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THE PURIFICATION 
OF THE SOUL 

IN THE SYMBOLISM OF 
DANTE’S POEM
Translation by Gordon Leonard Symons

Many know the Divine Comedy, but few understand 
its most intimate and profound meanings; thus, while 
many study it and admire it as the greatest literary 
work written in our language, few appreciate it as a real 
‘sacred poem’, as a wonderful description and guide for 
the inner life and spiritual development.
It, like all writings and words that attempt to express 
the inexpressible, is allegorical and symbolic, and 
each symbol is complex and multiple, that is, it has 
various meanings on different levels and to discover 
each meaning it is necessary to have the corresponding 
‘key’. Thus, as is well known, the Divine Comedy has a 
historical and political significance, and to understand it 
well it is necessary to have the ‘key’, that is to know the 
political conditions of Italy, or rather of Europe, at the 
time of Dante, to know his opinions and political ideals 
and the actions he carried out during his life.

The same goes for the spiritual significance of Dante’s 
symbols. You need to have the ‘key’ and with this you 
can cross the threshold of appearances and forms and 
discover the great symbolic truths. We will try to do it 
for that which concerns our theme. The part that interests 
us is found at the beginning of the Divine Poem.

Dante, “in the middle of our life’s journey”, finds 
himself, without knowing how, “in a wild, harsh and 
thick forest”; but he finds a good in it. In fact, wandering 
in that forest he reaches the foot of a hill; then he looks 
up and sees that it is illuminated by the sun.
In this simple allegory, everything concerning the 
first stages of spiritual development is symbolized in 

quick synthesis. The wilderness represents not only 
- as commentators generally say - the harsh life of 
ordinary man, but also and above all the special state 
of discomfort, acute suffering, internal darkness that 
usually precedes the awakening of the soul. This stage 
corresponds, much more than the life of ordinary man, 
to what Dante says about the forest, namely that the 
mere memory of it filled him with fear “so bitter is it 
that any more is death”. The sequel confirms it even 
better; in fact, the discovery of the hill illuminated by 
the Sun and the elevation of the gaze clearly indicate the 
decisive moment in the awakening of the soul. Then the 
fear subsides “in the lake of the heart” and, after a little 
rest, he begins to climb the slopes of the hill.

This clearly symbolizes the phase that follows the 
awakening of the soul. Whoever has had a first glimpse 
of the dazzling Light of the Spirit, who has experienced, 
even for an instant, the great peace and bliss of the 
‘awakened’ one, naturally feels an intense aspiration 
arise in his soul to receive more and more Light, to 
always live in those serene and blissful spheres. He 
therefore tries to climb without fail to the dazzling peak 
of light and, in the enthusiasm of the first revelation, he 
believes he can advance straight and confident.
But alas, difficulties and dangers soon begin. “And here, 
almost at the beginning of the steepness”, Dante tells us, 
we meet a beast that blocks the path:
“And it would not move from before my face,
on the contrary, my journey took a long time,
that I was to return many times over “.
In this first beast, “in the light and very lithesome 
loin”, the attractions and temptations of the senses are 
symbolized above all.

In the moment of enlightenment, of joyful exaltation, 
the soul no longer felt such attractions; it seemed to her 
that all illusions had vanished, that all earthly bonds 
were broken. But it was not like that: the Soul realizes, 
with painful surprise, that the lower nature was only 
momentarily dormant and paralyzed, not killed; it soon 
awakens and rebels violently, placing itself in front of 
the soul and blocking its path.
This phase is admirably indicated by another clear 
symbol, in the 21st stanza of Part I of the Light on the 
Path. The discomfort that precedes the awakening of 
the soul is called the ‘storm’; awakening is called ‘the 
blossoming of the flower’; the peace that follows in 
which all the voices of the lower nature are silent, is 
indicated by ‘silence’. And also, the Light on the Path 
warns that such silence is only temporary, since only for 
an interval can nature stop.
The awakened soul, however, does not allow itself to be 
overcome by the attractions of the senses; but, supported 
by her aspiration, elevated and encouraged by various signs 
and indications, by internal and external aids, she hopes to 
triumph. This is expressed by Dante in the verses:
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“Yes, it was a good reason for me to hope
the jet black skin of that fair creature
the time of day and the sweet season “.

But soon new and more serious obstacles appear before 
the soul and arouse in it new and stronger apprehensions.

“But not sure that it was fear had given me
the sight of a lion that appeared to me “.

