
CANTO XXXIII 

THE SEVEN LADIES sing, weeping over the sorrowful fate 
of the chariot, and Beatrice grieves. But soon they set off, the 
seven in front of Beatrice, and the Pilgrim, Matelda, and Statius 
behind her. As they walk, Beatrice, in a very obscurely worded 
prophecy, predicts the eventual deliverance of the church and 
commands the Pilgrim to note her words and to repeat them 
exactly when he writ�s. in order to teach the living. The Pil­
grim asks her why her words fly so high above his power to 
understand, and she answers that it is to teach him the differ­
ence between divine and ear

.
thly ways. They come to the 

source from which the two rivers of Lethe and Eunoe spring, 
and Matelda, on Beatrice"s orders, leads tbe Pilgrim to drink of 
the restoring waters of Eunoe. The Poet protests that he would 
describe this inestimable pleasure at length, but that he has al­
ready filled the pages allotted for the second canticle. And so 
he says only that he came away from that holy water refreshed, 
eager to rise, and ready for the stars. 

Deus venemnt gentes, sang the nymphs 
chanting in tears the dulcet psalmody, 
their voices alternating, three, then four, 

and Beatrice listened to their song, 
sighing and sorrowful -hardly more grief 
showed in the face of Mary at the cross. 

But when among those virgins silence reigned, 
yielding to her response, she stood up then 
and glowing like a flame, a�nounced to them: 

" 'Modicum et non videbitis me; 
et iterum , sisters so dear to me, 
modicum et vos videbitis me." 

Then, having placed the seven in front of her, 
she had us move behind with just a nod 
to me and to the lady and the poet. 

So she moved forward, and she had not gone 
ten steps into the wood when, suddenly, 
she turned to fix her eyes on mine, and said, 
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looking at me serenely: "Make more haste, 
so that, if I should wish ro speak with you, 
you would be close enough ro hear my words." 2 1  

I did  as  I was raid. Once I was close, 
she said: "Why, brother, do you hesitate 
ro question me, now that you are with me?" 24 

Like those who feel a paralyzing awe 
when in the presence of superiors 
and scarcely can find breath enough ro speak- 2 7  

I ,  roo, could utter, indistinctly though, 
the words: "My lady, you know all my needs, 
and how ro satisfy them perfectly." J o  

Then she ro me: "It is my wish that you 
from now on free yourself from fear and shame, 
and cease ro speak like someone in a dream. JJ 

Know that the vessel which the serpent broke 
was, and is not. Let him who bears the blame 
learn that God's vengeance has no fear of sops. 36 

The eagle that shed feathers on the car 
that would become a monster, then a prey, 
will not remain forever without heirs; 39  

I tell you this because I clearly see 
those stars, already near, that will bring in 
a time-its advent nothing can prevent- 4 2 

in which five hundred, ten, and five shall be 
God's emissary, born ro kill the giant 
and the usurping whore with whom he sins. 45 

Perhaps my prophecy with its dark words, 
obscure as those of Themis or the Sphinx, 
has not convinced you but confused your mind; 48 

but soon events themselves shall be the Naiads 
that will untie this riddle's complex knot-
with no destruction of the sheep or grain. 

Note well my words: what I have said ro you, 
you will repeat, as . you teach those who live 
that life which is merely a race ro death. 
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And when you write, be sure that you describe 
the sad condition of the tree you saw 
despoiled, not once but twice, here on this spot. 5 7 

Whoever robs this tree or breaks its limbs 
sins against God, blasphemes in deeds, for He 
created it to serve His Holy Self. oo 

Because God's first soul tasted of this tree, 
more than five thousand years in pain he yearned 
for Him Who paid the penalty Himself. 63 

Your mind's asleep if you do not perceive 
the special reason for the tree's great height 
and why it grows inverted toward the top. 66 

If your vain thoughts had not been to your mind 
waters of Elsa, and your joy in them 
a Pyramus to your mulberry, then 69 

from the tree's two strange attributes alone, 
you would have recognized its moral sense, 
and seen God's justice in the interdict. 72 

But since I see your mind has turned to stone 
and, like a stone, is dark and, being dark, 
cannot endure the clear light of my words, 75 

it is my wish you carry back with you 
if not my words themselves, at least some trace, 
as pilgrims bring their staves back wreathed with palm.'' 78 

And I to her: "As wax stamped by the seal 
will never lose the outline of the print, 
so, your seal is imprinted on my mind. 8• 

But your desired words, why do they fly 
so high above my mind ? The more I try 
to follow them, the more they soar from sight.'' 84 

She said: "Why do they? So that you may come 
truly to know that school which you have followed, 
and see how well its doctrine follows mine- 87 

also, that you may see that mankind's ways 
are just as far away from those divine 
as earth is from the highest spinning sphere.'' 90 
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To that I answered: "I cannot recall 
ever having estranged myself from you: 
I have no guilty conscience on that score." 

