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Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) 

Italian poet 

Dante is one of the great figures of world literature and the most eminent of all Italian writers. 

Born in Florence of a rather noble family, he was educated under the supervision of members of 

the Dominican and Franciscan Orders. As a young man, he was made one of the priors (chief 

magistrates) of the Florentine Republic and entered into the political struggles that divided 

Florence into several hostile factions. While absent on a diplomatic mission in 1302, he was 

exiled. Some thirteen years afterward, he was invited to return to his native city if he would 

submit to certain humiliating conditions. Dante refused. He spent the rest of his life in exile in 

various Italian cities: Verona, Padua, Bologna. He died in Ravenna. 

Dante’s first significant work was La Vita Nuova (The New Life), written between 1292 and 

1295. Composed partly in blank verse and partly in prose, the book tells of Dante’s love for 

Beatrice and promises to treat the subject more worthily later, a promise kept in The Divine 

Comedy. Beatrice Portinari, object of the poet’s idealized love, Dante hardly knew at all. He had 

met her only briefly when he was nine years old, and once again at eighteen. 

De Monarchia (On Monarchy), written in exile about 1312, is a political treatise in which Dante 

defended the emperor’s supremacy in temporal matters over the authority of the Church. 

Dante put forward the idea of one world government which would secure a universal peace, 

thus promoting the full realization of humanity’s intellectual and cultural potential. 

Dante’s world fame rests on his great epic poem The Divine Comedy, begun early in his exile and 

completed shortly before his death. In many ways the poem is a summation of classical and 

medieval learning. In outline The Divine Comedy is a chronicle of a dream journey made by the 

poet at Easter in the year 1300 through hell, purgatory, and paradise. The work is called a 

comedy because it ends happily, unlike a tragedy; further, it moves upward, both literally (from 

 
1 P.M. Bechtel, “Dante Alighieri,” ed. J.D. Douglas and Philip W. Comfort, Who’s Who in Christian History 

(Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1992), 192. 



earth to heaven) and allegorically (from lostness to redemption). The adjective “divine” was 

added to the title later by admiring critics. 

At the deepest level the poem is a theological, moral, and political allegory in which Dante 

represents humanity. As the Christian Everyman, he commits sin (at the outset of the poem he 

goes “astray from the straight road” and is lost in a dark wood); he is shown sin’s punishment 

(hell), repents and is purified (purgatory), and is finally admitted to the company of the 

redeemed in paradise. 

Virtually every aspect of medieval life and thought is represented in Dante’s readable 

masterpiece, which has been called the greatest single work of imaginative literature in the 

Western world. Written in Florentine vernacular2, it became the basis for a standardized Italian 

language. 

 

 
2 The Oxford English Dictionary at the adjective and noun “vernacular” – “Of a language or dialect: That 

is naturally spoken by the people of a particular country or district; native, indigenous. Usually applied to the 

native speech of a populace, in contrast to another or others acquired for commercial, social, or educative 

purposes….” 