The lion symbolizes one of our worst internal enemies: 
spiritual pride, which invades man so easily when 
he discovers in himself new forces, new powers, and 
glimpses the wonderful possibilities of development 
that lie ahead. But with this he develops that sense of 
separation which is the true antithesis of spirituality and 
therefore he places a great barrier in his path.
But that’s not enough: the lion is joined by the she-wolf, 
“who seemed full of all cravings”. It represents the very 
principle of separateness, of selfishness, from which all 
cravings originate; it is what the Orientals call ‘tanta’ or 
thirst for life, the root of the desires of the individual soul.
Victory over this enemy cannot be achieved in the early 
stages of spiritual development. As the Light on the Path 
sternly admonishes in the 17th rule of Part II:
“The great and difficult victory, the subjugation of the 
desires of the individual soul, is a work of centuries; 
so, don’t expect to get the reward until centuries of 
experience have been accumulated. When the time 
has come to learn the seventeenth rule, man is on the 
threshold of becoming more than man “.
It is therefore not surprising that the ‘she-wolf’ not only 
blocks Dante’s ascending path, like the other beasts, but 
also pushes him down there “where the sun is silent”. 
While he is in this grave danger, Virgil appears to him and 
he immediately invokes him humbly, asking him for help.
Thus, man, after having suffered his first bitter defeats, 
loses his boldness and his presumption, recognizes his 
own weakness and helplessness, acquires true humility, 
and thus puts himself in a position to be helped. And as 
soon as he has done this, help comes.
This is a great and consoling law of the life of the 
spirit, which we often forget in moments of doubt and 
discouragement and which instead we should always 

remember. Superior help is always ready: it is never 
denied; only within us are the obstacles that keep it 
away. We don’t know, we don’t want to ask for it in the 
proper way.
But what does this help really consist of? And where 
does it come from? So, let’s see who Virgil is. It is said 
that he personifies reason. This explanation is not wrong, 
but it is insufficient without comment, to illuminate the 
true nature and the various functions of the principle 
symbolized. This principle could more accurately be 
defined as ‘spiritual discernment’, what Indians call 
“viveka”, that is, the power that human reason has, 
when it is not veiled and misled by personal passions 
and feelings, to recognize the right way to proceed, to 
follow, as well as to guide the personality along this 
path, encouraging it and helping it to avoid dangers.
But who moves and inspires this power? Dante’s answer 
is very profound, one that deserves lengthy comments. 
The first push for help comes from the sublime spheres 
of Paradise, from a generous woman who takes pity on 
Dante. She symbolizes the mysterious divine principle 
of compassion, which brings about grace, the light of 
the soul, personified by Dante in Lucia; grace in turn 
arouses divine wisdom represented by Beatrice:

“How now, how now, Beatrice, God’s true praise!
No help for him who once thy liegeman was,
Quitting the common herd to win thy grace?”
(translation by Dorothy Sayers, Penguin Classics)

From this we learn that Dante had intensely aspired to 
obtain divine wisdom, that is, that the soul had resolutely 
and seriously tried to walk the path of the spirit; and 
this makes it possible for her to receive superior help. 
But divine wisdom does not yet manifest itself directly 
to him: man, still impure, not regenerated, wrapped in 
the dense veils of matter, cannot directly contemplate 
the supreme truths. Thus, Beatrice sends Virgil: Divine 
Wisdom arouses and inspires the power of knowledge 
already inherent in normal man. It is this power of 
knowledge, of discernment, which will have to guide 
Dante’s soul in the first part of his pilgrimage, the long 
painful path of purification and atonement, through the 
realms of his lower nature.
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But before describing the various stages of this 
pilgrimage, before indicating the methods of moral 
purifications, we must pause to discuss and resolve an 
important preliminary question.
There are in fact various schools which affirm, some 
openly and explicitly, others more or less covertly and 
more in practice than in theory, that moral purification 
is not necessary, that one can very well have great 
revelations without the need for that painful and 
ungrateful work. This doctrine is certainly very 
convenient for our selfishness and our laziness, but it 
is equally false and dangerous under its so tempting 
appearances. It is therefore necessary to clarify the ideas 
on this point, especially since the arguments put forward 
by the schools that I will call ‘immoralist’, are specious 
and could deceive inexperienced and unwary minds.
Good and evil are relative, the ‘immoralists’ say; the same 
act can be good in one sense and bad in another. The spirit 
is above these human distinctions, for it, everything is 
the same and justifies all morality, others say even more 
explicitly, it is a social product, it is made up of a series 
of traditional norms that ordinary men accept without 
criticism; but the initiate, the superman, can free himself 
from those hindrances, he has such great tasks that he is 
allowed to do what others cannot or dare not do, that he 
can use means forbidden to mere mortals.

But those who do not allow themselves to be dazzled 
by these tantalizing assertions can easily discover their 
fundamental falsehood. These sophisms are based 
primarily on a confusion between the great moral 
principles of a universal character and the particular 
imperfect applications that men have made of them at 
various times and in various places. Concrete moral 
norms, codes and moral ‘etiquette’ are, it is true, 
relative and sometimes contradictory, but this in no 
way diminishes the validity of the great laws of moral 
life, which are just as safe and rigorous as those of 
physical nature. Since in both cases it is basically the 
manifestation of the great Law of Causality, of Karma. 
Thanks to it, every effect not only necessarily derives 
from its cause, but is already implicit in the cause itself.
Thus, the man who commits an evil deed is not punished 
because he breaks a human law, nor because he has 

offended a personal God, in short, he is not punished for 
his bad deed, but directly by his evil deed. The first and 
most important effect of an act is the one it immediately 
has on the soul of the person who performed it; a good 
act elevates and ennobles, in an almost automatic way, 
whoever did it, while a bad act degrades its author. This is 
a law in which justice and necessity are evident, and there 
is no sophistry or acrobatic argument that can shake it.

