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Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 

mi ritrovai per una selva oscura 

ché la diritta via era smarrita. 

Ahi quanto a dir qual era è cosa dura 

esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte 

che nel pensier rinova la paura! 

Tant’è amara che poco è più morte; 

ma per trattar del ben ch’i’ vi trovai, 

dirò de l’altre cose ch’i’ v’ho scorte. 

Io non so ben ridir com’i’ v’intrai, 

tant’era pien di sonno a quel punto 

che la verace via abbandonai. 

(Inferno I.1-13) 

Midway in the journey of our life 

I came to myself in a dark wood, 

for the straight way was lost. 

Ah, how hard it is to tell 

the nature of that wood, savage, dense and harsh                 

— 

the very thought of it renews my fear! 

It is so bitter death is hardly more so. 

But to set forth the good I found 

I will recount the other things I saw. 

How I came there I cannot really tell, 

I was so full of sleep 

when I forsook the one true way. 

(Inferno I.1-13) 

 
 

 
 
Perdition—bitterness—wilderness. Dante begins his poem by telling us that he was lost in 

a dark wood.  Immediately, this wood is a familiar place. Perdition, bitterness, and 

wilderness is the terrain that threatens me at every turn of my existence. It seems as if 

every step I advance in my life is precarious because I know that it holds the promise of 

going to a place from which there is no way out.  Dante, however, speaks in the past tense; 

he has found a way out of this dark wood. Not only that, but he has emerged with the 

possession of some good (line 8). The aim of this paper is to attempt to discover the way 

out.   

From these lines, we know about the condition in which he was lost: he was full of 

sleep (tan-era pien di sonno).We also know what he lost: the true way (la verace via 

abbandonai). My intuition tells me that just as the way to paradise is through the depths of 

hell, the way out of perdition is found in the depths of sleep— dreams. Dreams have, after 
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all, been an integral part of my life. They have at times revealed important emotions that 

would have otherwise remained hidden. Other times, examining recurring dreams has 

helped me make major life decisions. Most importantly, I feel that dreaming has a powerful 

relationship with my poetic creativity: the more I think about my dreams, the better I write 

and understand poetry.  

Dreams also seem to play an important role in Dante’s journey.  Not only does the 

Commedia itself seem dreamlike, but we get explicit talk of and about dreams throughout 

his verses. Starting in  Inf. Canto XXVI,  Dante says: “..but if as morning nears we dream 

the truth (Ma se presso al mattin del ver si sogna)”. The context of this line is the apostrophe 

to Florence, but let us only use it to affirm that he believes morning dreams contain truth. 

What truth do they contain? How do we get to that truth? What is the relationship 

between the truth of morning dreams and the true way (verace via)? 

To answer these questions, we will look at Dante’s three dreams in the Purgatorio 

(IX 10-33, XIX 1-33, and XXVII  92-99).  Since I have framed the search within the context 

of the perdition of both my and Dante’s lives, I will look for an analytical path from the 

drama of the dreams to the narrative of poem and from the narrative of the poem to poetry 

itself (and therefore to our lives).  

I. First Dream: The Eagle (Purgatorio IX 10 - 33) 
 

Ne l’ora che comincia i tristi lai   

la rondinella presso a la mattina, 

forse a memoria de’ suo’ primi guai, 
 
 

At the hour near the verge of morning,   

when the swallow begins her plaintive song, 

remembering, perhaps, her woes of long ago, 
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 Dante begins to dream at dawn, the time of day when he believes we dream the 

truth. It is also the time of day when the swallow sings of memories from long ago (a 

memoria de’ suo’ primi guai’).  How can a swallow, a small bird with an equally small 

lifespan, be singing of ancient woes (as the words “primi guai” and our translation “of long 

ago” seem to imply)? Perhaps the bird’s song is the one connected to the distant past. This 

makes sense if we imagine the swallow singing an old melody about the woes of swallows. 

