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MARY WATT 

Dante and Constantine: a Backwards Eagle and the DXV 

 

Given Dante’s vehement criticism of the Donation of 

Constantine1 throughout the Monarchia,2 it is not surprising 

that the document’s putative author merits such a large role 

in the Commedia.3  Indeed, the specter of Constantine is 

discernible in all three canticles.4  Yet the pilgrim’s actual 

encounter with the Emperor in Paradiso 20 is remarkably 

short; a few brief lines describe Constantine’s move to 

Byzantium and then the poem moves on to an exchange 

between the pilgrim and Guglielmo d’Altavilla.  Although 

Dante throughout the Commedia reminds his readers of the 

                                                           
1 “The ‘Donation of Constantine’ (Constitutum Constantini), which had been 

forged by a Roman cleric around 760 and purported to transfer ‘all provinces, 

palaces, and districts of the city of Rome and Italy and of the regions of the 

West’ to the pope, had been put to various uses, first in the Frankish canon 

law and then in Rome.”  (Havely 154 n. 80) 
2 References to the Monarchia follow P. G. Ricci’s 1965 edition.  Translations 

follow Prue Shaw’s 2009 edition. 
3 References to the Commedia, unless otherwise noted, are from the Petrocchi 

edition.  All translations, unless otherwise noted are mine. 
4 Constantine is explicitly evoked twice in the Inferno.  The first instance is in 

the circle of the Simoniac popes. (Inferno 19:115-17)  The next is in the circle of 

the false counselors where Guido Da Montefeltro likens Boniface’s fever to 

Constantine’s illness and his own false counsel to Sylvester’s baptism of 

Constantine. (Inferno 27:94-99)  In Purgatorio Constantine is symbolized as an 

Eagle in the allegorical procession when the Eagle descends upon the arch of 

the chariot and leaves it scattered with its feathers. (Purg. 32:124-129)  In 

Paradiso Constantine is evoked twice.  In the sphere of Mercury, Justinian tells 

the story of the Roman Empire, describing Constantine’s relocation of the 

imperial capital to the East as “turning against the course of the heavens” in 

contrast to the course taken by Aeneas. (Par. 6:1-3) Finally, Dante encounters 

Constantine in the sphere of Jupiter and refers to him as “one who made 

himself Greek.” (Par. 20:55-60) 
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great harm done by Constantine’s actions, when the pilgrim 

has the opportunity to confront the author of such misfortune, 

Dante merely notes that Constantine acted with the best of 

intentions and has thus earned his salvation.   

A closer examination of Paradiso 20, however, reveals 

that Dante the poet is not as complacent as is Dante the 

pilgrim.  Rather, when the canto is considered in light of a 

number of other references in the poem to the Emperor and 

his Donation, it becomes evident that the Commedia delivers 

an even harsher treatment of Constantine than that found in 

the Monarchia.  Throughout the poem, Dante not only 

reiterates and rephrases his legal arguments against the 

validity of the Donation but also adds to them a skillfully 

crafted insinuation of sodomy, charging that the Emperor has 

committed an act against nature. 

How Dante does this is as clever as it is complicated 

for his treatment of Constantine is by necessity conflicted.  On 

the one hand, Dante recognizes that the Emperor’s adoption 

of Christianity merits him a place in heaven.  On the other 

hand, he deplores not only the damage done by the Donation 

but also by the Emperor’s move to Constantinople.  In the 

Commedia, Dante expresses this conflict by locating the 

Emperor within the sphere of Jupiter, while using a series of 

parallel episodes, figural affinities, deictic cues and inter-

textual references to denounce Constantine’s actions as 

backwards and the cause of the Church’s corruption. 

Why Dante does this, however, is as important as 

how he does this.  Of course, a primary purpose is to continue 

and expand upon the arguments of the Monarchia and to 

express the poet’s political vision in which the Empire is not 

subordinate to the Papacy.  Yet Dante’s characterization of 

Constantine as a pseudo-sodomite is also essential to the 
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autobiographical impulse of the Commedia.  As he paints 

Constantine as the one who “made himself Greek”5 and 

thereby, turned the “wrong” way, Dante gradually reveals 

himself as the one who will turn things the “right way.”  The 

representation of Constantine in the Commedia, therefore, is 

intimately linked to the narrative construction of Dante as a 

salvific figure whose mission is intimated throughout the 

Commedia.6 

Moreover, this oppositional relationship between 

Dante and Constantine urges the reader to speculate that the 

messianic DXV prophesied in Purgatorio 33,7 is none other 

than Dante himself. 

Before we begin to examine Dante’s treatment of 

Constantine in the Commedia, however, it is important to 

recognize that Dante distinguishes between the Donation of 

Constantine8 and the Emperor’s move to the east.  Though the 

                                                           
5 “L'altro che segue, con le leggi e meco, / sotto buona intenzion che fé mal 

frutto, / per cedere al pastor si fece greco: / ora conosce come il mal dedutto / 

dal suo bene operar non li è nocivo, / avvegna che sia 'l mondo indi 

distrutto.” (Par. 20:55-60.) 
6 As early as the Vita nuova, Dante was laying the groundwork for this 

eventual revelation.  In chapter 24 Dante describes seeing Primavera, the 

muse of Guido Cavalcanti walking ahead of Beatrice, his own muse.  Dante 

notes that Primavera’s real name is Giovanna, and points out that she is like 

John the Baptist who preceded the true light.  The clever reader can deduce 

that if Primavera / Guido serve as heralds, then Beatrice / Dante must be the 

true light for which they make way. 
7 “ch’io veggio certamente, e pero’ il narro, / adarne tempo già stelle 

propinque, / secure d’ogn’intoppo e d’ogni sbarro, / nel quale un cinquecento 

diece e cinque, / messo di Dio, anciderà la fuia / con quel gigante che con lei 

delinque.” (Purg. 33:40-45)  Cinquecento diece e cinque transliterated into 

Roman numerals is rendered: DXV.  See also Kearney and Emiliani for an 

overview of the scholarship on this issue. 
8 Although the Donation was later proven to be a forgery, in Dante’s time it 

was considered genuine.  The story of Constantine’s curing of St. Sylvester 
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two acts are intimately linked, Dante is astute in 

characterizing the Donation as a misstep that is forgivable 

because it was made with the best of intentions.  The poet is 

less forgiving, however, when it comes to the move to 

Constantinople.  It is this act, more than Constantine’s over 

ebullient generosity that Dante finds unforgiveable.  In the 

Monarchia Dante suggests that by ceding power and goods to 

the Church, Constantine has caused the Church to act 

contrary to its nature9 and by moving to Constantinople has 

also disturbed the unity of the Empire.10  This condemnation 

is amplified in the Commedia to characterize the relocation to 

Byzantium as both an abandonment of Rome and as an act 

against nature.  When Constantine relocates to the east, Dante 

                                                                                                               
was fabricated probably in the 8th century.  In the 12th century the document 

was attached to the Decretum of Graziano and was invoked by Boniface VIII 

to affirm the temporal power of the papacy. (Scott 248 n.37)  It is possible to 

argue that even if the document itself was a forgery that such a “donation” 

had occurred if not de jure then de facto since the establishment of an imperial 

capital in Byzantium and the ceding of the Lateran palace to the Bishop of 

Rome did, in fact, effect a transfer of a certain amount of secular power to the 

bishop of Rome.  Thus even if the Donation itself had been nullified on the 

basis of Dante’s arguments, the move to the east itself might still be perceived 

as a dereliction of duty, an abandonment of Rome and the source of the 

Church’s assumption of temporal power. 
9 “sed virtus auctorizandi regnum nostre mortalitatis est contra naturam 

