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To the great and
most victorious lord, Lord Can Grande della Scala, Vicar General of
the Principate of the Holy Roman Emperor in the town of Verona and
the municipality of Vicenza, his most devoted Dante Alighieri,
Florentine in birth but not in manners, wishes him a happy life
through long years, as well as a continuous increase in his
glorious reputation.

1. The outstanding praise of your Magnificence, which watchful
fame spreads abroad on flying wing, pulls different people in
different directions, so that it brings some to hope in their
prosperity, casts down others in fear of destruction. The report of
such fame, exceeding by far that of any present day person, as
somewhat beyond the truth, I judged to be somewhat exaggerated. In
truth, so that this great uncertainty might keep me in suspense
longer, as the Queen of Sheba came to Jerusalem, as Pallas came to
Helicon, I came to Verona to be an eye-witness for myself what I
had heard. And there I saw your great works, I saw your benefices
and touched them; and just as I had earlier suspected excess in
part in your praisers, now later I know the excess of the deeds
themselves. So that, just as by hearsay alone I was favorably
inclined by a sort of submission of the mind, now I am through
sight your faithful servant and friend.

2. I am not afraid, in taking on the name of friend, as some
perchance may object, that I will incur the guilt of presumption,
since unequals are not less bound by the sacred bonds of friendship
than are equals. Indeed, if one is willing to look at pleasureable
and useful friendships, most frequently it will be obvious to him
that they join persons of preeminence to their inferiors. And if
the understanding turns to true, disinterested friendship, will it
not show that frequently men of obscure fortune, outstanding in
honesty, were friends of most illustrious princes? Why not? Since
not even friendship between God and man is impeded by the
disparity! But if to anyone that which is asserted seems now to be
improper, let him hear the Holy Spirit offering certain men the
sharing of his love. For in Wisdom one reads
concerning wisdom: "For she is an infinite treasure to men; which
they that use, become the friends of God." But the
inexperience of the common people has judgment without
discrimination; and just as the sun is though to be the size of a
foot, thus concerning customs they are deceived in vain credulity.
For us, however, to whom it is given to know the best that is in
us, it is not proper to follow the tracks of the herd, but rather
we ought to confront their errors. For, being lacking in intellect
and reason, though endowed as it were by divine freedom, they are
restricted by no custom. It is not strange, since they are not
directed by law, but rather the law by them. It is is clear then,
as I said above, viz. that I am your servant and friend, is in no
way presumptuous.

3. Therefore, holding your friendship in high esteem, like a
most precious treasure, I wish to preserve it with diligent care
and close solicitude. Thus, as it is taught in moral philosophy
that friendship is returned and preserved by similarity, I have
purposed to follow similarity in paying back the benefits more than
once conferred upon me; and for that reason I have often looked at
my little gifts and separated them each from the other and then
looked through them, looking for ones which might be worthy of and
pleasing to you. Nor did I find anything more fitting for your very
Preeminence, than the exalted canticle of the Comedy which is
entitled Paradiso; and I dedicate it to you by the present letter,
as if by a proper epigram; in fine, I dedicate, I offer, I
recommend it to you.

4. My burning affection will also not permit me simply to pass
over in silence the fact that it would seem that in this donation
honor is conferred more on the gift than on yourself; on the
contrary, since in its title (salutation) already the prediction of
the amplification of your fame will have been seen to be expressed
by any attentive reader, as I intended. But, desire for your favor,
for which I thirst, little estimating my life (own person), urges
me forward to the goal set from the beginning. Thus, the form of
the letter having been fulfilled, I shall move to the introduction
of the work offered, rather compendiously, under the guise of
reader.

