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Publisher’s Note
NVilliam B lake’s final a rtistic  p ro jec t is a s tu n n in g  collection 
o f  i l lus tra tions  for D a n te  A ligh ieri’s m asterpiece, the  epic 
poem  D ivinia comm edia. B orn  nearly  500 years  a f te r  D ante , 
the  English poet and  a r t is t  nevertheless succeeds in b r idging  
the  cen tu r ies  to  provide a un iq u e  perspec tive  on the  
medieval classic. İt is a fasc inating  m arriage , as D ante , 
a l th o u g h  harsh ly  cıitical o f  the  C h u rch  a n d  its adherents ,  
was nevertheless a believer, vvhereas Blake was renow ned 
for his iconoclastic  s tance against  o rgan ized  religion.

Willianı Blake, bo rn  in L o n d o n  in 1757, was encouraged  
by his p a re n ts  to  s tudy a r t ,  an d  he becam e an  appren tice  to  
Jam es Basire, an  engraver, in his early teens. A fte r  do ing  
m agazine  illustrations, he opeııed  a p rin t  sh o p  in L o ndon  
with his wife, Catlıe rine  B oucher (w hom  he had  wed in 
1782) an d  bro ther;  that business failed. In add it ion  to  his 
a r tw o rk ,  Blake vvıote m any  poems, c o m b in in g  engravings 
with verse in The M arriage o f  lleavetı and  i le l i  (1790), The  
Book o f  Urizen  (1794), an d  Jerusa/em  ( 1804 1818), as well 
as o th e r  w orks displaying his bold and  unconven tional lit- 
e rary  and  art is t ic  sensibility. A lth o u g h  he rcceived critical 
a t ten tion  d u r in g  his lifctimc, Blake was often regarded  as an 
ecccntric, an d  he becam e de tached  İroni his su p p o rte rs  in 
his later years. He died on  A ugust 12, 1827.

İn 1824, tlıe pa in tc r  an d  p r in tm a k e r  John  Linnell olTered 
Blake a com m iss ion  to  engrave illustrations for the Book o f  
Job  (c. 1825). Linnell then p roposed  that Blake iliustrate the 
Divitıe Coıııedy, an d  Blake accepted , eveıı lea rn ing  enough  
Italian to  g rasp  the gist o f  tlıe origiııal verse. Blake was in 
co n tac t  witlı the Reverend H enry  Caıy , wlıose 1814 trans- 
lation o f  D a n te  was lıeld in great esteeııı, a n d  it is possible 
that  the  tw o discussed tlıe poem  at som e poiııt. Thus,

Linnell p rov ided  the w a te rco lo r  paper, a n d  B lake proceed- 
ed with his illustrations. Blake was p lagued  by ga llb ladder  
a ttacks  tovvard the  end  o f  his life, b u t  he persevered with the 
project. By the  tim e o f  his dea th ,  in 1827, Blake h a d  creat- 
ed 102 draw ings for the  Divine C om edy— som e were sketch- 
es; o thers  were fully realized watercolors. (H e  also  m ade  
seven co p p e rp la te  engravings, falling far  sh o r t  o f  his goal to  
engrave the  en tire  w ork.)  T h e  final c o u n t  included  seventy- 
two i llustrations for Inferno, tvventy for Purgatorio, a n d  only 
ten for Paradiso. Linnell pa id  the art is t  £130 for his work. 
T he  draw ings were n o t  pub lished  at the time, b u t  rem ained  
with Linnell.