Ecclesie: ergo non est de numero virtutum suarum.” Monarchia III:14.1. 
10 See Monarchia III:10.3 where Dante points out that to divide the empire and 

give part of it away would be like tearing the garments of Christ which, 

according the Gospel of John (19:23-4,) even his enemies did not dare to do.  

“ergo scindere Imperium Imperatori non licet Si ergo alique dignitates per 

Constantinum essent alienate - ut dicunt ab Imperio, et cessissent in 

potestatem Ecclesie, scissa esset tunica inconsutilis, quam scindere ausi non 

sunt etiam qui Cristum verum Deum lancea perforarunt.” Nick Havely notes 

that Dante’s opposition to the Donation also hinges on it being contrary to the 

Emperor’s obligation not to disturb the unity of the Empire. (156 -157). 
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charges, he not only reverses the natural westward course of 

the Roman Empire, established and affirmed by the journeys 

of Aeneas and St. Paul to Rome but he also turns his back on 

and to the Italians. 

In the circle of the sodomites, Inferno 15, Dante uses 

this very image to represent those who have committed acts 

against nature. 11  In a canto rife with references to turning 

backwards,12 the image of Brunetto Latini turning his back to 

Dante13 evokes Constantine’s own gesture in turning away 

from Italy and anticipates the language that Dante will use in 

Paradiso14 to describe Constantine’s move to the east. 15 

                                                           
11 Significantly, Dante never uses the terms sodomy (sodomia) or sodomite 

(sodomita) explicitly in the Commedia.  Joseph Pequigney has noted that while 

Dante includes male same-sex relations in this  circle, he follows St. Thomas’s 

Summa theologiae, by including sodomy as just one of many sins against 

nature (peccata contra naturam,) and regarding these as more grievous than 

those that accord with nature (peccata secundum naturam). (22)  John Boswell 

also notes that “in everyday language "sodomy" was the "sin against nature" - 

and not in the purely Scholastic sense.” (66)  He notes as well though that 

Aquinas and most theologians of the High Middle Ages regarded all non-

procreative sexuality as "against nature," “ordinary people (and most civil 

law) used the term primarily in reference to homosexuality.” (66)  This 

duality allows Dante to speak to both audiences in his condemnation of 

Constantine’s actions. 
12 There are many examples: “perch’io in dietro rivolto mi fossi” (Inf. 15:15); 

“se Brunetto Latino un poco teco ritorna dietro e lascia…” (Inf. 15:31-33); “Pur 

ier mattina le volsi le spalle” (Inf. 15:52); “Questi m’apparve, tornand’io in 

quella” (Inf. 15:53).  Virgilio himself turns to look back: “si volse indietro” 

(Inf. 15:97). 
13 “Poi si rivolse, a parve di coloro che corrono a Verona il drappo verde” (Inf. 

15:121-122.) 
14 “Poscia che Costantin l'aquila volse / contr'al corso del ciel, ch'ella seguio / 

dietro a l'antico che Lavina tolse” (Par. 6:1-3). The reference is to the taking of 

Lavinia in the Aeneid where the westward trajectory of Aeneas’s providential 

journey aligns the empire with the natural course of the sun; that is, from east 

to west.  (Sapegno Paradiso 71 n. 2)  Constantine was familiar with the Aeneid 
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Primed by Inferno 15 to recognize the signs of sodomy 

and or any act against nature, the reader encountering the 

Simoniac popes in Inferno 19 quickly perceives the 

significance of the numerous images of perversion and 

inversion that pervade the canto.16  Most obviously, the 

contrappasso itself is an inversion, recalling both the death of 

Simon Magus17 and the Pentecost event,18 but the strategy is 

                                                                                                               
and endorsed the popular notion of Virgil as a pre-Christian prophet whose 

4th Eclogue prophesied the birth of Christ. (Reynolds 108) 
15 A popular medieval legend also links the imagery of Inferno 15 with 

Constantine’s move to the east.  The legend recounts that Constantine 

initially chose for the site of Constantinople a location on the Asian side of the 

Bosphorus.  A miracle in which all of the tools of the imperial workmen were 

removed during the night to the west side caused Constantine to change his 

mind and locate his new Rome where the tools were found.  The story is 

contained De Locis Sanctis, by Adamnan, an account of the pilgrimage of the 

late seventh century monk Arculfus.  Manuscript versions circulated 

throughout Europe until the 17 century when printed editions first appeared. 

(Whalen 115-116) We cannot be certain that Dante knew this story yet 

Constantine’s literal reading of the omen in it is consistent with the 

shortsightedness that Dante attributes to the Emperor’s Donation.  

Constantine’s failure to see the miracle as a deictic omen that exposed a larger 

directional error and his inability to correct his trajectory by returning to Italy 

also bears a certain likeness to the last moment of Inferno 15 when Brunetto, 

having turned to face Dante, i.e. the right way, ultimately turns back again 

and runs away. 
16 Nick Havely has observed that the entire canto is “punctuated throughout 

with ironic inversions.” (53)  V. Stanley Benfell equally describes it as a “canto 

of inversions” the expectation of which was signaled from the first six lines. 