5. As the Philosopher says in the second book of Metaphysics:
"As each thing is in respect of being, so it is with respect to
truth"; the reason for this is that the truth about a thing,
which consists in truth as in the subject, is the perfect image of
the thing as it is. Of those things which are, there are some which
are absolute within themselves; there are some which are dependent
on something else through some relationship, such as to be at the
same time and to exist with something else, as the relatives, like
father and son, lord and servant, double and half, whole and part,
and many other like things. Wherefore, since such a being depends
on another, it follows that the truth of them depends on something
else: if the concept of half is not known, never will double be
known, and the same with the others.

6. Those who wish to give some kind of introduction to a part of
any kind of work ought to offer some information about the whole of
which it is a part. Whence also I, wishing to offer something
concerning the above named part of the whole Comedy by way of
introduction, thought that I ought to first set down something
about the whole work, that it might be a easier and better entry to
the part. There are six things to be looked at at the beginning of
any doctrinal work, viz. subject, actor, form, purpose, title, and
the type of philosophy. Of these there are three in which this
part, which I meant to dedicate to you, is different from the
whole, that is, the subject, the form, and the title; in the others
it does not differ, as is obvious to anyone who looks; and
therefore, in the consideration of the whole, these three ought to
be looked at separately: this having been accomplished, the way
will be open for the introduction of the part. Then we will look at
the other three, not only with respect to the whole, but also with
respect to the part offered.

7. For me be able to present what I am going to say, you must
know that the sense of this work is not simple, rather it may be
called polysemantic, that is, of many senses; the first sense is
that which comes from the letter, the second is that of that which
is signified by the letter. And the first is called the literal,
the second allegorical or moral or anagogical. Which method of
treatment, that it may be clearer, can be considered through these
words: "When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a
barbarous people, Judea was made his sanctuary, Israel his
dominion" (Douay-Rheims, Ps. 113.1-2). If we look at it from the
letter alone it means to us the exit of the Children of Israel from
Egypt at the time of Moses; if from allegory, it means for us our
redemption done by Christ; if from the moral sense, it means to us
the conversion of the soul from the struggle and misery of sin to
the status of grace; if from the anagogical, it means the leave
taking of the blessed soul from the slavery of this corruption to
the freedom of eternal glory. And though these mystical senses are
called by various names, in general all can be called allegorical,
because they are different from the literal or the historical. Now,
allegory comes from Greek alleon, which in Latin
means other or different.

8. Now that we have seen this, it is obvious that the subject
around which the two senses turn must be twofold. And therefore it
is to be determined about the subject of this work when it is taken
literally, then about the subject when it is understood
allegorically. The subject of the whole work, taken only from a
literal standpoint, is simply the status of the soul after death,
taken simply. The movement of the whole work turns from it and
around it. If the work is taken allegorically, however, the subject
is man, either gaining or losing merit through his freedom of will,
subject to the justice of being rewarded or punished.

9. Its form is twofold, the form of the treatise and the form of
the treatment. The form of the treatise is three-fold, according to
the three-fold division. The first division is that by which the
entire work is divided into three canticles. The second that by
which each canticle is divided into cantos. The third that by which
each canto is divided into rhyming units. The form or the mode of
treatment is poetic, fictive, descriptive, digressive,
transumptive; and along with this definitive, divisive, probative,
improbative, and setting examples.

10. The title of the book is: Begins the Comedy of
Dante Alighieri, Florentine in birth, not in custom. In order
to understand you need to know that comedycomes
from komos "village" and oda,
which means "song," whence comedy sort of means
"country song." And comedy is sort of a kind of poetic narration,
different from all others. It differs, therefore, from the tragedy,
in matter by the fact that tragedy in the beginning is admirable
and quiet, in the end or final exit it is smelly and horrible; and
it gets its name because of this from tragos, which
means "goat," and oda, sort of like "goat-song," that
is, smelly like a goat, as can be seen in Seneca's tragedies. But
comedy begins with harshness in some thing, whereas its matter ends
in a good way, as can be seen by Terence in his comedies. And thus
letter writers are accustomed to say in their salutations in the
place of an address "a tragic beginning, a comical end." They
differ also in the way of speaking: the tragedy is elevated and
sublime, the comedy loose and humble, as Horace tells us in
his Poetria, where he permits now and again comic
writers to speak like tragedists and also vice versa.