As for the other argument put forward by the ‘immoralists’, 
it is also based on a confusion of ideas. It is true that 
the pure spirit, or more precisely the Absolute, the Non-
Manifest, is, in its essence, without attributes, therefore, 
among other things, above good and evil, but with the first 
thrill of cosmic manifestation the eternal ONE became 
the Two, that is polarity has appeared, the infinite series 
of opposites and between them good and evil. Now, who 
can claim to be pure Spirit and therefore superior to good 
and evil? Everyone sees the enormity of this presumption.
Quite different are the teachings that all the schools of 
the East and the West hold in agreement, which tend 
to develop true and pure spirituality. They tell us that 
every passion and every selfish desire is, for those who 
want to climb, like a lead ball tied to a foot, a state of 
slavery to inferior forces and entities; they teach us that 
every manifestation, even the most hidden and subtle, 
of selfishness, is by its very nature separative, while 
spiritual development consists instead in the gradual 
and subsequent overcoming of all separateness, in 
the harmonization of the various antithetical elements 
in synthesis higher, as a necessary preparation for 
conscious union with the Universal Principle, for the 
realization of Unity on all planes and in all aspects.

The same conclusion is also reached by examining the 
question from the point of view of the ‘powers’ that 
are the natural result of the various stages of spiritual 
progress. Great are the difficulties, dangers and 
responsibilities associated with the achievement and use 
of those ‘powers’, in order to master and use the great 
forces of the Universe (‘macrocosm’) in a wise and 
beneficial way. Well, how can we presume to do it if we 
are still slaves to the small forces of the ‘microcosm’, to 
the petty passions of our little personality?
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In conclusion, obedience to moral principles, far from 
limiting us and delaying our progress, is the only thing 
that makes us truly free, and all immorality, amoralism 
and supermoralism, however cloaked in apparent 
freedom, actually make us slaves; the more we are 
deluded and unaware of our chains.
There are countless others, severe warnings in this sense 
dictated by those who truly know, for having reached the 
sublime peaks to which we look, full of acute nostalgia 
and ardent aspiration from the bottom of the valley. 
From Buddha to Jesus, from the unknown wise authors 
of the Upaniṣads to the great Christian mystics, every 
awakened soul affirms to us that he has achieved victory 
through the purification of the personality with the 
elimination of selfishness.
From all this it follows that those who advance on the 
path of the spirit must not only observe the great ethical 
principles of humanity, but must indeed have a purer, 
more severe morality, more conscious than that of the 
ordinary man.

As his knowledge of the existence of the laws 
of the higher spheres increases, he assumes new 
responsibilities and new duties. For example, when 
he learned that thoughts, feelings, statements of the 
will are not abstractions, but living forces, powerful 
realities, which are our own creations, he becomes more 
responsible for the use of those inner forces than those 
who ignore all this. For him, errors and faults of thought 
and intention become just as serious as those committed 
externally.

Therefore, what the Author of the Imitation of Christ 
said in a lapidary phrase is very true:
“the more and better a man is, the more severely, lest he 
live devoutly.”
This unavoidable need for purification is the key to 
understanding the true reason for the long pilgrimage to 
the internal worlds that make up the plot of Dante’s poem.
Virgil, the reason and the power of spiritual discrimination 
inherent in man, recognized that man who is still impure 
cannot face and overcome the beasts and climb directly 
to the radiant summit; therefore, to the request for help, 
which Dante addresses to him, he says:

“It is better for you to take another journey”
he replied, when he saw me weeping,
if you want to camp in this wild place .... “

And he proposes to go with him to travel the abyss of 
darkness and atonement, then to climb the mountain of 
purification. Virgil promises him that, after that, he will 
be allowed to ascend, under a higher guidance to the 
coveted spheres of Light.
Then he sets out resolutely and no longer hesitates 
behind his sagacious guide.

As little flowers, which all the frosty night
Hung pinched and drooping, lift their stalks and fan 
Their blossoms out,touched by the warm white light,

So did my fainting powers; and therewith ran
Such good, strong courage about my heart
That I spoke boldly out like a free man:

“Oh, blessed she that stooped to take my part!
O courteous thou, to obey her true-discerning
Speech, and thus promptly to my rescue start!
Fired by thy words, my spirit now is burning
So to go on, and see this venture through.
I find my former stout resolve returning.

Forward! Henceforth there’s but one will for two,
Thou master, and thou leader, and thou lord.”
I spoke; he moved; so, setting out anew,
I entered on that savage path forward.
(Translation by Dorothy Sayers, Penguin Classics)

In these first two cantos of the divine poem Dante 
represents the human soul at the beginning of the spiritual 
path; that is, it represents each of us. Each of us is given, 
if we really want it, to walk the path he walked, to follow 
him along the various stages of his pilgrimage, to climb 
with him to the sublime spheres of Light and Love.

William Esposito, Maria Teresa Pietrobono