(91) 
17 “These souls are upside-down popes, upside-down apostles, upside-down 

pastors, and upside-down priests. Their suffering parodies the iconography 

of Pentecost and of St. Peter, and recalls instead events from the lives of 

Simon Magus, Judas, and Lucifer.” (Herzman and Stephany 40) 
18 Benfell describes the inversion effected by the contrappasso, “the apostles 

received the Holy Ghost through the tongues of fire on their heads in  order 

to help them govern and direct the growing church of Christ; for the papal 
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discernible as well in the invective against those popes whom 

he calls fornicators,19 summoning once again the specter of 

sodomy.  Using language that recalls the book of the 

Apocalypse and the meretrix magna20 in particular, Dante 

identifies Nicolas and Boniface with a female figure, thus 

emasculating them and adding to their list of sins the 

unmanly submission of being penetrated as they fornicate 

with kings such as Constantine.21  

In case the reader has not yet made the connection 

between this perversion and Constantine, as he builds to a 

crescendo, Dante bemoans the Emperor’s role in this orgy of 

corruption and perversion: “Ahi, Costantin, di quanto mal fu 

                                                                                                               
simonists, however the flames punish the feet of one who has failed to guide 

the church.” (92) 
19 “Di voi pastor s'accorse il Vangelista, quando colei che siede sopra l'acque 

puttaneggiar coi regi a lui fu vista.” (Purg. 19:106-108) 
20 Benfell argues that “Dante’s language here recalls the first three verses of 

chapter 17 of the Apocalypse.”  In associating the contemporary church with 

the meretrix magna, he suggests, Dante may be following the prophetic 

traditions of the Spiritual Franciscans and, in particular, Peter John Olivi. (97-

98) 
21 Benfell notes Dante’s suggestion that the whore was not always corrupted 

but was led into sin.  While some have interpreted Dante’s invective as 

suggesting the Pope is the husband who led the church into corruption, 

separating the Popes from the Church, that is, characterizing the popes as the 

panders and the church as the whore, discounts the inversion implied by 

their punishment and also does not consider Dante’s direct statement “Di 

voi...” It would seem that Dante is quite content to include the pope in the 

group of those who fornicate with kings.  Such a grouping can be reconciled 

with Benfell’s argument by suggesting that the first corruption was that 

effected by Constantine who corrupted the papacy, the church and the 

priesthood through the donation.  Moreover, the husband in Revelation who 

corrupts the bride, has equally “abandoned the bride” which once again 

points to Constantine.  Thus the entire canto suggests that church and its 

priests have acted as women, in essence, have engaged in unnatural practices 

with Constantine and then been abandoned by him. 
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matre, / non la tua conversion, ma quella dote / che da te 

prese il primo ricco patre!” (Inf. 19:115-117).22  Of course, 

references to Constantine and the Donation are not 

unexpected in a canto that deals with Popes who have, in 

Dante’s opinion, too much secular power.  Constantine’s 

presence in a canto dealing with false counselors, however, 

might seem somewhat more unexpected.  Certainly, Dante’s 

encounter with the fraudulent counselors in Inferno 26, like 

the encounter with the sinners of Inferno 15, does not 

immediately signal the Emperor’s presence.  Nonetheless, the 

canto provides important hermeneutic clues as to what Dante 

later implies when he says that Constantine “made himself 

Greek.”23 

Specifically, Inferno 26 exploits a medieval Italian 

perception of Byzantines or “Greeks” as effeminate traitorous 

fornicators and thus serves to explicate the significance of the 

                                                           
22 Characterizing Constantine’s gift as the mother (“matre”) of such 

misfortune is particularly ironic when one recalls that Constantine’s own 

mother, Helen was instrumental in facilitating the westward progress of the 

Christian Empire.  The seemingly small reference to the Donation as a mother 

may anticipate the pageant in Earthly Paradise where the contrast between 

Constantine and his deictically correct mother is also alluded to.  The pageant 

(Purg. 32:49-51) reinforces a popular legend recorded in the 13th century by 

Jacopus de Voragine that the cross on which Christ was crucified came from 

the wood of the Tree of Knowledge and that the True Cross was found by St. 

Helen during a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. (277-284.)  During the Jubilee of 

1300 fragments of the cross were on display in Rome in the Church of Santa 

Croce in Gerusalemme, formerly Helen’s imperial palace. (Demaray 25)  

Accordingly, the association that Dante makes between the tree in Earthly 

Paradise and the cross would almost certainly evoke the figure of Helen in 

the mind of his readers. 
23 See footnote 5. 
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statement.24  As such, the encounter with the explicitly Greek 

Ulysses25 creates a rich subtext for Dante’s characterization of 

Constantine as a sodomite or at least one who engages in acts 

against nature.  At the same time it also reflects Dante’s own 

perception of the place of the Greeks in the unfolding of 

sacred history26 revealed through his contraposition of the 

pagan Ulysses and the divinely-appointed Aeneas.  The 

contrast between the Greek and the proto-Roman Aeneas, 

whom Dante sees not so much as a pagan but as a pre-

Christian progenitor of Rome, is expressed most effectively 

through the pervasive motif of the shipwreck.  In the opening 

lines of Inferno 1, the image of a shipwreck survivor 

characterizes Dante’s own desperate situation and allows him 

                                                           
24 See Luigi Andrea Berto’s article on “The Image of the Byzantines in Early 

Medieval South Italy.”  The article lists numerous 11th and 12th century 

Italian chronicles that were being copied and circulated in the 13 and 14th 

century in which Byzantines, referred to as Greeks are regularly maligned as 

effeminate, cowardly, untrustworthy traitors.  Moreover, letters of the same 

period suggest that Byzantines had succumbed to the Turkish practice of 

sodomy.  The letter of Emperor Alexius (Alexius I, Comnenus, 1081-1118) to 

Robert, Count of Flanders (Robert I, called the Frisian, 1071-1093,) for 

example, describes Turks as sodomites who defile boys, adolescents, youth, 

old men, nobles, serfs, and states that even “one bishop has succumbed to 

this abominable sin!”  Moreover, Alexius expresses the fear that this 

“abominable sin” will continue to spread. Although the authenticity of the 

letter has been questioned by modern historians, it is nonetheless a good 

indicator of medieval attitudes and or a propaganda campaign aimed at 

creating such an attitude.  See Riant and Jorenson for the text of the letter and 

an examination of its problematic provenance. 
25 Virgil underlines the potential antagonism between Dante and Ulysses 

when he says: “Lascia parlare a me, ch’i’ ho concetto / ciò che tu vuoi; ch’ei 

sarebbero schivi, / perch’e’ fuor greci, forse del tuo detto.” (Inf. 26:73-75) 
26 Glenn Most suggests that Dante perceived the Greeks as “pagan 

competitors against Christian Rome who had to be defeated by providence so 

that Rome, and Christianity, could one day prevail.” (21) 
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to associate his journey with the westward journeys of Aeneas 

and of St. Paul, who both survived shipwrecks in the course 

of their respective providential voyages.27  Dante, we recall, at 

the outset of the Commedia, figured himself as a shipwreck 

survivor28 and reprised this image in the opening cantos of 

Purgatorio.29  In sharp contrast to Aeneas and Paul and to the 

pilgrim himself, Dante’s Ulysses does not survive his 

shipwreck and instead drowns on the very shores from which 

Dante starts his ascent to Earthly Paradise. 

If Constantine’s turning of the Empire back to the east 

renders him an anti-type to Aeneas and Paul, then it follows 

that he may be typologically linked to Ulysses, another anti-

type of Aeneas.  There has been much debate about whether 

Ulysses is punished for fraud or for his overreaching desire 

for knowledge.  Irrespective of the outcome of that debate, 

there is little doubt that, in the literal narrative of the 

Commedia, Ulysses is revealed not only as a fraud but also as a 

seducer of men, and as we see, Ulysses’s flickering flame 

nearly causes Dante himself to fall into the valley below.  