T he  m id -n ine teen th -cen tu ry  P ıe -R aphae li te  m ovem en t in 
E ngland  b ro u g h t  ab o u t  an  apprec ia t ion  o f  B lake’s w ork 
unsurpris ing , as  the  P re-R aplıae lite  a rtis ts  a n d  critics found 
an  afllnity  with medieval cu ltu re  ( D a n te ’s milieu) an d  a 
belief in the  freedom  o f  tlıe individual (a tene t  o f  Blake), 
a n d  his d raw in g s  were ex lı ib ited  in L o n d o n ’s Royal 
A cadem y. Ironically , Blake h a d  s tud ied  a t the  Royal 
A cadem y School in his early  days. In 1913, the  dravvings 
were showıı at the  Tate Gallery. Five years later, the  Linnell 
family sold tlıeir en tire  Blake collection at au c tio n ,  and  the 
D an te  drawiııgs were d ispersed, goiııg to  public  galleries in 
E ngland , the  U n ited  States, a n d  A ustıa lia .

F ro m  the  o u t s e t  o f  t lıe ir  j o u r n e y  froırı th e  e n t r a n c e  to  
Hell to  th e  u l t im a te  rew ard  o f  H eaven , D a n te  a n d  Virgil 
e n c o u n te r  a m u l t i tu d e  o f  g r o te s q u e  scen es— a n d  a n um - 
b e r  o f  t r a n s c c n d e n t  oııes. T h e  exp ress ive  fine a n d  c o lo r  
o f  W il lia ıı ı  B la k e ’s v iv id  w a t e r c o lo r s  i m b u e  th e s e  
scenes, a n d  t l ıe ir  sub jec ts ,  w ith  p a th o s ,  pity, a n d  te r ro r ,  
as  well as  lu m in o u s  joy.





The Plates





P late 1

Af'ter entering the dark wood, Dante is pursued by a panther, a lion, and a she-wolf. 
They represent his vices: pleasure, pride, and avarice.

[Inferno, Canto 1, lines 1-90]



P late 2

Dante will be tested by God as he passes 
through Heli. The three beasts lurk below. 
[Inferrıo, Canto 2, lines 59-69]



P late 3

Virgil, at the requcst of Beatrice, will assist Dante in his quest lor divine wisdom.
[Inferno, Canto 2, lines 139-1411



P late 4

As he enters the gate of Hell, Dante reads 
the inscription: “Ali hope abandon, 

ye who en ter here.” 
[Inferno, Canto 3, lines 1-10]



P late  5

Dante and Virgil join the souls who suffered 
from apathy in life. Charon’s boat will take 
them aeross the Acheron.
[Inferno, Canto 3, lines 32-40]



P late  6

Charon warns his passengers o f  the misery that awaits them. 
[Inferno, Canto 3, lines 76-84]



Homer, symbol of classical culture, vviclds his sword. 
[Inferno, Canto 4, lines 83-88]
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P late 8

Dante and Virgil view the ancient poets Homer, Horace, Ovid, and Lucan, 
whose paganism denies them entrance to Heaven.

[Inferno, Canto 4, lines 89-95]



P late  9

Dante and Virgil encounter the vengefııl jııdge Miııos 
in the seeond circle of Hell.
[Inferno, Canto 5, lines 4—24]



HELUG** ir

P late İÜ

Dante has fainted upon hearing Francesca da Rimini teli o f  her passionate encounter 
with Paolo. The lustful are condemned to be forever caught up by winds. 

[Inferno, Canto 5, lines 37-138]



The gluttons, watched by the three-headed Cerberııs, 
are sııbjected to foul vveather in the third eirele. 

[Inferno, Canto 6, lines 12-35]
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P late  12

The monstrous Cerberus pulls tormented souls from the water. 
[Inferno, Canto 6, lines 12-35]



F>l a t e  13

As Dante looks on, Virgil feeds handfuls of earth to Cerberus. 
[Inferno, Canto  6, lines 12-35]



P late 14

Pluto rules the fourth circle o f  Hell, vvhere 
greed is represented by a money bag. 

[Inferrıo, Canto 7, lines 7-15]



P late  15

In the foıırth circle, Dante asks Virgil to explain 
the influence of Fortune on humans.
| Inferno, Canto 7, lines 22-96]



P late 16

Anger has felled the sinners whom Dante 
and Virgil observe in the Stygian lake. 

