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INTRODUCTION TO
DANTE’S
PURGATORIO: THE
MOUNTAIN OF
HOPE

Dante  Alighieri’s  The
Divine Comedy  is  one
of the most celebrated
w o r k s  o f  w o r l d
literature,  a three-part
epic  that  traces  the
poet’s journey through
the afterlife. While the
Inferno  captures  the
horror  of  hell  and the
Paradiso  the  bliss  of
heaven,  the  middle
canticle—Purgatorio
—is  often  the  most
relatable  and  hopeful.

This  Divine  Comedy
Purgatorio summary
will guide you through
the structure,  themes,
and key events of this
second  book,  showing
how Dante  transforms
the  medieval  concept
of  purgatory  into  a
vivid  landscape  of
mora l  g rowth  and
redemption.  Whether
you  are  a  student,  a
literature enthusiast, or
a  cur ious  reader ,
understanding  the
Purgatorio  is  essential
to appreciating Dante’s
full vision.
F a r  f r o m  b e i n g  a
dreary  waiting  room,
the Purgatorio of Dante
is  a  magnificent
m o u n t a i n  o n  t h e
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opposite  side  of  the
world  from  Jerusalem.
Souls ascend its seven
t e r r a c e s ,  e a c h
corresponding  to  one
of  the  seven  deadly
sins,  shedding  their
earthly  attachments
through  suffering  and
prayer.  The journey is
not  about  punishment
but  about  purification,
gu ided  by  reason
(Virgil)  and  eventually
by  divine  revelation
(Beatrice).  Below,  we
b r e a k  d o w n  t h e
canticle  into  its  major
sections,  offering  a
c l e a r  a n d
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
summary of Dante’s
Purgatorio.

UNDERSTANDING
PURGATORIO IN
THE DIVINE
COMEDY

Before  diving  into  the
P u r g a t o r i o
summary,  it  helps  to
understand its place in

the overall structure of
the  Divine  Comedy.
T h e  p o e m  i s  a n
allegory  of  the  soul’s
journey toward God. In
the  Inferno,  Dante
descends through nine
c i r c l e s  o f  h e l l ,
w i t n e s s i n g  t h e
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
unrepented sin. In the
Purgatorio, he ascends
a  mounta in  where
s o u l s  w h o  h a v e
repented before death
undergo  temporary
purification.  Finally,  in
the  Paradiso,  he  rises
through the spheres of
heaven  to  behold  the
Divine Light.
T h e  P u r g a t o r i o
contains  33  cantos
(plus  an  introductory
canto, making 34 total,
b a l a n c i n g  t h e  3 4
cantos of the Inferno).
It  opens  with  Dante
emerging from hell on
Easter  morning,  a
symbol of  resurrection
and new life. The entire
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journey  takes  place
o v e r  t h r e e  d a y s ,
emphasizing the theme
of time, patience, and
hope.  Unl ike  he l l ,
w h e r e  s o u l s  a r e
eternally  fixed,
purgatory  is  dynamic:
the  souls  progress
upward,  learning  and
changing.

The
Structure
of Mount
Purgatory
Mount  Purgatory  is
divided into three main
parts:

Ante-Purgatory
(Cantos I–IX):
The lower slopes,
where souls who
delayed their
repentance wait
before beginning

their climb.
These include
the
excommunicated
, the lazy, the
unabsolved, and
those who died
violent deaths
without last rites.
The Seven
Terraces
(Cantos
X–XXVII): Each
terrace purges
one of the seven
deadly sins:
Pride, Envy,
Wrath, Sloth,
Avarice,
Gluttony, and
Lust. The souls
perform
corrective
exercises—often
by reciting
prayers,
enduring
examples of the
virtue opposite
their sin, and
suffering physical
penalties that



4

4 The Divine Comedy Purgatorio
Summary

2023-04-07

mirror their
former vice.
The Earthly
Paradise
(Cantos
XXVIII–XXXIII):
The summit of
the mountain,
the Garden of
Eden, where
Dante is reunited
with Beatrice.
Here he
undergoes a final
purification of
memory and will
before ascending
to heaven.

This  geography  is  not
arbitrary;  each  level
represents  a  step  in
the soul’s reordering of
love.  Dante  believed
t h a t  a l l  s i n  i s  a
m i s d i r e c t i o n  o f
love—either loving the
wrong  things,  loving
good things too much,
or  loving  too  l ittle.
Purification  realigns
love  toward  God.