At times, however, even comedy exalts her voice, and an angry
Chremes rants and raves; often, too, in a tragedy Telephus or
Peleus utters his sorrow in the language of prose …

And from this it is obvious that the present work is called
comedy. And if we look at the matter, in the beginning it is
horrible and smelly, because Inferno; in the end it is good,
desirable and graceful, for it is Paradiso; as to the manner of
speaking, it is easy and humble, because it is in the vulgar
tongue, in which also women communicate. And thus is is obvious why
it is called Comedy. There are also other genres of poetic
narration, such as bucolic song, elegy, satire and the votive
sentence, as also may be seen through Horace in
his Poetria, but at present there is nothing to be
said about these.

11. Now it can be explained how the part offered
(Paradiso) may be assigned a subject. Well, if the subject
of the whole work, taken literally, is this subject: The status of
souls after death, taken simply and not limited, it is obvious that
in this part such a status is the subject, but restricted, that is,
the status of the blessed souls after death. And if the subject of
the whole work, taken allegorically, is man, as he gains or loses
merit by the exercise of his freedom of will, being subject to the
justice of punishment or reward, it is obvious that in this part
the subject is restricted, namely, man, to the extent that he is
subject by merits to the justice of punishment.

12. And this is obvious concerning the form of the part through
the form given to the whole. For, if the form of the treatise as a
whole is threefold, in this part it is twofold only, i.e. the
division of the canticle and the cantos. The first formal division
is not proper here, since this part is of the first division.

13. Also the title of the book is obvious. For if the title of
the whole book is Here begins the Comedy, etc, as
above, then the title of this part is Here begins the
third canticle of the Comedy of Dante, which is called
Paradiso.

14. After we have examined this three by which the part varies
from the whole, we must look at the other three, in which there is
no variation from the whole. The agent (protagonist), then, of the
whole as well as the part is he who has been mentioned, and
throughout he will be seen to be.

15. The purpose of the whole and the part could be multiple,
that is both remote and proximate. But leaving off subtle
investigation, we can say say briefly that the purpose of the whole
as well as the part is to remove those living in this life frome
the state of misery and to lead them to the state of bliss.

16. The genus of philosophy under which we proceed here in the
whole and in the part is the business of morals or ethics, since
both the part and the whole are composed for practice rather than
theory. But if in some place or passage things are lengthened out
in the manner of theory, this is not for the purpose of theory, but
of practice; for, as the Philosopher says in the second book of
Metaphysics: "practical men theorize now and again" (loose
quotation).

17. These being settled, we move to the exposition of letter as
a sort of prolepsis, and it should be mentioned ahead of time, that
the exposition of the letter is nothing but the revelaiton of the
form of the work. This part, therefore, is divided (that is the
third canticle, which is called Paradiso), mainly
into two parts, that is the prologue and the real part. The second
part begins thus: "The lamp of the world rises on mortals by
different entrances."

18. Concerning the first part you must know, though by common
practice it may be called the exordium, properly speaking however
it should be called nothing but prologue, as the Philosopher
indicates when he says that "the proemium is in rhetorical oration
as the prologue in poetic, and the prelude in the performance on
the pipe." And it must also be noted first that this excursus,
which may be called the exordium by common consent, is done one way
by poets, another by rhetors, for rhetors often tell ahead of time
what they are going to say, so that they may make the mind of the
listener receptive. But poets not only do this, but also make some
kind of invocation after this. And this is right for them, for they
need many invocations, whenever a man contrary to common use must
ask for something from superior beings, such as certain divine
gifts. Thus the present prologue is divided into two parts: in the
first is indicated what is to be said, in the second Apollo is
called upon; and the second part begins: "O good Apollo, for the
last labor."