[Inferno, Canto 7, lines 110-127]
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P late  17

Dante and Virgil are prepared to cross the Stygian lake with Phlegyas, 
vvho will l'erry them to the city of Dis.

[Inferno, C anto  7, lines 128-134]



P late 18

Virgil forces the arrogant Filippo Argenti baek into the Stygian lake. 
[Inferno, Canto 8, lines 30-64]
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P late 19

A whirlwind carries damned soııls to the city of Dis. 
The angel is seen Crossing the lake at the left.

[Inferno, Canto 8, lines 65-73]



P late  20

The angel conquers the gate o f  Dis— and the three Furies who 
appear above it—enabling Dante and Virgil to enter. 

[Inferno, Canto 9, lines 44-64]



P late  21

Dante, surrounded by flames and open tombs, 
speaks with Farinata degli Uberti. 

[Inferno, Canto 10, lines 23-70]



P l.ate 22

Blake’s roughly drawn diagram depicts 
the nine circles o f Hell. 

[Inferno, C anto 11, lines 1-15]
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P late 23

Dante and Virgil approach thc Minotaur, who watches över 
the souls of thc violcnt in the seventh circle of Hell. 

[Inferno, Canto 12, lines 12-28]



HELLo,*. 12

P late 24

Two Centaurs, male and female, introduce a sccnc 
where the river runs with the blood of the violent. 

[Inferno, Canto 12, lines 44-68]



Harpies roost in Irees that once were humans who 
comm itted violcnce against thcmselves: suicides. 

[Inferno, Canto  13, lincs 1-45]



Cknfo /<3

P l a t e  26

Lano da Sienna and Giacomo da Sant’Andrea, having wasted their fortunes,
are pursued by hell hounds.

[Inferno, Canto 13, lines 116-136]



Blake’s sketch of a male figüre communicates 
a weary despair.
[Inferno, Canto 14, lines 1-17]



P late 28

Under a rain of fire, Dante and Virgil encounter the reclining blasphemers, 
the sitting usurers, and the pacing sodomites.

[Inferno, Canto 14, lines 18-45]
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PLATE 29

Dante and Viıgil discover tlıc unrepentant Capaneus, whose defıance of Zcus 
led to his being struck down by lightning bolts.

[Inferno, Canto 14, lines 58-68]



P l a t e  30

Representing povver, this imposing fıgııre is 
a reference to the concept of empire in the 

Bible’s Book o f  Daniel. 
[Inferno, Canto 14, lines 96-115]



P late  3 1

Dante and Virgil behold thc figures o f  tlıree Florentines, whirling in a “ restless wheel.”
[Inferno, Canto 16, lines 45-85]



Usurers are depicted, ali representing families of Florence and Padua. 
[Inferno, Canto 17, lines 34-55]



P late 33

Dante and Virgil descend into Hell, carı ied on the back of the serpeni Geryon.
[Inferrıo, Canto 17, lines 72-77]



P l a t e  34

In the eighth circle of Hell, naked seducers are tormented by horned demons. 
[Inferno, Canto 18, lines 23-100]



HELL,
C'unîo 1$

Plate  35

Dante and Virgil, in the eighlh eircle, vvitness flatterers mired in a ditch of dung.
\lnJcnıo, Canto IX, lines 101-133]



Plate 36

Clergy guilty o f  simony are pıınished 
in a vat of fire. 

[Inferno, Canto 19, lines 42- 120]
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P late  37

The punishment of necromaneers, including 
Manto, the daughtcr of Tiresias, is to have 
their heads turned from front to back. 
[Inferno, Canto 20, lines 4-115]



P late 38

Dante and Virgil view a lake o f  pitclı, into 
vvhich those who exploit their public 

offıces are hurled. 
[Inferrıo, Canto 21, lines 28 38]



P late  39

Beneath a bridge made of human fragments, devils torment a corrııpt pııblic offıcial.
[Inferno, Canto 21, lines 46-56]
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P late 40