THE ROLE OF
VIRGIL AND
BEATRICE IN
PURGATORIO

In the Divine Comedy
P u r g a t o r i o
summary,  the  guides
are  centra l  to  the
narrative.  Virgil,  the
R o m a n  p o e t
representing  human
reason,  leads  Dante
from the shores of the
island (Ante-Purgatory)
up  through  the  seven
terraces.  He  explains
t h e  t h e o l o g y  o f
purgatory,  answers
Dante’s questions, and
offers  comfort.
However,  Virgil  is  a
pagan,  so  he  cannot
ente r  the  Ear th ly
Paradise. His role ends
at  the  threshold  of
Eden.
Beatrice ,  Dante’s
ideal ized  love  and
s y m b o l  o f  d i v i n e
revelation,  appears  in
the  Earthly  Paradise.
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She  takes  over  as
guide,  rebuking  Dante
for  his  past  sins  and
then  l ead ing  h im
toward  the  heavens.
H e r  p r e s e n c e
transforms the journey
from  philosophical
inquiry  into  mystical
union.  The  shift  from
Virgil to Beatrice marks
the  transition  from
reason  to  faith.

A DETAILED
CANTO-BY-CANTO
SUMMARY OF
PURGATORIO

Because  the  poem  is
long,  many  readers
a p p r e c i a t e  a
c o n d e n s e d  b u t
thorough  Purgatorio
s u m m a r y  t h a t
captures  the  essential
moments.  Below  we
group  the  cantos  by
t h e  t h r e e  m a j o r
divisions.

Ante-
Purgatory
: Cantos
I–IX
Canto  I:  Dante  and
Virgil emerge from hell
on the shore of Mount
Purgatory,  just  before
dawn.  Virgil  washes
Dante’s face with dew
to  c lean  away  the
grime  of  hel l ,  then
g i r d s  h i m  w i t h  a
reed—a  symbol  o f
humility. They are met
by  Cato  of  Utica,  the
g u a r d i a n  o f  t h e
m o u n t a i n ,  w h o
instructs them on how
to climb.
Cantos  II–III:  As  the
s u n  r i s e s ,  a  b o a t
arrives  carrying  souls
ferried  by  an  angel.
Among them is Dante’s
friend  Casella,  who
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sings a beautiful  song
but  is  interrupted  by
Cato,  reminding  them
that purgation requires
urgency.  Virgil  and
Dante  then  c l imb
toward  the  first  gate,
encountering  souls
w h o  w e r e
excommunicated  but
repented  at  the  last
moment.
Cantos  IV–VI:  The
poets  climb  a  difficult
rock face. Dante meets
Belacqua,  a  soul  who
delayed  repentance
out  of  laziness  and
must wait many years.
Virgi l  explains  the
nature of love and how
it  can be misdirected.
Dante encounters souls
who died violently and
repent  only  in  their
final  moments.
Cantos  VII–IX:  Dante
and  Virgil  enter  the
Valley  of  the  Rulers,
where negligent rulers
wait. They meet figures
l i k e  R u d o l p h  o f

Habsburg  and  John
Lackland.  At  nightfall,
two  angels  guard  the
val ley.  Dante  fal ls
asleep  and dreams of
being  carried  by  an
eagle  to  the  fire  of
Purgatory’s  gate.  He
wakes  to  find  himself
at  the  gate  i tse l f ,
w h e r e  a n  a n g e l
inscribes seven P’s (for
peccata,  sins)  on  his
forehead.  The  gate
o p e n s  w i t h  a
thunderous  sound.

The
Seven
Terraces:
Cantos
X–XXVII
Each terrace follows a
similar  pattern:  Dante
observes  the  souls
pe r f o rm ing  the i r
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p e n a n c e ,  h e a r s
examples of the virtue
and  the  vice  (often
shouted or depicted in
carvings  or  visions),
a n d  t h e n  m o v e s
upward  as  an  angel
removes one of the P’s
from his forehead.
First  Terrace:  Pride
(Cantos X–XII).  Souls
carry  massive  stones
on their backs, forcing
them  to  stoop.  They
meditate  on  artistic
reliefs  of  humility  and
hear examples of pride
punished. Dante meets
O m b e r t o
Aldobrandeschi  and
the  proud  pa inter
Oderisi of Gubbio, who
teaches him about the
vanity of worldly fame.
An angel removes the
first  P  and  recites  the
Beatitude “Blessed are
the poor in spirit.”
Second  Terrace:
E n v y  ( C a n t o s
XIII–XIV).  Souls  wear
coarse  hair  and  have