19. For the first part it is to be noted that three things are
required for the making of a good exordium, as Cicero says in
the Ad Herennium, namely that it render the listener
well-intentioned, attentive and malleable, and this most strongly
in the matter of something marvelous, as Cicero himself says. Since
then the matter about which the present work revolves is marvelous,
therefore at the beginning of the prologue or exordium these three
intend to turn (the mind of the listener) to the marvelous, for it
says that it is going to tell those things which someone who saw
them in the first heaven was able to hold in mind. In which
paragraph all those three are found: for the story in its
usefulness captures benevolence, in its marvelous qualities
attention, in its possibility receptivity. He suggests utility when
he says he is going to tell about those things which are most
attractive to the desires of man, namely the joys of Paradise; he
touches on the marvelous when he promises to tell about such
difficult, such sublime things, i.e. shows the possibility of the
descriptions of the heavenly kingdom, when he says that he will
tell those things which he was able to keep in mind, as he and
others have been able. These all are touched upon in those words
where he says he was in the first heaven, and that he wishes to
tell concerning the heavenly kingdom whatever he was able to keep
in mind, sort of as a treasure chest. The goodness and perfection
of the first part of the Prologue having been seen, we move to the
letter.

20. He says that "the glory of Him who moves all things," who is
God, "shines in all parts of the universe," but so that "in one
part more, in another less." The fact that he shines everywhere
both reason and authority reveal. Reason thus: Everything which is
either has being of itself or through something else. But it is
known that to have being of itself is proper to only one being,
that is the first one or the beginning, who is God, since to have
being does not argue for the necessity of being of itself, and only
one thing has the necessity of being of itself, namely the first or
the beginning, which is the cause of all; ergo all things which
are, except for one alone, have being from something else. If
therefore one takes the last thing in the universe, not just
anything, it is obvious that it has being from something else, and
that from which it has being, of itself or from something else. If
of itself, it is the first; if from something else, and it likewise
either of itself, or from something else. And thus one may proceed
in infinite regress in agent causes, as is shown in the second book
of Metaphysics. And thus we will arrive at the first,
which is God. And thus, directly or indirectly, everything which
has being has being from Him; because from that which the second
cause receives from the first, it extends over the caused, like a
thing receiving and reflecting a ray, whence the first cause is the
greater cause. And this is said in the book Of
Causes, that "every primary cause has more influence on its
effect than any secondary cause." But this suffices as far as being
is concerned. 21. As to essence, I demonstrate thusly: All essence,
except for the first, is caused, otherwise there would be many
things which would exist by necessity of being of themselves, which
is impossible, for the caused is either by nature or by intellect,
and that which is by nature is consequently caused by the
intellect, since nature is the work of intelligence. All, then,
which is caused is caused by some intellect indirectly or directly.
Since therefore a virtue follows the essence of which it is a
virtue, if it is an intellective essence, it is all and only that
which causes. And thus, just as before we had to arrive at the
first cause of that same being, now both of essence and of virtue.
For which reason it is obvious that all essence and virtue comes
from the first, and the inferior intelligences receive as if from
something emitting rays, and they pass on the rays of the superior
to their inferiors, like mirrors. Which Dionysius is seen to touch
upon when speaking of the celestial hierarchy. And for this reason
it is said in the book Of Causes that "every
intelligence is full of forms." It is obvious therefore in what way
reason shows the divine light, that is the divine goodness, wisdom
and virtue, to shine everywhere.

22. Likewise also authority makes the thing more known. For the
Holy Spirit says through Jeremiah: "Do I not fill heaven and
earth?" (Jer. 23.24), and in the Psalm: "Whither shall I go from
thy spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy face? If I ascend into
heaven, thou art there; if I descend into hell, thou art present.
If I take my wings," etc. (Ps 138.7-9). And Wisdom says that "the
spirit of the Lord hath filled the whole world" (Wisdom 1.7). And
Ecclesiasticus in the forty-second chapter: "full of the glory of
the Lord is his work" (Ecclu. 42.16). Which also is stated by the
writings of the pagans, as in the ninth book of Lucan: "Jupiter is
whatever you see, wherever you move."