Virgil’s awareness of Ulysses’s tricky nature and his concerns 

for Dante’s safety, heighten the reader’s awareness of the false 

                                                           
27  See Patrick Boyde for an examination of the many ways in which Aeneas 

and Ulysses are compared and contrasted throughout the Commedia.  In 

particular Boyde notes that Dante uses the description of a shipwreck in Book 

1 of the Aeneid as “his model and his foil” for the description of Ulysses’s 

shipwreck, and thereby creates an even stronger contrasts between the two 

sailors. (269) 
28 “E come quei che con lena affannata / uscito fuor del pelago a la riva / si 

svolge a l’acqua perigliosa e guata, / cosí l’animo mio, ch’ancor fuggiva, / si 

volse a retro a rimirar lo passo / che non lasciò già mai persona viva.” (Inf. 

1:22-27) 
29 “Venimmo poi in sul lito diserto, / che mai non vide navicar sue acque / 

omo che di tornar sia poscia esparto.” (Purg. 1:130-132)  



 

61 

 

promise of eternity that Ulysses’s call to glory represents.  

Like Brunetto’s promise to teach Dante how a man becomes 

immortal,30 Ulysses’s exhortation to consider their seed31 is 

attractive to his sailors but it does not bear fruit. 

Dante’s attitude towards Greeks is not atypical for his 

time.  Not only do many of the chronicles circulating in the 

late thirteenth and early fourteenth century complain of them 

behaving like women, medieval pilgrimage accounts 

frequently comment on “the Imperial arrogance of the 

Greeks” in Constantinople. (Whalen 176)  The 1204 sack of 

Constantinople, moreover, provides a tragic example of 

western European attitudes towards the Greeks (Munro 336) 

and the failure to see them as fellow Christians in full 

communion with the Church.  Dante’s revulsion at 

Constantine turning Greek may, nonetheless, be more than 

simply being repulsed by arrogance and sodomy for these 

behaviors are merely symptoms, the outward signs of a 

deeper illness that troubles Dante even more.  In the case of 

Constantine, sacred history and Constantine’s own legend of 

conversion urges us to see the illness of which Sylvester cured 

him, as symbolic of an inner spiritual malady; paganism.  

Paganism for Dante represents a state opposed not only to the 

transformation of Rome into the New Jerusalem but also to 

the possibility of a Roman Christian future.  Backwards 

movement is inimical to this future and thus unnatural.  

Dante associates Constantine’s backwards trajectory with 

nostalgia for the past which like the journey of the pagan / 

Greek Ulysses, or the backwards glance of Lot’s wife at 

                                                           
30 “quando nel mondo, ad ora ad ora, / m’insegnavate come l’uom s’eterna.” 

(Inf. 15:84-85) 
31 “Considerate la vostra semenza:” (Inf. 26:118)  See Warner for an 

examination of the homoerotic subtext of Inferno 26. 
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Sodom and Gomorrah is essentially moribund. 

Dante continues to explore the repercussions of 

Constantine’s “Greek” or Ulyssean affinities in the next canto, 

Inferno 27, where Dante presents another example of one 

whose abandonment of the “right way” and reversion to 

wrong ends in disaster.  Guido da Montefeltro and Ulysses 

are both fraudulent counselors but the similarities between 

the two go much further.  Both are retired warriors who 

should have been content to stay at home and live out their 

final years in peace.32  Guido’s description of this period in his 

life, that in which “ciascun dovrebbe calar le vele e raccoglier 

le sarte” (Inf. 27:80-81) has a nautical ring to it, linking Guido 

to the Greek who could not resist one last sea voyage.  This 

typological affinity prolongs the Greek backdrop of the 

previous canto against which Dante now sets the legendary 

exchange between Sylvester and Constantine.33 

In Inferno 27 Dante, as in Inferno 19, uses erotically 

charged language to color the relationship between 

Constantine and the Church.  Dante’s description of the fever 

and the terrible wasting illness of leprosy recalls the fevered 

desire of the lover of courtly love poetic tradition and 

presents both Constantine and Boniface as sweaty, needy 

profligates.  The language of illness in the canto also reprises 

the language of the Monarchia in which Dante refers to the 

Donation as having made the Empire less healthy.34 

                                                           
32 See Herzman for an examination of the parallel relationship between 

Inferno 26 and Inferno 27. 
33 “Ma come Costantin chiese Silvestro / d'entro Siratti a guerir de la lebbre; / 

così mi chiese questi per maestro / a guerir de la sua superba febbre: / 

domandommi consiglio, e io tacetti  / perché le sue parole parver ebbre.” (Inf. 

27:94-99) 
34 In Monarchia, Book II:11:8 Dante argues that that Christ sanctions the 
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It is worth noting that when Guido likens Boniface’s 

fever to that of Constantine, he is using a false analogy.  

Guido tells us that the Emperor was fevered and desirous and 

Pope Sylvester gave him relief.  Here, however, in Inferno 27 it 

is the Pope who is fevered and seeking relief.  That he should 

rely on a false analogy is not surprising; Guido is, after all, a 

false counselor.  The effect of this reversal, however, is 

significant for it turns, or perverts the Pope into a figural 

sodomite as it also reflects a perversion of his priorities: as 

Boniface crusades on Rome rather than on the Muslims in the 

Holy Land, he turns his back on his fellow Christians. 

The specter of sodomy is also implied, albeit 

obliquely, in Guido’s lament for a Jerusalem overrun by 

Muslims, a situation that the papacy is doing nothing to 

remedy.35  At first blush it would appear that the causal 

relationship between the situation in Jerusalem and the 

Donation lies in the greed and sloth that the Donation has 

engendered in the papacy.  Yet if we look carefully, we can 

see that Dante goes further and forges an even more direct 

link between the Donation and Muslim penetration into the 

Holy Land.  Dante’s earlier association of Constantine with 

effeminate Greeks echoes the diatribe of Pseudo-Methodius 

who blamed the Muslim scourge on “men acting like women” 

and engaging in acts against nature36 but there is also a 

                                                                                                               
Empire, and closes with a lament for the Italians: “O felicem populum, o 

Ausoniam te gloriosam, si vel nunquam infirmator ille Imperii tui natus 

fuisset, vel nunquam sua pia intentio ipsum fefellisset!” (If only he had not 

been born, he who renders less healthy your empire or if at least his pious 

intentions had not cheated you.) 
35 “Lo Principe de’ nuovi Farisei, / avendo guerra presso a Laterano, / e non 

con Saracin né con Giudei, / ché ciascun suo nimico era cristiano,  / e nessum 

era stato a vincer Acri, /  né mercatante in terra di Soldano;” (Inf. 27:85-90) 
36 The late seventh century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius [Revelationes] was 
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structural subtlety at play here.  The inversion of Inferno 27 

has a distinctly directional aspect as well, implicating a Pope 

who should be in the east but remains in the west coupled 

with an Emperor, Constantine who should have stayed in the 

west but went to the east.  Both are turned the wrong way. 