The little bird’s song, like any ancient song,  speaks of the past in the present, allowing the 

bird’s memory to transcend the limits of its lived experience. An analogous phenomenon 

occurs in my dreams. Not only do I often dream of past events as if they were in the 

present, but whenever my dreams include historical events and characters, as they 

sometimes do, I too transcend the limits of my experience.  We may begin by opening as a 

question whether  Dante is transcending his limits by seeing how his dreams break the 

temporal continuity we have when we are awake. 

e che la mente nostra, peregrina   

più da la carne e men da’ pensier presa, 

a le sue visïon quasi è divina, 

and when our mind, more pilgrim   

from the flesh and less caught up in thoughts, 

is more prophetic in its visions, 

 

This tercet reveals the most about why dreams are included in the poem. Dreams 

do two main things: make the body a pilgrim far from the flesh (peregrina piu de la carne) 

and momentarily free the mind from the shackles of thoughts (men da pensier presa). Doing 

this, we are told, causes one’s vision to become almost divine (vision quasi e divina). This 

description entices me to return to the formulation of the problem back in the first canto 

of Inferno. Like we had already mentioned, Dante lost the true path in a dark wood. Since 
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darkness impedes vision, we zoom in on his problem: lack of vision arises when man is tied 

up in flesh and bound up in thoughts. Since morning dreams make our vision divine, it 

seems that the true way must in some way be related to the conditions under which we 

have these dreams. We must continue examining this particular dream to find out what 

this means. 

in sogno mi parea veder sospesa   

un’aguglia nel ciel con penne d’oro,   

con l’ali aperte e a calare intesa; 

ed esser mi parea là dove fuoro 

abbandonati i suoi da Ganimede, 

quando fu ratto al sommo consistoro. 

Fra me pensava: “Forse questa fiede   

pur qui per uso, e forse d’altro loco 

disdegna di portarne suso in piede.” 

in a dream I seemed to see an eagle,   

with golden feathers, hovering in the sky,   

his wings spread wide, ready to swoop. 

And to me it seemed I was in the very place   

where Ganymede abandoned his own kind 

when he was caught up to the highest council. 

And I pondered:—‘Perhaps it is its habit   

to strike only here, disdaining to pluck 

from elsewhere any in its talons. 

 

  Throughout the narrative of the dream, I notice that there is no experiential 

distinction between mythological and non-mythological elements. In other words, there is 

no suggestion that Dante (in his dream) recognizes the golden eagle as fantastical or 

Ganymede as mythological.  

This situation seems true in my dreams as well and, I presume, also in the dreams of 

others. I have often dreamed of fictional, mythological characters and events but have only 

realized their mythological existence upon waking. During the dream, these elements are 

just as “real” as my actual family, friends, and places.  In my dreams, all of these elements 

form one experiential whole; whereas when I wake, I tend to separate the mythological 

from objective reality. I phrase it thus to introduce a possibility of what it could mean to be 

“shackled to thoughts” (piu de la mente) from line 17,viz; that the distinction we often 
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make in our waking life between objective reality and the mythological —distinction that 

is, in my opinion, endemic to a lot of philosophic and scientific ways of thought— is what 

stops us from divine vision. Perhaps there is something divine in the experiential 

unification of fantasy, myth, and objective reality when perceiving the world. This 

unification is the de facto condition of Dante as he has this morning dream. 

Poi mi parea che, poi rotata un poco,   

terribil come folgor discendesse, 

e me rapisse suso infino al foco. 

Ivi parea che ella e io ardesse;   

e sì lo ’ncendio imaginato cosse, 

che convenne che ’l sonno si rompesse 

Then it seemed to me that after wheeling 

awhile   

it plunged down terrible as lightning, 

and carried me straight to the sphere of fire. 

There it seemed that it and I were both aflame,   

and the imagined burning was so hot 

my sleep was broken and gave way. 

 

In the dream, the golden eagle carries Dante with his talons and places him in fire, 

illuminating his senses so much that he is roused out of sleep. This episode is prophetic of 

Dante’s forthcoming journey through the mount of Purgatory and spheres of Paradiso. 

After all,  he will encounter at least three eagles, each playing a progressively more 

important role (footnote where) and overwhelmingly illuminating his senses. To 

understand this overwhelming illumination, I turn to the last of the three eagle encounters 

found in Paradiso XXIX.  