While Dante listens, Virgil proclaims that he and his companion to the undervvorld enjoy divine protection.
[Inferno, Canto 21, lines 73-88]
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P late  41

A cohoı t o f  devils provide an cscort for Dante and Virgil. 
[Inferrıo, Canto 21, lines 118-124]



P late 42

Dante, Virgil, and their demonic escort behold the lake o f  burning pitch. 
[Inferno, Canto 22, lines 1-26]



P late  43

A corrupt public servant, Ciampolo, is attacked by the devil Libicocco. 
[Inferno, C anto  22, lines 43-72]



P late 44

Dante and Virgil exit, as a pair o f devils engage in battle. 
[Inferno, Canto 22, lines 125-148]
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P late 45

As the devils pursue them, D ante and Virgii 
escape to a gulf inhabited by hypocrites. 
[Inferno, C anto 23, lines 36-52]



P late 46

The hypocrites, including the crucifıed Caiaphas, are depicted beneath the flight o f devils.
[InJerno, Canto 23, lines 58-142]



Huge boulders provide a passageway out 
o f the sixth gulf.
[Inferrıo, C anto 24, lines 20-34]
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P late 48

This sketch depicts the broken bridge leading from the sixth gulf. 
[Inferno, Canto 24, lines 20-34]



Five thieves— possibly representing tlıe fıve senses— are torm ented by serpents.
[Inferrıo, C anto  24, lines 88-100]



P late 50

The serpents attack the fıve thieves. 
[Inferno, Canto 24, liııes 88-100]



P late  51

The thief Vanni Fucci, bitten by the serpent, 
has bcen condemned to perpetual punishm ent. 

[Inferno, C anto 24, lines 95-124]



P late 52

The defiant Vanni Fucci makes a vulgar 
gesture toward the gods. 

[Inferno, C anto 25, lines 1-10]
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P late 53

The lıideous m onster Cacus, a centaur, prepares to pursue Vanni Fucei. 
[Inferno, C anto  25, lines 12—331



P late 54

The six-footed serpent Cianfa de’ Donati swallows Agnello Bı unelleschi, a Florentine.
[Inferno, Canto 25, lines 38-62]



P late  55

Agnello Brunelleschi is depicted in the throes o f his transform ation back into hum an form, 
but retaining elements o f the serpent that swallowed him.

[Inferno, C anto  25, lines 60-70]



P late 56

Buoso de’ Donati and the serpent that attacks him (Guercio de’ Cavalcanti) 
will be transform ed into serpent and man.

[Inferno, Canto 25, lines 94—105]



P late 57

The final transform ation: Donati from man to serpent, and Cavalcanti from serpent to man.
[Inferno, C anto  25, lines 106-131]



P late 58

Ulysses and Diomedes, engulfed in flames, are 
tormented for their roles in Ihe Trojan War.

[Inferno, Canto 26, lines 44-71]



P late  59

Schismatics and heretics— those whose beliefs cause divisions and dissent within organized 
religion are themselves split apart. The angel to the right reopens their vvounds as they heal.

[Inferno, C anto  28, lines 20-48]



P late 60

Further punishm ent o f schismatics— whose actions led to m urder and war— is depicted.
[Inferno, Canto 28, lines 98-138]



P late  61

Dante and Virgil, approaching the tenth gulf, witness the torm ent o f forgers and alchemists.
[Inferno, C anto 29, lines 72-118]



P late 62

Those who have taken the shapes o f others, 
including a thief o f a dead person’s identity, 

are tossed into flames. 
[Inferno, Canto 30, lines 33 48]



Cftnfa *3 /

P late  63

Fivc giants appearing to the poets as organic forms in the landscapc 
perhaps are representatives o f the five senses.