The sodomitic character of Constantine’s 

abandonment of Rome and the misdirection of its course, 

while expressed in relation to the Emperor himself, might also 

then be read synechdocally.  That is, it is not only Constantine 

who is off course but also the Empire itself: Rome has been 

derailed by this unnatural act.  Dante’s charge in Inferno 2,37 

might then be understood as a call to correct the trajectory, to 

follow the course set by Aeneas and Paul so that Dante, the 

synechdochal pilgrim might himself set sail for a Rome where 

Christ is a Roman,38 not a Greek. 

Although the pagan Constantine was saved by his 

                                                                                                               
translated into Latin in the 8th century.  “And so the Lord God will give them 

(i.e., the sons of Ishmael) the power to conquer the land of the Christians, not 

because he loves them, but because of the sin and iniquity committed by the 

Christians. Such sins have not nor shall be committed for all generations. Men 

will get themselves up as false women wearing prostitutes’ clothes.  Standing 

in the streets and squares of the cities openly before all they will be adorned 

like women; they will exchange natural sex for that which is against nature. 

As the blessed and holy Apostle says, ‘men have acted like women.’ (Rom. 

1:26-7.)”  William Anderson suggests that Dante “certainly knew of the 

Christian prophecies of a redeemer known as those of the Pseudo-Methodius 

on which he drew for his letter to the Florentines.” (293)  It is also possible 

that Dante, in addressing the Romans, consciously aligned himself with the 

Pseudo-Methodius, who in this particular passage cites Paul’s letter to the 

Romans. (1:26-27). 
37 “Ma io perché venirvi? o chi 'l concede? / Io non Enea, io non Paulo sono:” 

(Inf. 2:31-32.) 

38 “e sarai meco sanza fine cive / di quella Roma onde Cristo è romano.” 

(Purg. 32:101-102) 
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baptism, his “sodomy,” his backwards move to the east, must 

nonetheless be purged before he or at least the Empire he 

represents can enter heaven.  To that end, Dante provides an 

exemplum of such purging in the circle of the lustful in 

Purgatorio 26 where the pilgrim encounters those who sinned 

out of natural and unnatural lust.  Although he does not 

mention Constantine explicitly, Dante nonetheless underlines 

the dangers of exposing the Empire to Greek sodomitic 

tendencies.  Describing the unnaturally lustful as those who 

sinned in the same way as Caesar, Dante reminds the reader 

of that Emperor’s alleged homosexual relationship with the 

Greek Nicomedes.39 

The circle of the lustful in Purgatorio also recalls those 

earlier cantos in the Inferno that alluded to Constantine’s 

“sodomy” through its close attention to directional references.  

By having the two groups of sinners walk in opposite 

directions in Purgatorio 26 Dante recalls the deictics of Inferno 

15.  As the sinners pass, they see each other face to face while 

any further glimpse will require a backwards glance affording 

a view of the others’ hindquarters.  (As well, the sinners here 

are licked by flames in a contrappasso that bears a remarkable 

resemblance to the punishment in Inferno 15.) 

At the same time that Purgatorio 26 urges us to recall 

the infernal circle of the sodomites, Dante’s address to Guido 

Guinizelli (“‘O frate,’ disse ...” (Purg. 26:115)) echoes Ulysses’s 

“orazion picciola” (“‘O frati, dissi...” (Inf. 26:112)), which we 

                                                           
39 In 80 BC, Julius Caesar was an ambassador to Nicomedes IV's court in 

Bythynia.  He dallied so long with the King that a rumor of a homosexual 

relationship surfaced, leading to the disparaging title, "the Queen of 

Bithynia", an allegation which was made much use of by Caesar's political 

enemies later in his life.  The episode is recounted by Suetonius in his life of 

Caius Julius Caesar, chap. 59. 
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remember is also located in a “canto 26.”  Here in Purgatorio 

26, however, the sodomy and other acts against nature 

punished in Inferno 26 and Inferno 15 are corrected.  Dante 

notes that he himself is part of a process that will cure his 

blindness and help him see.40  Guido Guinizelli whom Dante 

meets there has also started this process.  Guido’s admission 

that he and his fellow sinners served their appetites “like 

beasts,”41 also recalls Ulysses’s “orazion picciola”42 but shows 

the right way to avoid such bestiality.  Men are beasts, affirms 

Guido, but they do not have to remain so; Ulysses’s path, the 

Greek way is not the right way.  And in this circle in which so 

many of Dante’s earliest literary influences are presented, we 

are reminded as well that writing secular poetry is not, as the 

sodomite Brunetto suggested, how man becomes immortal.  

Extending this lesson to Constantine, we also deduce that 

turning the wrong way is not how the Empire becomes that 

promised by the Gods to Aeneas, that is, without end in time 

or space,43 nor that Rome where Christ is a Roman.44 

How this process can be effected, that is, how the 

pernicious effects of Constantine’s cosmic sodomy might be 

reversed, I would argue, is one of the central questions 

addressed in the closing cantos of Purgatorio, a canticle 

devoted to correction.  Significantly, it is in these cantos 

where Dante ceases to be a mere observer and becomes both a 

                                                           
40 “Quinci sù vo per non esser più cieco; /donna è di sopra che m'acquista 

grazia, / per che 'l mortal per vostro mondo reco.” (Purg. 26:58-60) 
41 “Nostro peccato fu ermafrodito; / ma perché non servammo umana legge, / 

seguendo come bestie l'appetito,” (Purg. 26:82-84).  
42 “fatti non foste a viver come bruti,” (Inf. 26:19) 
43 “His ego nec metas rerum nec tempora pono imperium sine fine dedi.” 

(Aen. 1:275-80) (I promise to you an Empire with no end in space or time.) 
44 See footnote 38. 
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participant in and an avatar for the purging process.  As 

Dante prepares to pass through the cleansing fire, not unlike 

the cleansing fire that purged the world of Sodom and 

Gomorrah, it becomes increasingly evident that the 

dramatized lessons we have been witnessing were part of a 

larger scheme aimed at preparing the pilgrim for an even 

greater trial or quest.  The nature of that quest is encoded in 

the ceremony at the close of Purgatorio 27 when Dante is 

mitered and crowned. 

The symbolism of the ceremony has elicited a 

plethora of interpretations but the key to the symbolism may 

very well lie, once again, in Dante’s use of parallel cantos.  