In this canto, the angelic eagle gives Dante an account of the existence and 

understanding of angels.  Speaking of their understanding, the eagle explains that their 

“vision was exalted with illuminating grace (le viste lor furo esaltate con grazia 

illuminante)” (Par. XXIX.62-63). Since the eagle reminds us that illumination is 

synonymous with understanding, we can see that the dream is prophesying Dante’s 
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understanding of the divine that we see in Paradiso. A few lines later, after implying that 

the “schools on earth”  produce false teachings about the angels,  the eagle says that he will 

explain how “the truth is made unclear down there by such equivocation in its teaching” , 

adding that “down there (earth), when you philosophize,  you fail to follow one true path, 

so does the love of appearances preoccupy your mind and carry you away (Voi non andate 

gui per un sentiero filosofando, tanto vi trasporta l’amor de l’apparenza e l’suo pensiero) 

(Par XXIX.85-88)”. These lines add to our account of what it might mean to be bound with 

chains of thought (Pur IX.17). Not only does our waking mind fail to unify fantasy, myth, 

and nature; but it also loves appearances and indulges them by means of philosophy, 

steering man away from the true path. I do not take these sentences to be an injunction 

against all philosophizing (as we know, the Commedia reveres, to differing degrees, 

Aristotle, Aquinas and other great philosophers), but only the philosophical rumination 

that proceeds from the love of appearances.  

 
II. Second Dream: The Siren (Purgatorio XIX 1-33)  
 
 

Ne l’ora che non può ’l calor dïurno   

intepidar più ’l freddo de la luna, 

vinto da terra, e talor da Saturno 

—quando i geomanti lor Maggior Fortuna   

veggiono in orïente, innanzi a l’alba, 

At that hour when the heat of day,   

cooled by earth and at times by Saturn, 

can no longer temper the cold of the moon, 

when geomancers see their Fortuna Major   

rise in the east before the dawn, 

 
In the beginning of this second dream, not only does Dante once again place us in 

the morning, but he tells us that at this time of day geomancers look at the constellations 

of the sky for their divinations. I wonder if Dante means to draw an analogy between 

geomancers looking at the night sky and us looking at his morning dreams for truth. If this 
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is the case, I notice that, interpreting the stars requires a phenomenal unification of the 

mythological and the objective similar to the one we have when we dream (since, for 

geomancers,  constellations are not merely amalgamations of stars but mythological 

manifestations of the divine from which they must interpret meaning). Thus, the analogy 

tells us that we need interpretation to understand the truth in dreams. In other words, it is 

not enough to have dreams; we must interpret them just like geomances interpret the 

constellations.  

surger per via che poco le sta bruna—, 

mi venne in sogno una femmina balba,   

ne li occhi guercia, e sovra i piè distorta, 

con le man monche, e di colore scialba. 

Io la mirava; e come ’l sol conforta   

le fredde membra che la notte aggrava, 

così lo sguardo mio le facea scorta 

la lingua, e poscia tutta la drizzava 

in poco d’ora, e lo smarrito volto, 

com’ amor vuol, così le colorava. 

there came to me a woman, in a dream,   

stammering, cross-eyed, splayfooted, 

with crippled hands and sickly pale 

complexion. 

I looked at her, and as the sun revives   

cold limbs benumbed by night, 

just so my gaze gave her a ready tongue 

and then in very little time 

straightened her crooked limbs 

and tinged her sallow face as love desires. 

 
There appears a woman described as stammering, cross-eyed and splay-footed 

(balba, guercia, pie distorta). This description brings us back to the overarching problem of 

the dark wood, since, for someone who is lost, lack of vision (guercia) and splay feet  (pie 

distorta) guarantee immobility. Yet dream-Dante uses his gaze to correct the siren’s faults 

(tutta la drizzava in poco d’ora) and, through love, (com’ amor vuol), makes her look fair.  He 

creates a dangerous falsehood and indulges in it.  

