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Purgatorio is the second canticle of Dante 

Alighieri’s Divine Comedy (c. 1308–1320). It 

tells the ascent of Dante, the pilgrim on the 

Mountain of Purgatory guided by Virgil, as 

the saved purify their souls for Heaven.  

The poem consists of 33 cantos. It sets from 

Easter Sunday to Wednesday in 1300 AD. 

Here is a summary in seven points: 

1.  Structure and geography of the Mount  

Purgatory is like a towering mountain rising 

from an island in the Southern Hemisphere, 

formed by the displacement of earth when 

Satan fell into Hell.  

It has three main zones:  

· Ante-Purgatory: the lower slopes, for 

souls who delayed repentance  

· Purgatory proper: 7 terraces 

corresponding to 7 capital sins  

· Earthly Paradise: the Garden of Eden 

at the summit.  

Souls may climb only during daylight; night 

is for rest and reflection.  
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2.  Ante-Purgatory and the threshold. 

Dante and Virgil emerge from Hell and meet 

the guardian Cato of Utica.  

They encounter souls delayed by late 

repentance, excommunication or negligence, 

including the indolent and those who died 

by violence.  

After a night’s rest, an angel marks seven 

“P”s (peccata, sins) on Dante’s forehead 

with a sword; these will be erased one by 

one as he ascends.  

The gate of Purgatory proper is reached via 

three steps symbolizing confession, 

contrition and satisfaction.  

3.  The seven terraces and the nature of 

sin. 

Each terrace purges one of the seven deadly 

sins, ordered from most to least serious:  

· Pride, Envy, Wrath, Sloth, Avarice 

with Prodigality, Gluttony, and Lust.  
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Virgil explains that all sin stems from 

disordered love:  

· Harming love: Pride, Envy, Wrath – 

toward self and others. 

· Deficient love: Sloth – toward self. 

· Excessive love: Avarice, Gluttony, 

Lust – toward things and creatures. 

The punishments are self-incured remedy 

“contrapasso”— designed to correct the 

underlying disposition rather than merely 

retaliate.  

4.  Purification through examples, prayer, 

and suffering. 

On each terrace, souls see or hear examples 

of the opposing virtue. Often they are from 

Scripture and classical history, especially the 

Virgin Mary. Also there are examples of the 

vice itself. 

They recite appropriate prayers and 

beatitudes.  
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Typical penances include  

· The proud – bent under heavy stones 

· The envious – eyes sewn shut 

· The wrathful – enveloped in acrid 

smoke 

· The slothful – racing in zeal 

· The avaricious – face-down and 

weeping 

· The gluttonous – starved amid 

abundance 

· the lustful – purified in fire.  

As the corresponding “P” is erased, the soul 

feels lighter and freer to ascend. 

5.  Key encounters and themes of 

community and hope. 

Dante converses with historical, political, 

and literary figures, including friends and 

enemies from Florence and Italy.  
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The atmosphere is one of mutual support, 

friendship, and forward-looking hope rather 

than despair.  

Souls rejoice in one another’s progress.  

Themes include free will, the proper 

ordering of love, the role of art and poetry in 

moral formation, and the interplay of 

classical reason (Virgil) with Christian 

revelation. 

6.  Transition of guides and the Earthly 

Paradise. 

As they near the summit, Virgil’s guidance 

reaches its limit; he crowns and mitres 

Dante, declaring him free and master of 

himself.  

Beatrice, symbol of divine revelation 

appears in a majestic pageant of the Church 

and assumes the role of guide.  

Dante is rebuked for his past failings, 

confesses and is immersed in the rivers  

· Lethe – forgetfulness of sin  

· Eunoë – restoration of good 

memories).  
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The Earthly Paradise restores the original 

state of human innocence. 

7.  Allegorical and theological meaning. 

Purgatorio represents the active Christian 

life of repentance, moral reform, and 

progressive sanctification.  

Unlike the fixed punishments of Hell, 

Purgatory is temporary and dynamic: every 

soul is certain of eventual salvation.  

The climb is both individual and communal, 

purifying disordered loves so the soul can 

rise to the vision of God.  

The poem ends with Dante purified and 

ready for the ascent into Paradise, affirming 

that true freedom is found in alignment with 

divine order.  

Overall, Purgatorio shifts the tone of 

the Comedy from the darkness and fixity of 

Hell to light, movement, music, and hope, 

portraying purification as a joyful, 

collaborative journey toward beatitude. 
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