23. Well then is it said, when he speaks of the divine ray or
the divine glory "it penetrates the universe and shines"; it
penetrates as to essence; it shines as to being. When he adds "more
and less," this is manifestly true, for we see one essence in
something on a higher level, another in one on a lower, as is seen
in heaven and the elements, of which the former is incorruptible,
whereas the latter are corruptible.

24. And after he has set down first this truth, he continues
from it, using circumlocution for Paradise [figurando il
Paradiso]; and he says that he was in that heaven "which most
receives the glory of God, or his light." For which reason you must
know that that heaven is the highest heaven, containing all bodies,
and contained by none, within which all bodies move (while it
remains in eternal quiet), and receiving power from no corporeal
substance. And it is called empyreum, which is the
same as fiery heaven or flaming with heat; not that in it is fire
or material heat, but spiritual, which is holy love or charity.

25. That it receives more of divine light can be shown by two
things: First, by the fact that it contains all and is contained by
nothing; sedond, by its eternal quiet or peace. As to the first it
is shown thusly: The container is connected with the contained in
natural condition as the formative to the formable, as is
maintained in the fourth book of Physics. But in
the condition of nature of the whole universe the first heaven
contains all; thus it is related to all as the formative to the
formable, which means to be related by way of cause. And since all
causative power is a kind of ray flowing from the first cause,
which is God, it is obvious that that heaven which has the greatest
degree of cause receives more of the divine light.

26. As far as the second is concerned, it is shown thusly:
Everything which moves is moved by something which it does not
have, which is the goal of its movement; the lunar sphere is moved
because of some part which it does not have towards that towards
which it moves; and since no part of it is fitted for anything
towards which it moves (which is impossible), thence it is that it
is always moving and never rests, and that is its urge. And that
which I say concerning the lunar sphere is to be understood of all
except the first. Thus everything which moves is defective in
something and does not have all its being together. Therefore, that
heaven which is moved by nothing must have in itself and each of
its parts something which is perfect, because it does not need
movement towards its perfection. And since all perfection is the
ray of the Prime, which is in the highest degree of perfection, it
is manifest that the first heaven receives more of the light of the
Prime, which is God. This reasoning obviously argues towards the
destruction of the preceding, because simply and as to the form of
the argument it has no probative force. But if we look at its
material logic, it is surely probative, because it deals with
something eternal, in which it might be defective throught
eternity; that is, if God did not give it motion, it would seem
that He did not give it matter in any way deficient. And through
this supposition the argument holds by reason of material logic;
and a similar way of arguing is as if we said: If he is a man, he
laughs; for in all convertibles a like reason holds by reason of
the material logic. Thus it is obvious that when he says "in that
heaven which receives most from the light of God" he intends a
circumlocution for Paradise or the empyrean sphere.

27. All of these reasonings having been gone through, the
Philosopher says in the first chapter of On the
Heavens "the superior glory of its nature is
proportionate to its distance from this world of ours." For
this purpose might also be adduced what the Apostle says in
Ephesians concerning Christ: "that ascended above all heavens, that
he might fill all things" (Eph. 4.10). This is the heaven of
delights of the Lord, concerning which delights it is said against
Lucifer through Ezechiel: "Thou wast the seal of resemblance, full
of wisdom and perfect in beauty. Thou wast in the pleasures of the
paradise of God" (Ezech. 28.12-13).