Dream-Dante’s disregard for truth compares to the Eagle’s description of false 

philosophizing where men, sparked by love of false appearances, steer their mind away 

from the true way with philosophy. However, there doesn’t seem to be much 
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philosophizing in dream-Dante’s transformation of the siren; it is said to be done through 

his sight alone(cosi lo sguardo mio). Perhaps both the ruminating mind and the gazing flesh 

love appearances and lead the self astray in a similar way.  

So far, our interpretation of the first dream and our partial interpretation of the 

second have started to shed light on how the flesh and the mind, by means of falsehoods, 

fueled by a love of appearances, steer the self away from truth.  These interpretations have 

looked at the dreams in their two layers: content —the story as it unfolds— and the mode 

of dreaming activity—dreaming as action and discovery.  It seems that the synchronicity 

between the content and the mode of these dreams is their collaboration in forming a 

self-referential account of what it means to dream the truth. Thus, what seems to be at the 

bottom of our interpretative digging is an multi-layered explanation of truth via dreams. 

With this in mind, we return to the drama of the second dream. 

Poi ch’ell’ avea ’l parlar così disciolto,   

cominciava a cantar sì, che con pena 

da lei avrei mio intento rivolto. 

“Io son,” cantava, “io son dolce serena, 

che ’ marinari in mezzo mar dismago;   

tanto son di piacere a sentir piena! 

Io volsi Ulisse del suo cammin vago   

al canto mio; e qual meco s’ausa, 

rado sen parte; sì tutto l’appago!” 

And with her speech set free   

she started singing in a way that would 

have made it hard for me to turn aside. 

‘I am,’ she sang, ‘I am the sweet siren 

who beguiles mariners on distant seas,   

so great is their delight in hearing me. 

‘I drew Ulysses, eager for the journey,   

with my song. And those who dwell with me 

rarely depart, so much do I content them.’ 

 

Dream-Dante, indulging in his flesh, creating a falsehood, allows the siren’s speech 

to be set free (Poi ch’ell’ avea’parlar). Thus, turning away from truth allows harmful powers 

to take hold. We know the mythology of sirens; we know that if one hears their song it is 

already too late; there is nothing the mortal hearer’s will can do to withstand that perilous 

charm. 

8 



Contreras Moran 9 

Her song recounts the downfall of Ulysses. She tells dream-Dante that she beguiled 

Ulysses with her song and turned him away from his path (Io volsi Ulisse del suo cammin 

vago).   Dante had encountered Ulysses in Canto XXVI and learned that he, while seeking 

experience and virtue, left his home and was shipwrecked by a storm while at sea. Thus, 

the siren’s account seems plausible. Earlier, we associated the siren with immobility and 

related immobility to being lost in the dark wood. The siren’s claim to have steered Ulysses 

from his way (suo cammin vago) into the middle of the sea (in mezzo mar dismago) 

continues this relationship by echoing the language used in the first line of Inferno (nel 

mezzo del cammin di nostra vita).  

Ancor non era sua bocca richiusa, 

quand’ una donna apparve santa e presta   

lunghesso me per far colei confusa. 

“O Virgilio, Virgilio, chi è questa?”   

fieramente dicea; ed el venìa 

con li occhi fitti pur in quella onesta. 

L’altra prendea, e dinanzi l’apria   

fendendo i drappi, e mostravami ’l ventre; 

quel mi svegliò col puzzo che n’uscia 

Her lips had not yet closed 

when at my side appeared a lady,   

holy and alert, in order to confound her. 

‘O Virgil, Virgil, who is this?’   

she asked, indignant. And he came forward 

with his eyes fixed on that virtuous one. 

The other he seized and, ripping her garments,   

laid her front bare and exposed her belly. 

The stench that came from there awoke me 

 

The song is interrupted by a lady holy and alert, who, confounding the siren, turns 

to Virgil and scolds him. Meanwhile, Virgil is entranced by her truthful figure (occhi fitti 

pur in quella onesta). Thus, Virgil, entranced by the honest lady, is placed in 

contradistinction with Dante, entranced by the false appearance of the siren. This seems 

to highlight that the activity of the flesh (which I described as indulgence, and now 

entrancement) is only dangerous if it has falsehood as its object. Virgil gains by being 

entranced; dream-Dante does not. One ought to indulge in truthful figures. The reason 
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one ought to indulge in truth is probably the reason we are on this search in the first place, 

to keep on the straight path. This is what seems to happen at the end of the dream when 

the lady strips the siren and exposes the stench of her belly. She helps dream-Dante keep 

on the straight path. Since the lady is a truthful figure, truth begets truth by purifying the 

senses from falsehood.  