"You say that you do not remember it?" 
smiling, she said. "Bur, surely, you recall 
drinking of Lethe's waters just today; 

and even as fire can be inferred from smoke, 
your lack of memory is patent proof 
that your estrangement from me was a sin. 

But from now on, I promise you, my words 
will be as plain as they will have to be 
for your uneducated mind to grasp." 

And blazing brighter, moving slower now, 
the sun was riding irs meridian ring, 
whose point in space depends upon the viewer, 

when- just as someone who escorts a group 
stops short if something very strange appears 
in front of him- those seven ladies stopped 

as they approached the margin of a shade, 
pale as a mountain's shadow on cool streams 
flowing beneath green foliage and dark boughs. 

Ahead of them I saw spring from one source 
what might have been the Tigris and Euphrates! 
Then, like close friends, they slowly drew apart. 

"0 light, 0 glory of the human race, 
what is this water pouring from one source, 
and then dividing self from self?" I asked. 

She answered: "Ask Marelda to explain." 
And then the lovely lady spoke, as though 
she felt she had to free herself from blame: 

"I have already made this clear to him, 
this and much more; and Lethe, I am sure, 
could not have washed away the memory." 

Then Beatrice: "A more important thing, 
perhaps, weighs on his mind, depriving him 
of memory and clouding his mind's eye. 
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But here before us is the stream Eunoe: 
now, lead him there and, as it is your wont, 
revive his weakened powers in its flow." 

Then, gracious as she was, without demur, 
submitting her own will to another's will, 
once this was made apparent by a sign, 

the lovely lady took me by the hand, 
and said to Statius as she moved ahead 
with queenly modesty: "And you come too." 

Reader, if I had space to write more words, 
I'd sing, at least in part, of that sweet draught 
which never could have satisfied my thirst; 

but now I have completed every page 
planned for my poem's second canticle-
I am checked by the bridle of my art! 

From those holiest waters I returned 
to her reborn, a tree renewed, in bloom 
with newborn foliage, immaculate, 

eager to rise, now ready for the stars. 

NOTES 
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1 .  Deus venerunt gentes : Saddened by the tableau depicting 
the captivity of the church, the seven virtues begin to sing 
Psalm 78[79], a lamentation for the destruction of the temple 
of Jerusalem, which begins: "0 God, the nations have come 
into your inheritance; I they have defiled your holy temple, 
they have laid I Jerusalem in ruins." 

3· their voices alternating, three, then four: The psalm is being 
sung antiphonally: the three rheological virtues and the four 
cardinal virtues sing alternate verses. 

1 0- 1 2 . Modicum et non : During the mournful psalm, Be­
atrice is said to resemble Mary looking at her Son on the cross 
( s - 6).  When the psalm ends, however, Beatrice changes and 
speaks the words of Christ to his disciples concerning his own 
departure and return: "A little while and you shall not see me; 
and again, a little while and you shall see me because I go to 
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the Father . . .  " Qohn r6 :  r 6). Christ and his church, Beatrice 
reassures all, will someday return triumphant. 

1 3 - I 5. Then, having placed the seven in front  of her: A new 
procession is formed by Beatrice's mere nod. The seven vir­
tues, still holding tOrches as in the previous canto (XXXII,  
9 8 - 99) ,  precede Beatrice, who here and now represents 
Sapientia or Wisdom and is herself filling the spot occupied by 
the chariot in the original procession. Beatrice is followed by 
the Pilgrim, Statius ("the poet," who has been in silen t  at­
tendance all along), and Marelda. 

1 7 .  ten steps : It is Dante's cusrom tO employ numbers sym­
bolically, and many commentatOrs have proposed symbolic 
meanings for the number ten here. None of the interpretations 
is particularly satisfying, however, and since it is not actually 
ten steps that Beatrice takes, but rather some unspecified 
number fewer than ten ("and she had not gone ten steps," 
1 6 - 1 7  ), it is quite possible that Dante meant us simply to un­
derstand "ten steps" as several steps. 