28. And after he said that he was in this place of Paradise
through his circumlocution, he continues, saying that he saw some
things that he who descends from there cannot tell. And he cites
the reason, saying "that our memory sinks so deep' into its desire,
which is God, `that memory cannot follow it." To understand this
you msut know that the human intellect at the end of life, because
of the inborn nature and affinity which it has for the separate
intellectual substance, when it is raised, is raised to such an
extent that memory is lacking after its return, since it
transcended human kind. And this is shown to us by the Apostle,
speaking to the Corinthians, where he says: "I know a man …
(whether in the body, or out of the body, I know not; God knoweth),
caught up to the third heaven … , and [he saw secret things of
God], which it is not granted to man to utter." Thus, after the
intellect surpasses human reason in its ascension, it does not
remember those things which took place outside of it. This is shown
to us in Matthew, where the three disciples fell upon their faces,
telling nothing later, as if forgotten. And it is written in
Ezechiel: "And I saw, and I fell upon my face" (Ezech. 2.1). But if
these are not sufficient for scoffers, let them read Richard of St.
Victor in the book On Contemplation, let them read
Bernard in the book On Consideration, let them read
Augustine in the book On the Capacity of the Soul,
and they will not scoff. But if they should object to the
possibility of elevation because of the sinful nature of the person
speaking, let them read Daniel, where they will find that even
Nebuchadnezar saw a vision against sinners, and that God commended
it to oblivion. For "who maketh his sun to rise upon the good and
bad and raineth upon the just and the unjust" (Matth. 5.45), now
merciful for conversion, now severe for punishment, mor or less, as
he wishes, makes manifest his glory even through those who live an
evil life.

29. He saw, therefore, as he says, some things `which he who
returns has not the knowledge or power to tell again'. It should be
noted carefully that he says "neither knew nor could." Did not
know, because he had forgotten; he was unable because, even if he
remembered and kept the knowledge, speech would be lacking. For we
see many things with our mind for which vocal signs are lacking, as
Plato tells us well in his books by taking on metaphors, for he saw
many things with the light of his mind which he was not able to
express in his own words.

30. Then he says he is going to tell those things of the
heavenly kingdom which he was able to retain;
and he says this is to be the matter of his work; what they are and
how many will be revealed in the narrative part.

31. Then, when he says "O good Apollo," etc. he makes his
invocation. And this part is divided into two parts: in the first
he makes a petition; in the second part he persuades Apollo
concerning the petition which has been made, promising a kind of
remuneration; and the second part begins here: "O power divine."
The first part is divided into two parts: in the first he asks for
divine aid, in the second he touches upon the necessity for his
petition, which is to justify it: "Thus far the one peak of
Parnassus," etc.

32. This is the sense of the second part of the prologue in
general. I shall not expound the specifics at present, for anxiety
as to family matters presses upon me, so that I must leave off
these and other things useful for the public weal. But I hope for
your Magnificence that there will be other times to go on to a
useful exposition.

33. Concerning the executive [narrative] part, which was
separated from the entire prologue, nothing is said about dividing
or summing up at present, except that everywhere it procedes
arising from sphere to sphere, and one is told about the souls of
the blessed found in each circle, and that that true beatitude
consists in perceiving the principle of truth, as is revealed by
John: "This is eternal life, that they may know thee, the only true
God," etc. (Jn 17.3), and by Boethius in the third book
of The Consolation of Philosophy: "The sight of thee
is the goal." Whence it is that to show the glory of
blessedness in those souls, as witnesses to all truth, much is
required of them which has usefulness and entertainment. And since,
the principle or the Prime being found, i.e. God, there is nothing
more to be sought, since he is the Alpha and Omega, that is, the
beginning and the end, as the vision of John calls him, this
treatise is ended with God himself, who is blessed throughout the
ages.

—Translation from the Latin by James Marchand of the University
of Illinois, who explains: It is meant only as a
convenient reading text and should not be preferred to any
available critical edition. Since the text was scanned from an old
typescript, caveat lector, particularly for confusion of n, u, a
and also of c, o, e.
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