Given that Inferno 26 finds its curative in Purgatorio 26, it 

seems logical to look to Inferno 27 in order to determine what 

ills Purgatorio 27 seeks to cure.  Inferno 27 we recall, is the 

canto in which Dante bemoans the Donation of Constantine 

and the division between the Church and the Empire it 

engendered.45  The ceremony in Purgatorio 27 might, therefore, 

reveal how this schism might also be healed. 

The ceremony, which results in the fusion of the two 

“great lights”46 in one person, evokes both the book of 

Apocalypse in which the kingdom of God and the Church are 

one and the Revelations of Pseudo-Methodius.  In the latter, 

Pseudo-Methodius predicts the rise of a redeemer who will 

                                                           
45 Herzman and Stephany have argued that Dante’s inter-action with 

Nicholas in Inferno 19, though evocative of a frate hearing an assassin’s last 

confession, is not intended to save Nicholas who is inexorably damned, but 

rather it is intended to signal Dante’s efforts to save the church. (55)  This 

synechdochal view of the canto is consistent with Dante’s own approach 

throughout the Commedia and supports the argument that Dante is similarly 

here attributing to himself a role as savior of both church and empire. 
46 Monarchia III:4.  See also Cassell for a closer examination of the origin of the 

image. 
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reign as head of both Church and Empire.47  This Rex 

Romanorum (King of the Romans,) an amalgam of cross and 

crown, is perceptible in the ritual at the threshold of Earthly 

Paradise and, more to the point, has definite affinities to the 

figure of Constantine who reconciled the crown and miter by 

legalizing Christianity.  As a Christian Emperor, pontifex 

maximus, Constantine became father of both the Church and 

the Empire, harmonizing the two great lights.  His eastward 

move, however, not only interrupted the natural course of the 

Empire but it also interrupted this harmony.  Constantine’s 

actions effected a schism that was “contra natura” and which 

put the Church back in conflict with the Empire.  

Constantine’s shortsightedness has resulted in the infection or 

illness of the Empire, for locating himself amongst the Greeks 

and worse, by becoming one, he has allowed the Empire and 

Constantinople’s own walls to become infected with their 

sodomitic tendencies. 

Despite the great strides made by Constantine in 

Christianizing the empire, his backwards movement created a 

dangerous temptation in as much as his return to the the east 

may have symbolized a longing for the past that is seen both 

in the story of Lot’s wife and in the grumblings of the Romans 

following the 410 sack of Rome.48  Returning then to the poet’s 

use of parallel cantos, it seems at least arguable that the 

purpose of Purgatorio 27 is to purge the sins described in 

                                                           
47 “The king will take the crown from his head and place it on the cross and 

stretching out his hands to heaven will hand over the kingdom of the 

Christians to God the Father. The cross and the crown of the king will be 

taken up together to heaven.” 
48 St. Augustine chronicles this response in Civitas Dei, a work that does not 

include Constantinople in the continuum of salvific cities, i.e. the Jerusalem / 

New Jerusalem continuum.   
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Inferno 27.  This double investiture may then be interpreted as 

a means of repairing this schism, effecting a harmony 

considerably more revolutionary than that which the poet had 

imagined in the Monarchia.  Moreover, and perhaps more 

importantly, it is here that Dante signals his own role in this 

rehabilitative process: it is Dante who will turn things the 

right way around and put the Empire back on its natural 

course.   

The pilgrim, however, is not yet fully aware of the 

significance of all of this.  Although he has followed the path 

of purgation, he himself has not yet been fully purged.  

Indeed, in the instant that Beatrice appears to the pilgrim, he 

is caught turning the wrong way: “volsimi a la sinistra.” 

(Purg. 30:42)  His vision is, therefore, still clouded and he 

himself has yet to be completely turned the right way so that 

he might be taught how to see.  Beatrice, however, is able to 

correct him quickly rather than allow him to be seduced by 

the past.  She resembles an admiral (“Quasi ammiraglio che in 

poppa ed in prora” Purg. 30:58) and thus stands as both 

counter and superior to the fraudulent Ulysses who very 

nearly did seduce the poet.  Her voice alone turns Dante the 

right way, “mi volse al suon del nome mio” (Purg 30:62) and 

as she leads him to heaven, Beatrice specifically contrasts her 

trajectory with that of the fraudulent sailor whom Dante 

found so attractive.49  Here too is Dante’s earlier education 

also turned around, or rectified.  Her quick dismissal of the 

                                                           
49 Beatrice evokes Ulysses’s journey when she accuses Dante of enjoying the 

pleasures of the world too much: “e perché altra volta, / udendo le serene, sie 

più forte, / pon giù il seme del piangere ed ascolta.” (Purg. 31:44-46.)  Here not 

only is the famous episode of Ulysses and the sirens called to mind but also 

Ulysses’s own words in Inferno 26 (“Considerate vostra semenza”) are also 

parodied. 
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literary output and formation50 that Dante gained before his 

journey through the underworld, suggests that Beatrice has 

now also dismissed Brunetto as the pilgrim’s maestro.  Dante 

has thus been effectively purged of the influence of two of the 

most charismatic figures of the Inferno, and the two most 

closely associated with sodomy.  Dante must now apply what 

he has learned to the challenging task of purging the Empire 

and the Church of the poisoned fruit of Constantine’s 

sodomy. 

It follows then that Beatrice will now take over from 

Dante’s earlier guide and teacher Virgil who could only take 

him so far.  It is Beatrice who will be responsible for his 

“reeducation” and preparing him for the series of final 

examinations to which he is subjected in Paradiso.51  The 

subject of her first lesson is the intertwining histories of the 

Church and Empire, presented through the spectacle of the 

chariot. 

While the symbolism of the Eagle who drops its 

feathers highlights Constantine’s error, the image of a 

denuded Empire also reflects a medieval perception that 

                                                           
50 Beatrice’s rebuke alludes to the great potential Dante demonstrated in his 

Vita Nuova: “questi fu tal ne la sua vita nova / virtualmente, ch'ogne abito 

destro / fatto averebbe in lui mirabil prova.” (Purg. 30:115-117)  In subsequent 

cantos, however she notes how he went astray, distracted by young girls and 

other worldly things: “Non ti dovea gravar le penne in giuso, / ad aspettar 

più colpo, o pargoletta / o altra vanità con sì breve uso. (Purg. 31:58-60)  

Finally, she makes it clear that the school he followed is of little use in 

comprehending the divine or getting to heaven: “‘Perché conoschi’, disse, 

‘quella scuola / c'hai seguitata, e veggi sua dottrina / come può seguitar la mia 

parola;” (Purg. 33:85-87) 
51 In Paradiso 25, where the pilgrim is examined by St. James and St. John, 

Dante himself relies on this metaphor:  “Come discente ch’a dottor seconda  / 

pronto e libente in quell ch’egli è esparto, / perché la sua bontà si 

disasconda:” (Par. 25:64-66) 



 

71 

 

Constantinople had been built on the spoils of the western 

empire.52  Thus the tableau vivant at the summit of Mt. 