 
Third Dream Leah and Rachel (XXVII 94 - 114) 
 

Si ruminando e si mirando in quelle,  

mi prese il sonno; il sonno che sovente,  

anzi che’l fatto dia sa le novele 

Amidst such sights and thoughts 

I was seized by sleep, which often knows 

what is to be before it happens 

 
 The first line begins with a construction that is intimately familiar to us by now: 

Dante ruminating (si ruminando) — that is, deep in thought— and looking (si mirando) 

—with his flesh— at the stars. Since he is not yet asleep, I take his situation to be a 

reminder that the actions of the mind and the flesh are part of what it means to be awake 

and alive. However, since the object of his gazing and rumination is the night sky, it is a 

suggestion that he has started to look up for truth, perhaps like a geomancer. 

The next two lines tell us that dreams often know the things to be before they 

happen (il sonno che sovente, anzi che’l fatto dia sa le novele). This is interesting given that our 

previous two dreams are prophetic: we mentioned that the first dream prophesied Dante’s 

encounters with eagles; in the second, we were told of a fair, virtuous lady taking the 

guiding reigns from Virgil. If this donna was actually Beatrice —or even a symbol of her—, 

we place the second dream as prophesy of Virgil handing the baton to Beatrice (which, in 

the narrative of the journey, is going to happen in about ten cantos). This tercet, however, 
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reminds us that prophecy is endemic to the mode of dreaming, thus preparing us to look 

for prophecy in this third dream.  

Ne l’ora, credo, che de l’orïente  

prima raggiò nel monte Citerea, 

che di foco d’amor par sempre ardente, 

giovane e bella in sogno mi parea 

donna vedere andar per una landa 

cogliendo fiori; e cantando dicea: 

In the hour, I think, when Cytherea,   

who always seems aflame with fire of love, 

first shone on the mountain from the east, 

in a dream I seemed to see a lady, 

young and lovely, passing through a meadow 

as she gathered flowers, singing: 

 

 In the preamble to our first dream, the swallow showed us that the morning has a 

connection to the ancient past; in the second, geomancers told us that morning dreams 

require interpretation. This third preamble tells us that morning is where we see the first 

ray from the fire of love (prima raggio...che di foco d’amor).  Both  the “fire of love” and the 

mention of Cytherea (Aphrodite) tell me that we are going to continue thinking about 

being entranced by the love of truth. We first noticed  this theme in the second dream 

when Virgil fixed his eyes on the virtuous lady. Further, we connected the lady with truth 

not only because she was described as truthful (quella onesta), but also because she exposed 

the falsehood of the siren. Now, the dream talks of two beautiful ladies (bella in sogno-Lea, 

belli occhi-Rachel).  

“Sappia qualunque il mio nome dimanda   

ch’i’ mi son Lia, e vo movendo intorno 

le belle mani a farmi una ghirlanda. 

Per piacermi a lo specchio, qui m’addorno; 

ma mia suora Rachel mai non si smaga 

dal suo miraglio, e siede tutto giorno. 

Ell’ è d’i suoi belli occhi veder vaga 

com’ io de l’addornarmi con le mani; 

lei lo vedere, e me l’ovrare appaga.” 

‘Let anyone who asks my name know I am 

Leah,   

and here I move about, using my fair hands 

to weave myself a garland. 

‘To be pleased at my reflection I adorn myself, 

but my sister Rachel never leaves her mirror, 

sitting before it all day long. 

‘She is as eager to gaze into her own fair eyes 

as I to adorn myself with my own hands. 