[Inferno, C anto  31, lines 17^43]



P late 64

Nimrod, in building Babcl, destroyed tlıc 
ability o f the hum an race to speak 

with a single language. 
[Inferno, C anto  31, liııes 53-74]



P late 65

N eptune’s rcbellious son, Ephialtes, and two other giants, are immobilized, thcir arm s buried.
[Inferno, C anto  31, lines 75-105]



P late  66

Neptune’s son Anteus lost his povvers 
when airborne, thus leading 

to his defeat by Hercules. 
[Inferno, Canto 31, lines 103 134]



P late  67

At Ihe frozen lake, the poets find the Alberti brothers, whose bodies have been 
fused together as punishment for their erime o f murdering eaeh other. 

[Inferno, C anto 32, lines 22-64]



P late 68

The protruding frozen head and shoulders belong to Bocca degli Abbati, the Florentine traitor.
[Inferno Canto 32, lines 77-89]
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P late 69

As Dante attem pts to drag Bocca degli Abbati from tlıe l'rozen lake, C ount Ugolino,
at the left, gnaws into a nearby head.

[Inferno C anto  32, lines 97-137]



HELL 33

P late 70

The tyrant Count Ugolino relates to the poets how he and his family were held captive 
by the Archbishop Ruggieri in the tovver o f Pisa.

[Inferno Canto 33, lines 1-93]



Count Ugolino’s imprisonm ent in the tovver where his children and grandehildren starved to dealh
is depicted in tlıis scene.

[Inferno C anto  33, liııes 13-93]



P late  72

The terrible figüre o f Lucifer appears in the 
final section o f the ninth, and last, circle of 

Hell. Virgil and Dante make their exit. 
[Inferno Canto 34, lines 22-64]



Now in Purgatory, the poets encounter 
the virtuous Roman Cato, who advises 
Virgil to  eleanse D ante’s memory. 
[Purgatory, C anto 1, lines 12-107]



Bathed in the davvning light, D ante is freed 
from Hell as Virgil wraps his head 

with a cleansing reed. 
[Purgatory, C anto 1, lines 120-128]



On his way to the m ountain o f Purgatory, 
Dante meets an old friend who has come 
ashore after riding on the angelie boat. 
[Purgcıtory, C anto  2, lines 5 3 -1 17]



P late  76

The cloud partially obscuring the sun is a 
reminder that Dante must move forward 

on the road to repentance. 
[Purgatory, C anto 4, lines 16-65]



D ante and Virgil, tiny fıgures in the landscape, 
are glimpsed resting on their way to Purgatory. 
[Purgatory, Canto 4, lines 42 47]



The agitated souls o f violent sinners who have repented appeal to Dante to intercede on their behalf.
[Purgatory, Canto 5, lines 22-62]



As the serpent is held at bay by arm ed angels, Dantc, Virgil, and the Provençal poet Sordello
behold rulers who havc been betrayed.

[Purgatory, Canto 8, lines 1 54]



P late 80

D ante is borne tovvard the entrance to Purgatory by Lucia, a spirit sent by 
D ante’s beloved, Beatrice, to  guard the poet.

[Purgatory; Canto 9, lines 50-63]



P late 81

Beneath an angry red cloud that suggests 
that they are stili dogged by sin, the poets 
approach the entrance to Purgatory. 
[Purgatory, C anto 9, lines 64-101]



P late  82

As Dantc kneels, the angel at the entrance 
to Purgatory inscribes the letter P, for 

Peccato (sins), on his forehead. 
The rising sun glows behind them. 
[Purgatory, C anto 9, lines 101 105]
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P late  83

Dante and Virgil examinc scenes from thc 
Old and Ncw Testaments inscribcd in thc 
rock, as they continue to ascend Purgatory. 
[Purgatory, C anto  10, lines 25-92]
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P late  84

As the moon rises, the poets discover Christians 
bıırdened by their pride and ambition. 

[Purgatory, Canto 10, lines 106-127]



P late  85

Virgil shovvs Dante images o f those whose 
dovvnfall was caused by pride, including 
Lucifer and Nimrod.
[Purgatory, C anto 12, lines 14 64]



P late  86

Reduced to begging, the souls o f those vvho 
succumbed to envy wander Purgatory. 