Purgatory serves as an interpretive key to the earlier 

Constantine cantos and underlines the importance of saving 

the Church and the Empire from further corruption.  If we 

continue to speak in terms of Dante as student, Beatrice’s 

promise that he will be with her in “that Rome where Christ is 

a Roman,”53 may be interpreted as what, in modern pedagogy 

is often termed an “expected student learning outcome.” That 

is, at the end of this course, Dante will be able to return the 

Empire to its providential destiny.  

Beatrice’s prophecy of the “DXV,”54 her 

announcement that one is coming who will avenge this great 

error must surely then be read as part of this elaborate 

tableau.  Moreover, if we consider the tableau as the start of 

Dante’s “reeducation,” we might equally consider the 

prophecy as part of a gradual revelation to Dante of the 

ultimate purpose of his journey through this “other world.”  

In contrast to the many interpretations proposed over the 

centuries, perhaps the simplest and most logical solution to 

the enigma is to recognize that Beatrice’s prophecy, like the 

vast majority of the prophecies in the Commedia, speaks to 

Dante’s personal future.55  If we accept this proposition then it 

                                                           
52 In a seventh century account, the pilgrim Arculf, noting the majesty of the 

“imperial city,” i.e. Constantinople, observed that this had been achieved by 

Constantine “gathering together an infinite multitude of men and collecting 

from all sides infinite supplies, so that all other cities were almost stripped 

bare.” (Whalen 115) 
53 See footnote 38. 
54 See footnote 7. 
55 It is not the intention of this article to enumerate all of the prophecies found 

throughout the Commedia.  It is, however, worth noting that the other 

seemingly unsolvable enigmatic prophecy, that of the veltro in Inferno 1:100-
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follows that Dante himself is the DXV. 

In support of this interpretation we may look at the 

way in which Beatrice’s lesson interacts with a similar canto 

in Paradiso,56 that is, Paradiso 6 in which Justinian recounts the 

history of the Roman Empire.  The canto is naturally linked to 

Constantine by virtue of its content but it may also be linked 

to Dante’s role vis-à-vis Constantine, once again through the 

pervasive use of deictic references.  In same sense that the 

entirety of Paradiso may be considered the fulfillment of the 

rectification prefigured throughout the Inferno and the 

Purgatorio, the Justinian canto may be considered an 

exemplum of the same process in the context of imperial 

history.  The episode with Justinian is set in the circle of 

Justice which is entirely logical since he is renowned for his 

work on the creation of the Justinian code.  His own 

conversion, moreover, from a heretical to an orthodox view of 

Christianity makes Justinian an apt figure of rectification.57 

But there is also a role that Justinian plays that links 

him even more specifically to Constantine, the geographical 

                                                                                                               
114, might equally be interpreted as identifying Dante himself or at least his 

poetic output as salvific.  Claudia Rattazzi Papka has argued that “Virgil’s 

prophecy of the veltro is fulfilled in the composition of the Commedia itself, not 

yet born in the first canto of Inferno, but still seeking to restore health to a 

morally ravaged Italy.” (42) 
56 Zygmunt Baranski notes that a colleague of his pointed out that the canto 

anticipates the way which Justinian recounts the story of the Eagle in 

Paradise (148 n. 3.)  Because Baranski’s work focused on a different aspect of 

the canto he does not address the issue of Constantine but although 

Baranski’s remarks are tangential, they are sufficiently tantalizing to merit 

mention. 
57 “Having previously held the heretical view that only the divine nature, not 

also the human, existed in Christ, Justinian was converted to the truth that he 

now sees as clearly as it can be seen that of two contrary positions one must 

be true, one false.” (Reynolds 350) 



 

73 

 

pseudo-sodomite.  It is Justinian who, after the fall of Rome, 

the fall of the western empire one might say, embarks on a 

wholesale mission to recover the west.  Justinian’s actions 

then, in trying to retake the lost western Empire are 

recuperative acts making him the Emperor who sought to 

turn the backwards Eagle around. 

Obviously Justinian’s project and Dante’s have a 

shared goal and by aligning his views with that of an 

Emperor, one that is in heaven, no less, Dante is able, as 

Barbara Reynolds notes, to secure assent to his political 

convictions by setting them within the framework of the 

universe. (349)  Justinian is, therefore, both exemplum for and 

authorization of Dante’s own stance vis-à-vis the Empire.  

Unable to dispute the existence of the Donation and unable to 

convince his detractors of its illegitimacy, Dante looks to an 

even greater authority to expose the flaws in Constantine’s 

actions, one who reveals them as backwards and shows how 

their damage might be rectified.  It may be tempting, 

therefore, to see Justinian as the antidote to Constantine’s 

fever, as the just man attempting to right the wrong turns and 

make the way straight.  But we must recall that Justinian is 

not the DXV.  While he offers clues as to how Constantine’s 

error may be cured, he himself was not able to put the Empire 

back on track.  Accordingly, when we meet Constantine in 

Paradiso 20 we are again reminded of his sin, as Justinian 

describes him as one who “made himself Greek.”  Symbolic of 

God’s image of Empire, the heavenly Eagle confirms Dante’s 

argument in the Monarchia that mankind needs the “rule of 

one alone.”58  It is significant, however, that Constantine, 

                                                           
58 Boyde suggests that the Eagle in Paradiso 6 “gives visible expression to the 

first book of the Monarchia (which shows in the abstract why mankind needs 
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while located in the eye of the eagle, is not at its very center.  

His sight has never been straight on. 

As we rise higher and higher in Paradiso, it becomes 

increasingly more evident that the job of straightening this 

gaze, redirecting the Eagle and catalyzing the apocalypse 

hinted at in Purgatorio 27 has been assigned to Dante.  Like a 

knight in a courtly romance, Dante’s own turpitude can be 

cured by his successful completion of the quest assigned to 

him by the courteous Lady.  The nature of the task is revealed 

to him in the third of the parallel 27th cantos.  Here, in 

Paradiso 27, St. Peter reminds Dante of the providential role of 

Rome59 and the debauchery to which it has been subjected by 

the papacy,60 exhorting him to open his mouth upon his 

return and report all that has been shown to him.61  

Immediately following this charge, Beatrice evokes, once 

again, the language of turning and tells Dante to look down to 

see how he himself has turned62 and there below him is the 

figure of Ulysses, a Greek on the road to nowhere.63  Here, 

                                                                                                               
the ‘rule of one alone’)” and that the later description of the Eagle as the “sign 

that made the Romans revered in the world” “makes visible the historical 

argument of the second book, namely that God intended the Roman Emperor 

to be the ‘one ruler,’ whose officium it was to bring peace and justice to the 

world.” (218) 
59 “Ma l’alta Provedenza, che con Scipio / difese a Roma la Gloria del mondo, 