She in seeing, I in doing, find our satisfaction.’ 
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Leah sings of two ways to satisfy (appagare) pleasure. For her, the way she is 

fulfilled is by making a floral garland with her hands, whereas her sister Rachel is content 

with looking at herself in the mirror (non si smaga dal suo miraglio). But what is it they are 

looking at? Unlike the siren, the sisters do not only appear but are beautiful. Just like the 

flowers with which Leah adorns herself, these two donnas exist as natural embodiments of 

beauty. When they indulge in their beauty, one by sight and the other by action, they are 

indulging in a true appearance, action which, as we learned, seems to purify the senses and 

expose falsehoods.  

But talk of handicrafts and reflections immediately remind me of the language 

Dante uses in Paradiso to refer to his poem. Of the first, he tells us that both heaven and 

earth have put their hand in the making of the sacred poem (...al poema sacro, al quale a posto 

mano cielo e terra) (Par. XXV.1-2) and, of the second, he invites us to see in his verses the 

reflection of the light (ref21). Thus, Leah is to Rachel what a sacred poet is to a reader: two 

different ways to embody and reflect true beauty; one through action, the other through 

reflection. Furthermore,  Leah makes her garland to be pleased at her own reflection (Per 

piacermi a lo specchio) whereas Rachel is looking at her own beautiful eyes (suoi belli occhi 

veder). Thus, the reflection of beauty of both the poet and the reader is also of their own 

selves. A striking claim if we continue to apply this analogy to the Commedia, for not only 

does Dante see himself, the representation of true beauty, reflected in his verses, but we, 

the readers, must see ourselves in them as well. This claim also has interpretative 

implications: we must read these verses looking for ourselves; not only that, but, 

specifically, we must find Rachel —the representation of true beauty— there. I wonder if 
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this means that only “Rachels” will read his sacred poetry or if, instead, anyone who takes 

in his words has the possibility of beholding themselves as an embodiment of beauty.  And 

now... 

E già per li splendori antelucani, 

che tanto a’ pellegrin surgon più grati,   

quanto, tornando, albergan men lontani,  

la tenebre fuggian da tutti lati, 

e’l sonno mio con esse, ond’io leva’mi 

And now, along with the pre-dawn splendors 

that, rising, become more welcome to the 

traveler, as, returning, he lodges a little nearer 

home, the shadows all around were put to flight 

and my sleep with them. And I rose up, 

 
  These last two tercets, talking of tenebrousness fleeing as the morning dawns 

(anteluciani...la tenbre fuggian), are our final allusions to our infernal dark wood. But now, 

even though it seems we are still at the edges of perdition, we are nearer home (albergan me 

lotani). So Dante, having had the symbolic manifestations of his role as a poet and his 

readers via his dream, is ready to go in the verace via. And with him, we may now begin to 

put our thoughts of dreams and truth together and follow him home. 

 
The Method 
 

I began to look carefully at Dante’s dreams because I intuited a connection between 

dreaming and poetry. I looked at them with the hope that they would tell the way Dante 

got out the dark wood, which was justified when he told us that these dreams contain 

truth, echoing the path of truth (verace via) he told us he had abandoned. In the preambles, 

we got an account of how dreams make our vision divine, and in their narrative, this 

account was given form and was related to the events of Dante’s journey by means of 

prophecy.  The reason dreams contain truth is because the activity of dreaming separates 

the flesh from its carnal desires and the mind from the shackles of straight-laced thought. 
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At the same time,  truth in dreams requires interpretation (a kind of thinking); visions in 

our dreams have an ecstatic, purifying effect on our flesh. While analysing the dreams, we 

noticed that dreaming manifests an experiential unification of the mythological, historical, 

personal, and objective: the figures in these dreams presented themselves as truthful 

wholes, and our interpretation retained their holistic nature without subjecting them to 

categorization. 

 But one must wake up from dreams. How can one retain this vision-filled 

experience of the world that manifests truth once awake? As Leah and Rachel show us, 

poetry is a likely candidate. As in dreaming, writing poetry allows for the outpouring of 

visions that merge these categories (mythology, history, etc) into one narrative whole. In 

my experience, the poet must grant that the outpouring of poetic visions, while perhaps 

coming from the depths of his psyche, are experienced as a spectator and without his 

agency. The agency of the poet is in the structural and prosodic elements of the poem 

(plot, meter, and rhyme).  