1 9 - 2 1 .  "Make more haste": Beatrice rs 10 complete control 
here , but her role is now more the gen tle than the stern 
mother. The change in Beatrice's tOne and glance from the se­
vere tO the serene reflects the change in the Pilgrim's state. 
Having confessed and been forgiven, he no longer deserves 
Beatrice's righteous anger. 

3 1 .  "It is my wish": Beatrice is preparing Dante tO cross the 
second river, Eunoe. Just as all memory of his sins was washed 
away by the Pilgrim's drinking Lethe's waters in Purg. XXXI, 
102, so the memory of his good deeds and their strength will 
be restored when he drinks the waters of the Eunoe. Until 
then, however, the Pilgrim must strive tO put aside his fears 
and shame. 

34- 3 5 .  the vessel which the serpent broke I was, and is not : 
Here, with the beginning of Beatrice's explanation tO Dante of 
the allegorical meaning of the pageant, we return to the 
apocalyptic atmosphere. Her words echo those of the angel in 
Revelations as he explains the mystery of the woman on the 
scarlet beast: "The beast that thou sawest was, and is not" 
(Apoc. 1 7 : 8) .  
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3 5 · Let him who bears the blame: A collecrive reference ro 
Pope Clement and Philip rhe Fair. 

36. learn that God's vengeance has no fear of sops : The Italian 
reads '"che vendena di Dio non reme suppe.'" The precise mean­
ing of rhe word suppe is nor clear. Early commenrarors men­
tioned cusroms, prevalent in Dance's rime and before, accord­
ing ro which vengeance for a crime could be expiated if rhe 
criminal are a ritual meal of aronemenr (a sop of bread and 
wine) over rhe grave of his vicrim. If rhe murderer could ac­
complish rhis fear, he would rhen be free of rhe vengeance of 
his victim's family. For a summary of rhe earlier commentators, 
see Chimenz (p. 6 I  I ). 

37 -39. The eagle that shed feathers : The eagle is rhe Roman 
Empire. Dame considered Frederick II as rhe lasr rrue heir of 
rhe Caesars. Since his dearh in I 2 50 rhe empire has lived in 
expecrarion of a srrong leader capable of restoring order and 
rranquiliry. 

43· five hundred, ten, and five: Beatrice is prophesying rhe 
coming of such an heir ro rhe Caesars: "God's emissary" (44) ro 
lraly. Exactly whom Beatrice had in mind is a question rhar 
continues ro puzzle readers of rhe poem. As he was in rhe Vel­
fro prophecy spoken by Virgil ar rhe beginning of rhe poem 
(see In/. I, I O I - I 05),  Dante is being purposely vague here. 
Grandgenr points our (p. 6 I 2) rhar rhe practice of equating 
numbers wirh rhe leners of a name is an ancient one, found, for 
example, in rhe Hebrew Kabbala, or in Lucian's Alexander or the 
False Prophet , or in Rev. I 3 : I 8. Ir was a pracrice very much in 
vogue in rhirreenrh- and fourreenrh-cenrury Europe and comes 
up elsewhere in Dame's writing (cf. Vita nuova, XXX). One 
guess ar an idenriry for rhe emissary is based on transforming 
5 I 5 into rhe Roman numerals DXV and reversing rhe lasr rwo 
lerrers, which gives DVX or dux (leader, a temporal monarch). 
This code word is rhen associated wirh rhe grear emperor and 
leader Henry VII. The positive rone of Beatrice's presentation 
in 40-42, "I clearly see . . .  irs advent nothing can prevent," 
ind icates, perhaps, rhar Dante was confident of rhe success of 
Henry VII's expedition ro lraly in I 3 I o. Henry died in I 3 r 3 ·  
For a summary o f  rhe many solutions proposed for rhis prob­
lem, see Mazzamuro's arricle in rhe Enciclopedia dantesca. 

47 · Themis or the Sphinx: Borh Themis and rhe Sphinx are 
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associated in classical mythology wirh "dark words" and 
obscure riddles. Themis, rhe daughrer of Gaea (Earrh) and 
Uranus (Heaven) and second wife of Zeus, was a prophetic 
deiry, purportedly Apollo's predecessor ar Delphi. When con­
sulted by Deucalion and Pyrrha concerning rhe repopulating of 
earth afrer rhe deluge, Themis rold rhem ro casr rheir mother's 
bones behind rhem. Her meaning was rhar rhey were ro cast 
scones behind rheir backs (See Ovid, Metam. I, 379-94). 