/ soccorrà tosto, sì com’io concipio.” (Par. 27:61-63) 
60 “In vesta di pastor lupi rapaci.” (Par. 27:55) 
61 “E tu, figliuol, che per lo mortal pondo / ancor giù tornerai, apri la bocca, / e 

non asconder quel ch’io non ascondo.” (Par. 27:64-66) 
62 “Onde la donna che mi vide assolto / de l’attendere in su, mi disse: ‘Adìma 

/ il viso, e guarda come tu se’ vòlto’.” (Par. 27: 77-78) 
63 For the pilgrim, unlike Lot’s wife, Orpheus or even his earlier self at the 

summit of Purgatorio, such a backwards glance is now safe for the infection 

has been cured, and Dante can no longer be seduced or infected.  Just as 

Beatrice, and Christ before her, was able to descend into Hell unscathed, the 
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where Peter tells the pilgrim that he has a job to do when he 

returns, Beatrice affirms the righteousness of spurning 

Greeks.  Moreover, using language suggesting that the back 

will become the front, she reiterates the prophesy of a 

liberator who will set things right.64  Beatrice’s last prophecy, 

enunciated in yet another canto 27, links it, therefore, with the 

double investiture of Purgatorio 27 and the condemnation of 

the Donation in Inferno 27. 

To propose that DXV refers to Dante is, like so many 

other interpretations, speculative at best but it is certainly 

consistent with his view or projection of himself as divinely 

elected.  Again, while speculative, it bears noting that DXV 

forms an appropriate acronym easily attributable to Dante: 

“Dante Xristo Vincet” (“Dante through Christ shall triumph,” 

or equally “Dante with the cross – symbolized by X - will 

triumph.”)  It also links Dante’s mission to the figure of 

Constantine and his vision at Milvian Bridge of a cross in the 

sky with the message “In hoc signo vinces.”  It has also been 

anticipated by the moment in Dante’s arrival in Purgatorio 

when the pilgrim turns to the right to see the four stars in the 

                                                                                                               
truly holy cannot be infected by sin.  In fact, the sinners in Hell have been 

effectively neutralized through their reification.  Now that the entirety of the 

world has been revealed as a construct, those who are in Inferno have no 

meaning.  John Freccero explains the state of the sinners in hell in terms of a 

Pauline opposition: “Hope, vitality and the spirit are all compared with the 

referentiality of signs, while despair, death and the body are described as 

reifications, signs that no longer signify.” (776)  One cannot, therefore, long 

for them; one cannot be seduced by them. 
64 “Ma prima che gennaio tutto si sverni / per la centesma ch’è là giú negletta, 

/ raggeran sí questi cerchi superni, / che la fortuna che tanto s’aspetta, / le 

poppe volgerà u’ son le prore, / sí che la classe correrà diretta; / e vero frutto 

verrà dopo il fiore.” (Par. 27:142-149) 
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sky.65 

Perhaps most importantly, it responds to a question 

that underlies the entirety of the Commedia; there is little 

doubt that Dante has been called, but called to do what?  

Politically, at least, this interpretation of the prophecy works 

in harmony with the other prophecies addressed to the 

pilgrim to suggest that Dante has been called to unite the two 

powers and mend the rift occasioned by the unnatural acts of 

a fevered Emperor. 

Throughout the Commedia, characters such as Ulysses, 

Brunetto and Boniface stimulate contemplation on the 

misdeeds of Constantine and urge the reader to consider how 

the Emperor’s actions might be rectified.  As the 

synechdochal representation of Dante’s political project 

Constantine is by necessity a constant presence throughout 

the poem, representing an identifiable foe and as the 

embodiment and source of the Guelph and Ghibelline 

conflict.  In speaking to the popular audience of the Commedia, 

Dante departs from the formalism of his written brief, the 

Monarchia, and simplifies his arguments.  In the Commedia the 

validity of the Donation is presented as suspect, not because 

Constantine’s capacity to make the donation is impugned 

through sophisticated legal doctrine but rather by Dante’s 

characterization of the Emperor as a backwards sodomite akin 

to the Saracen infidels who hold Jerusalem. 

In the Commedia, however, Dante goes even further 

than he does in the Monarchia suggesting a prospective 

resolution to the issues it addresses.  Through a series of 

prophesies he hints to both the reader and to the pilgrim that 

                                                           
65 “I’ mi volsi a man destra, e puosi mente / a l’altro polo, e vidi quattro stelle” 

(Purg. 1:22-23) 
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Dante himself is the one appointed to cure the ills occasioned 

by Constantine.  In particular, the prophecies of those 

characters most personal to the poet, Virgil and Beatrice, urge 

Dante along on this quest which is at once epic, courtly and 

chivalric, giving shape to the mandate that has been assigned 

to him.  The descent into hell and the purification of 

purgatory, we learn, are merely preparatory for the final 

examination of faith in paradise that will determine whether 

Dante is fit for the challenge that awaits him after the final 

vision of Paradiso.  His journey is thus a figura that will be 

fulfilled when Dante returns to the living and completes his 

mission; to reconcile the two great lights, restore the New 

Jerusalem and turn the backwards Eagle the right way round, 

to once again follow the sun.66 

                                                           
66 I am greatly indebted to Alessandro Vettori, Zygmunt Baranski, Giuseppe 

Mazzotta and Walter Stephens, all of whom provided invaluable input and 

helped me see the flaws and strengths in this study. 
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MARY WATT 

Dante e Costantino: l’Aquila e il DXV 
– Riassunto – 

L'articolo prende in considerazione il trattamento di 

Dante dell'imperatore Costantino e suggerisce che l'incapacità 

di Dante di abbracciare pienamente il primo imperatore 

cristiano ha meno a che fare con la cosiddetta "Donazione" di 

quanto non faccia con qualcosa di molto più inquietante per 

Dante.  In particolare, l'articolo postula che la mossa di 

Costantino ad est sconvolge la fede di Dante in un universo 

divinamente ordinato in cui il progresso provvidenziale di 

Roma segue il sole, tracciando una traiettoria occidentale.  

Secondo Dante, quando Costantino voltò le spalle a Roma, ha 

commesso un atto innaturale, simile alla sodomia. A tal fine, 

l'articolo esamina come Dante usa riferimenti deittici, per 

esempio, linguaggio e immagini che evocano l’atto di girare e 

volgere all'indietro, per rafforzare questo punto di vista. 

L'articolo prende in considerazione anche come questa 

rappresentazione di Costantino come "invertito" è 

fondamentale per il progetto autobiografico della Commedia.  

A questo proposito, l'articolo esamina come Dante utilizza 

canti paralleli per suggerire che egli stesso è il salvatore 

profetizzato da Beatrice al vertice del Monte Purgatorio. Di 

più, l'articolo esplora come il poeta crea una serie di antitipi 

per rivelare che la sua missione è quella di invertire il danno 

fatto da Costantino. 
 