As a poet, then, I must take Dante’s cue and attempt to write sacred poetry, viz; a 

poetry that avoids the imposition of falsehood caused by an incorrect use of the mind and 

the body. I must focus on the visionary experience itself and attempt to remain faithful to 

the truth it promises. This truth, since it is experienced as a unity, shows me that the truth 

that’s going to get me, the poet, out of the dark wood is one that is embodied and 

symbolic: visionary symbols guide us, not fragmented thoughts and feelings. Dante also 

shows me that this poetic visionary experience, while nascent in the depths of my psyche 
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(as all dreams are), is, at the same time, distinct from that which is called “I”.  In other words, 

these visions are experientially separate from the conscious ego. 

Dante grants this separation of the poet from his visions throughout his poem. The 

Commedia is often interrupted with Dante’s worry about the fidelity of his verses to the 

visions (Inf. XXII, XXIX, etc) , and, near the end, there is a recognition that his verses and 

his memory will never correspond with the richness and complexity of what he saw and 

experienced (Par. Canto XXXIII.100-135). Despite this recognition, he continues singing, 

for there is a lot at stake. He isn’t an ordinary poet and his isn’t ordinary poetry.  

Poetry might set up the preconditions for visionary experience by allowing the poet 

to access a unified perception, but it also must be developed by letting go of the temptation 

to create and indulge in false appearances. Dream-Dante could have chosen to look at the 

siren as she was and not as he wanted her to be. But he indulged in his flesh and let her 

speech loose. Likewise, a poet might distort a vision and indulge in his false song. I think 

this is just what occured in Inf. Canto V with Francesca and Paolo. The two lovers, guided 

by the verses of a poet indulging in flesh, let the song of the siren lead them to absolute 

perdition. Dante, by means of Virgil and Beatrice (who are visions themselves if we’re 

looking at the poem from a bird’s eye-view), has become purified by focusing on the truth 

of the visions without letting his mind and flesh lead him astray.  My visionary experience 

as a poet, then, is not only truth itself, but it is also true in that it purifies and actively 

primes my senses to behold truth in a purer way.  

But let’s not forget that poetry has readers: every Rachel has a Leah. The reader 

must approach the verses with a decision; he must decide the mindset with which he reads. 
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I, a reader,  must agree to approach Dante’s historical allusions, mythological characters, 

and personal anecdotes as visionary wholes and allow myself to follow the rapture of the 

visions without letting my mind categorize them or my flesh distort them. Furthermore, I 

must read the poem holding on to the promise that these verses are about me, or, to put it 

in terms of our third dream, I must read the Commedia as a mirror which will show the true 

embodiment of beauty. The Inferno, then, becomes, among other things, a lesson of the 

perdition that awaits me if I let falsity take reign; Purgatory is the means through which my 

senses get purified;  Paradiso is a glimpse of what it is to dwell in the vision. But, along 

with an interpretation of the poem, I must let the verses themselves entrance me—and I 

must indulge in this experience. The poem is the means through which I transcend the 

limits of my lived experience, so, like the swallow of our first dream, I must sing the poem; I 

must perform it. Poetic truth, and perhaps all truth, is equal parts interpretation and 

entrancement, so I must rid myself of interpretative prejudices and inhibitions and 

become immersed in Dante’s journey. This is an interpretative mindset that was derived 

and confirmed from an analysis of the three dreams.  

Thus, Dante included his dreams as one way to derive the hermeneutical method 

with which to approach the rest of the Commedia. However, Dante tells us that the verses 

that he wrote were for the sake of the true way. In other words, Dante means for our poetic 

method to get us out of existential perdition. The word method, after all, comes from the 

compounding of the Greek words µετά, meaning “beyond” or “transcend”, and ὁδός, 

meaning “way” or “path’.  The third and final analogy is that poetic visions are to the poet 

and reader that life is to the individual. Since truth is unified, the world as we experience it 
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is likely just as rich in visions as poetry. Like a geomancer, I must treat the verses of my life 

without inhibitions and prejudices and the people in them as visions that, if undistorted, 

will show me the truth. 
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