The Sphinx (a monster possessing rhe head of an innocent 
girl and rhe body of a fierce beasr) was an oracle of Themis's, 
who sar on a rock ourside rhe ciry of Thebes. To every The ban 
who passed by, she posed rhe same riddle: "Whar walks on four 
legs in rhe morning, on rwo ar noon, and on three ar nighr?" 
Those who failed ro solve rhe riddle were slain. Oedipus, rhe 
ill-fared king of Thebes, solved rhe riddle: Man in his infancy 
crawls on all fours, in his maruriry walks erecr, and in old age is 
supported by a sraff. Enraged ar having rhe correcr answer, rhe 
Sphinx rhrew herself down from rhe rock and was killed. 
Themis Iacer avenged the dearh of her oracle by dispatching a 
monsrer ro ravage rhe Thebans' fields and flocks (See Ovid, 
Metam. VII, 762-6 5).  

49- 5 1 .  The Naiads . . .  no destruction of the sheep or grain : 
Dance erroneously arrribures rhe solving of rhe riddle of the 
Sphinx ro rhe Naiads, or water nymphs, having gorren his in­
formacion from a faulty texr of Ovid's Metamorphoses (VII, 7 s 7) ,  
in which rhe word "Naiades" was substituted for "Laiades" ( = 

Oedipus, rhe son of Laius). 
Beatrice is saying here rhar her prophecy (or riddle), unlike 

thar of rhe Sphinx, will be solved wirh no desrrucrion, with no 
ravaging of rhe Thebans' fields and flocks. 

54· that life which is merely a race to death : Sr. Augustine (De 
cir. Dei XIII,  1 o) says rhe same rhing: "ur om nino nihil sir aliud 
rempus virae huius, quam cursus ad morrem." 

s 6 - 5 7 .  the tree you saw I despoiled. not once but twice: The 
Pilgrim saw the rree in the Earrhly Parad ise despoiled firsr by 
Adam (as verses 6 1 -63 indicate) and rhen by rhe vicissitudes of 
Purg.  XXXII, 1 09 - 60, especially the episode when rhe giant 
(Philip the Fair) detaches rhe charior from rhe rree. (When the 
charior was attached ro rhe rree, ir had bursr in ro bloom 
[XXXII,  so - 6o].) 
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62. more than five thousand years in pain he yearned: Dame 
(using a round number) adopts the chronology of Eusebius, 
which puts the birth of Christ at 5200 years and his death on 
the cross 5 2 3 2  years after the Creation. The ''pain" refers to 
the 930 years of Adam's life on earth after his exile from the 
Earthly Paradise; the fact that "he yearned" refers to rhe 4302 
years Adam spent in Limbo waiting for Christ to descend and 
release him (In/. IV, 5 2 - 5 5 ). According to these figures, rhe 
Crucifixion rook place in the year 5 2 3 2 .  

65 -66. the special reason /or the tree's great height: The height 
of the tree is the might of the empire, and the reason it "grows 
inverted toward the top" is to indicate God's wish for the in­
violability of the empire (see Purg .  XXII,  I 3 3 - I 3 5 ,  and 
XXXII, 40-42). 

68. waters of Elsa : The Elsa is a river that flows into the Arno 
between Florence and Pisa; at certain locations (especially near 
Colle) it had the property of "petrifying" objects immersed and 
left in irs waters. 

69. Pyramus: For the story of Pyramus, Thisbe, and the mul­
berry tree, see the note to Purg.  XXVII, 3 7 - 39.  Beatrice is 
saying that because the Pilgrim's "vain thoughts" (67) have 
hardened his intellect (68), and because the pleasure he derived 
from them has left some Stflin of sin on his mind (it has dark­
ened it as the blood of Pyramus once stained the white mul­
berry a dark red); he does nor understand the significance of 
the tree: why God prohibited Adam from eating of the tree 
(70-72) .  

8 5 -87.  She said: "Why do they?' " :  Beatrice is  explaining to 
the Pilgrim why her words are so difficult to grasp; that is, she 
is answering the question he asked in the preceding tercer 
(82 -84). In this way he will see just how inferior to her "doc­
trine" (87)-and let us keep in mind that Beatrice is speaking 
here in her role of Sapientia or Wisdom-were his philosoph­
ical studies ("that school which you have followed,'' 86), based 
primarily on Aristotle and expounded by Dante in his Convivio. 

90. the highest spinning sphere: This is rhe outermost of the 
nine revolving heavens, the Primum Mobile. 