their  eyes  sewn  shut
with  iron  wire.  They
hear  examples  o f
generosity and of envy
punished. Dante meets
Sapia  of  Siena,  who
was glad when others
lost battles. The angel
removes the second P,
saying  “Blessed  are
they  who  mourn.”
Third Terrace: Wrath
(Cantos  XV–XVII).
Souls  walk  through
clouds of acrid smoke,
s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e
bl inding  nature  of
anger. They experience
visions  of  meekness
(e.g.,  Mary’s  patience)
and of wrath punished.
Virgi l  g ives  a  long
d i s c o u r s e  o n  t h e
nature of love and free
w i l l .  T h e  a n g e l
removes the third P.
Fourth  Terrace:
S l o t h  ( C a n t o s
XVIII–XIX).  Souls  run
ceaselessly, crying out
examp les  o f  zea l
(Mary,  Caesar)  and  of
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the  s loth  that  lost
t h e m .  D a n t e
encounters  the  abbot
o f  S a n  Z e n o  a n d
discusses the nature of
sloth  as  insufficient
love of good. The angel
removes the fourth P.
F i f t h  T e r r a c e :
Avar ice  (Cantos
XX–XXII).  Souls  lie
f a c e  d o w n  o n  t h e
ground,  weeping  for
their  attachment  to
wealth.  They  sing  the
p s a l m  “ A d h a e s i t
pavimento anima mea”
(My soul  clings to the
dust).  Dante  meets
Pope  Adr ian  V  and
H u g h  C a p e t ,  w h o
denounces  nob le
g r e e d .  A n
earthquake—a  sign  of
a  soul’s  completed
purification—shakes
the  mountain.  The
angel removes the fifth
P.
S i x t h  T e r r a c e :
Gluttony  (Cantos
XXIII–XXV).  Souls  are

gaunt  and  famished,
walk ing  under  the
branches of a fruit tree
that  they  can  never
reach. They are purged
by  hunger  and  thirst.
Dante meets his friend
Forese  Donati,  who
exp la ins  tha t  the
a b s t i n e n c e  i s  a
corrective. Statius, the
Roman  poet,  jo ins
V i rg i l  and  Dante ,
revealing that  he is  a
Christian.  The  angel
removes  the  sixth  P.
Seventh  Terrace:
L u s t  ( C a n t o s
XXVI–XXVII).  Souls
walk through a wall of
fire, burning away their
disordered  sexual
des i res .  Dante  i s
terrified  but  Virgil
encourages  him  with
talk  of  Beatrice.  They
pass  through  the  fire,
and  as  night  fa l ls ,
Dan te  s l eeps .  He
dreams  of  Leah  and
Rachel, symbols of the
a c t i v e  a n d
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contemplative  life.  At
dawn, the angel of the
terrace  removes  the
final  P,  and  Virgil
declares  Dante’s  will
f ree,  upr ight ,  and
whole.  He  can  now
guide  himself.

The
Earthly
Paradise:
Cantos
XXVIII–XX
XIII
Cantos  XXVIII–XXIX:
Dante  en te r s  t he
Garden of Eden, a lush
f o r e s t .  H e  m e e t s
Matelda,  a  beautiful
woman  who  explains
the  na tu re  o f  t he
earthly  paradise.  She
l e a d s  h i m  t o  a

procession:  seven
candlesticks,  twenty-
f o u r  e l d e r s ,  f o u r
winged  creatures,  a
gryphon  pu l l ing  a
chariot,  and  seven
more ladies.  This  is  a
vision  of  the  Church
and Revelation.
Canto  XXX:  Beatrice
descends  from  the
chariot,  crowned  with
olive and veiled. Virgil
disappears.  Beatrice
a d d r e s s e s  D a n t e
sternly,  rebuking  him
for  his  sins  after  her
death—his  wandering
from  virtue.  Dante  is
overwhelmed  with
shame  and  grief.
Canto  XXXI:  Dante
confesses  his  sins,
confesses his guilt, and
Matelda draws him into
the  river  Lethe  (the
river of forgetfulness of
past  s in) .  He  then
drinks  from  the  river
Eunoe,  which  restores
memor ies  of  good
deeds.
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Cantos XXXII–XXXIII:
A  series  of  allegorical
events  unfolds:  the
chariot is attacked, the
tree  of  knowledge  is
despoiled, and a whore
and  g iant  appear ,
s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e
cor rup t ion  o f  the
Church .  Bea t r i ce
fo re te l l s  a  fu ture
r e d e m p t i o n .  T h e
cantic le  ends  with
Dante  purified  and
ready to ascend to the
stars,  beginning  the
Paradiso.

KEY THEMES IN
THE PURGATORIO

This  Divine  Comedy
Purgatorio summary
would  be  incomplete
without  exploring  the
major  themes  that
make  this  canticle  so
profound.

The
Nature of
Sin and
Purificatio
n
Unlike hell, where sin is
eternally  fixed,
purgatory is a place of
h e a l i n g .  T h e
punishments  are  not
vengeful;  they  are
therapeutic.  Dante’s
classification  of  sins
a c c o r d i n g  t o
l o v e — p r i d e  i s
excessive love of  self,
envy is love of others’
downfall, wrath is love
of  revenge,  sloth  is
defective love of good,
avarice  is  excessive
love  of  possessions,
gluttony  is  excessive
love  of  food,  lust  is
excess ive  love  o f
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physical pleasure—sh