[Purgatory, C anto 13, lines 20-117]



P late  87

Having bcen purged of sin, the fearful Dante is 
urged by Virgil to heed the angel and enter the 
flames. The Roman poet Statius joins them. 
[Purgatory, Canto 27, lines 6-19]

[B lake d id  n o t illustratc th e  c o n te n t o f  C a n to s  14 th ro u g h  26]



P late 88

Stili gripped by fear, D ante prepares 
to enter the flames. 

[Purgatory, Canto 27, lines 34-42]



P late 89

The three poets rest under the starry sky, 
as D ante dreams of the action-seeker 
Leah and the deliberative Rachel. 
[Purgatory, Canto 27, lines 85-109]



P late 90

At last, Dante beholds Beatrice, on the other side o f the river Lethe, in Paradise. 
Virgil, a pagan, cannot accompany Dante to Paradise.

[Purgatory, Canto 30, lines 9-54]



P l a t e 91

Beatrice rides atop a car thal rcpresents the Church; a submissive Dante 
is eonfronted by a gryphon symbolizing the Saviour. 

[Purgatory, C anto  30, lines 60 146]



P late  92

Now, the W hore o f Bablyon rides atop the G reat Beast of Revelation, replacing 
the pure Beatrice with a suggestion o f the corruption o f the Church. 

[Purgatory, Canto 32, lines 129-157]



&

■ ?
/ * ti L

W

'W ' 6  ■ 
< •"* :! 

/  J
A L -

P late 93

Roughly sketched fıgures ascend 
the stairways o f Paradise.
[Paradise, Canto 10, lines 72-87]



P late 94

Dante kneels before a magnificent vision 
o f the crucifıed Christ. 

[Paradise, Canto 14, lines 96-109]
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The Recording Angel -absent in D ante’s 
text— here may represent the stern G od 
of the Old Testament.
[Paradise, Canto 19, lines 74 82]
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P late 96

As she stands near D ante in a contiguous sphere, Beatrice proclaim s the poet’s worthiness to seek redemptioıı.
[Paradise,, Canto 24, lines 20-31]



P late  97

St. Peter, his key in hand, asks D ante for the meaning o f faith; D ante responds by
“raising my forehead to the light.”
[Paradise, C anto 24, lines 32 110]



P late 98

As Beatrice intercedes for Dante, the poet is queried by St. James o f Com postela
regarding the m eaning o f hope.

[Paradise, Canto 25, lines 15-102]



P late 99

Finally, after St. John the Evangelist asks D ante for the meaning o f love, 
the poet meets Adam  and is ready for salvation.

[Paradise, C anto  26, lines 103-139]



P late  100

In the ninth portion o f Paradise, Dante 
beholds the Divine Essence, as well as 

the angels, arranged in hierarchies. 
[Paradise, C anto 28, lines 18 53]
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P late 101

Having rejected false religion, Dante, in 
the Empyrean with Beatrice, drinks 
from the River o f Light. They have been 
released from their bodily existence. 
[Paradise, Canto 30, lines 55-91]
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P late 102

Dante beholds the Virgin M ary—as well as Eve, Rachel, and Beatrice— in Blake’s final plate. 
The Virgin M ary holds a scepter and a mirror, symbols o f power and vanity. 

[Paradise, Canto 31, lines 106 132]
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and each successive era remains spellbound by its 

sublime portraits o f Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. İn the early 
nineteenth century, one o f England's great epic poets paid 
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poets o f the English-speaking vvorld. An 1825 commission 
from patron John Linnell enabled him to  focus on illustrating 
Dante's tales— the type o f visionary work to  vvhich his talents 
were ideally suited. The artist spent the last three years of 
his life creating these images, vvhich range from  com pletely 
finished pieces to  rough sketches. Blake's highly original 
approach offers not only an excellent introduction to  Dante's 
allegorical tales, but also a new and fresh perspective for 
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