1 03 - 1 0 5 .  And blazing brighter, moving slower now: It is now 
noon in Purgatory, and at noontime the sun appears to be mov-
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ing slower. The meridian, unlike che equacor, which is a fixed 
line, shifcs from one place co anmher, according co che long­
imde of che place in which che viewer is sicuaced. Midday, ac­
cording co Sc. Bonavencure, is che noblesc hour of che day, che 
hour in which Chrisc ascended co Heaven. This is che lase ref­
erence co cime measured by che sun in che Comedy .  

1 1 3 .  the Tigris and Euphrates : These rwo rivers of souchwesc 
Asia rise in Turkey, join in Iraq, and flow imo che Persian Gulf. 
They are che lase rwo of che four rivers memioned in Genesis 
( 2 :  1 4) as wacering che Eanhly Paradise. Dame's informacion 
chac chese cwo rivers spring from che same source may have 
come from Boechius (Como!. philos . V, i, 3 - 4). 

1 1 5 .  "0 light, 0 glory of the human race": The Pilgrim ad­
dresses Beacrice in her allegorical role of Wisdom. 

1 1 8.  "Ask Matelda to explain '' :  Ac lase che "lovely lady" who 
broughc che Pilgrim across che river co Beacrice is named, and 
in a very casual way indeed-as if she were one of Beacrice's 
besc friends (see Singlecon, p. 823) .  

1 24. Then Beatrice: "A more important thing": She is probably 
alluding co ·her reproach of che . Pilgrim or, perhaps, co che 
meaning of che procession chac has passed. 

1 2 7 . the stream Eunoe: See noce co Purg. XXVIII,  1 30. 

1 28.  as it is your wont :  This phrase makes clear Macelda's 
role ac che cop of che moumain of Purgarory: we muse assume 
chac che "lovely lady" performs chis service for all souls who 
pass chrough che garden; in face, she says co Scacius in verse 
1 3 5 :  "And you come coo." Beacrice, on che ocher hand , will 
come j usc once co che cop of che moum, as she did in chis case, 
co judge her lover (as Chrisc will come once ac che Final judg­
mem co judge all mankind). Beacrice's advem, chen, is an alle­
gory, a dumbshow for che sake of one man, Dame, che Pilgrim, 
while Macelda's appearance and accion is a realicy for every 
saved soul on ics way co Paradise. 

1 29. revive his weakened powers : By drinking of che wacers of 
Eunoe, che memory of good deeds done in che pasc is rescored 
(see Purg .  XXVIII,  1 29 - 3 1 ). And ic is Macelda (che accive )ife) 
who performs chis office. 

· 
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1 3 4.  Statius : This is rhe last reference ro Srarius in rhe 
poem. We musr assume rhar once he has rasred of Eunoe he 
will, like every purged soul ready ro leave Purgarory, rise di­
recrly ro his predestined sear in rhe Empyrean. 

1 3 6-4 1 .  Reader, z/ I had space: If ir were nor for rhe follow­
ing tercer and concluding verse ( 1 42 -45), the Purgatory would, 
indeed, come ro a pedantic ending here, in Dame's final Ad­
dress ro rhe Reader, where rhe Poet implies a preestablished 
plan for rhe srrucrure of his poem. 

1 42 -4 5 .  From those holiest waters . . .  now ready for the stars :  
The Pilgrim describes his condition after drinking (or  being 
submersed in) rhe waters of Eunoe and returning ro Beatrice in 
terms of rebirth, new life, resurrection, purity, and freedom ro 
rise- the major motifs of rhe opening canro of rhe Purgatory. 
Returning ro Beatrice from Eunoe represents rhe fulfillmenr of 
Caro's instructions ar rhe foot of rhe mouiuain (Purg. I, 94-
1 0 5) .  As ar rhe end of rhe Infemo, rhe Pilgrim finds himself ar 

rhe foot of a mounrain rhar is nor unlike rhar mounrain he 
found he could nor climb in Canro I (or rhe opening) of rhe 
Inferno. Now, ar the end of rhe Purgatory, ir is as though for a 
brief momenr rhe Pilgrim were again ar rhe base of this island, 
where rushes grow in soft sand, again ready for ascent. 

As do rhe other rwo canricles of rhe Divine Comedy,  the Pur­
gatory ends wirh the word stelle ("stars"), stressing rhe upward 
movemenr roward God, rhe goal and motivating force of the 
enrire poem. 
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