘Marcia’ – Cato’s wife, mentioned in Hell, Canto 4, 128. She 
lives with the classical worthies in the First Circle. 
 
88.  ‘the bad river ‘ – the Acheron. 
 
95.  ‘plain rush’ – this is a symbol of humility (see vv. 105 and 
135), and Dante must symbolically go right to the base (‘bot-
tom’s bottom’) of Purgatory to get it (see v. 100). Climbing from 
sea level is known to mountaineers as Sea-to-Summit (S-t-S) and 
carries more kudos because you’re climbing from zero. 
 
98-99.  ‘the first official’ – the angel guarding Purgatory’s portal. 
 
131-133.  A reminder of Ulysses who sailed to Mount Purgatory 
in his quest for knowledge, but was drowned in a whirlwind 
when he got there (Hell, Canto 26). The phrase ‘as pleased some 
other’ is the same phrase used in Hell, Canto 26, 141 to describe 
God’s pleasure at Ulysses’ death, though here the phrase more 
likely applies to Cato, who had requested Dante perform the 
ritual girding of the rush. 
 
135-136.  A reference to this day of the Resurrection and the 
totemic golden bough, which also grew again after being plucked 
(Aeneid, Book 6, 143-144). Christ too humbled himself to be 
reborn and so that man, including Dante, should be reborn. 
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Canto 2 
1-9.  A roundabout way of saying it was now sunrise (in the 
southern hemisphere). Aurora is the Goddess of Dawn. 
 
13-15.  Mars was thought at the time to be hot and surrounded 
by combustible vapours, which accounted for its redness when it 
set in the west at dawn. 
 
17-18.  The approach of the angelic boat ferrying souls to 
Purgatory is reminiscent of the approach of Phlegyas’ boat in 
Hell, Canto 8, 13-16. Indeed, the term galeotto (oarsman/ 
steersman) is used in both cases. 
 
22-24.  The ‘whiteness’ Dante doesn’t understand turns out to 
be the angel’s wings and robe. 
 
41.  ‘a boat so light and slender’ – this boat was mentioned in 
Hell, Canto 3, 93, when Charon said: ‘A lighter craft must carry 
you,’ which referred to Dante’s eventual journey after his death. 
 
46.  ‘In exitu Isräel de Aegypto,’ – ‘Out of exile in Egypt came 
Israel,’ the first line of Psalm 114 on the joy experienced by the 
Israelites crossing the Red Sea. The psalm is thus a reflection on 
the souls’ escape from the world of evil to the freedom they will 
attain in Heaven. 
 
67-69.  This reflection on Dante being alive, either because he is 
seen to be breathing (as here) or casts a shadow, which shades 
don’t (see, for example, Canto 3, 16-30), occurs a number of 
times throughout this canticle, often as an icebreaker to souls 
discoursing with Dante. 
 
70-72.  Messengers in Dante’s time commonly brought an olive 
branch with them as a sign of good news (the peace won by 
victory in a battle). They were thus called ulivi. 
 
75.  By sloughing the skin of sin, man can attain the beauty of 
the ‘angel butterfly’ (see v. 122 and Canto 10, 124-125). 
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91-93.  Casella was a Florentine musician in Dante’s time, and was 
clearly acquainted with him. The date of his death is unknown, 
but it must have been quite a few years before 1300, judging by 
Dante’s remark on how long it had taken him to get here. 
 
94-105.  Casella gives us more details on the process of shipping 
souls to Purgatory. Apparently, they gather at Ostia, the port of 
Rome (‘where Tiber’s water turns to brine’). They then have to 
wait for a place on the boat. There seems to be a priority 
boarding scheme in operation: maybe the ones with the least 
sins to purge go first, or those with the most enthusiasm for the 
journey. Casella seems a bit dilatory in this latter respect (see v. 
100) as also becomes apparent later when he holds everyone up 
by singing a song. The self-absorbed musician! 

The reference in v. 98 to the angel picking up anyone who 
wanted to go ‘for three months’ is a reference to the effect of 
Pope Boniface VIII’s proclamation of Christianity’s first Jubilee 
for the year 1300, a set period during which pilgrims to Rome 
could gain remission for their sins. 
 
111.  ‘its real form’ – with a body. 
 
112.  ‘Love that discourses in my mind’ (‘Amor che ne la mente 
mi ragiona’) is one of Dante’s own rhymes (Rhymes, 81), 
incorporated into his work The Banquet, where he explains it 
refers to the soul’s desire to reach God through reason. It is no 
accident that this song is used; in fact, it is key to understanding 
this canticle – and indeed the basic thrust behind scholastic 
philosophy – and further explanations of the nature and 
interaction of soul, love, and mind appear later. 
 
113-119.  Casella had his betters, it seems. Longfellow points out 
these lines from Milton’s sonnet To Mr. H. Lawes, on his Aires: 

 
Dante shall give Fame leave to set thee higher 
Than his Casella, whom he woo'd to sing, 
Met in the milder shades of Purgatory. 

 
119.  ‘the old sincere ’un’ – Cato. 
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