
Learning and Culture Flourish 

Document 1- Dante’s Inferno 

In the early 1300s, Italian poet Dante Alighieri wrote 
the Divine Comedy, in which Dante himself goes on 
an imaginary journey to Hell (Inferno), through 
Purgatory (Purgatorio), and into Heaven (Paradiso). 
The selections below come from Inferno, through 
which he is guided by the Roman poet Virgil. 

 
Canto III: The Sign Above the Entrance to Hell  
 

“Through me the way to the infernal city: Through 
me the way to eternal sadness: Through me the way 
to the lost people. Justice moved my supreme 
maker: I was shaped by divine power, By highest 
wisdom, and by primal love. Before me, nothing was 
created, That is not eternal: and eternal I endure. Abandon all hope, you who enter here.” 

Canto IV: Limbo (Edge of Hell, Destination of Good Non-Christians 

I saw Electra with many companions, among whom I knew both Hector and Aeneas, Caesar in armor… and 
alone, apart, I saw the Saladin. When I raised my brow a little more, I saw the Master of those who know 
(Aristotle), seated amongst the philosophic family… Here I saw both Socrates and Plato… Democritus… 
Diogenes, Anaxagoras, and Thales, Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Zeno; and I saw Avicenna (Ibn Sina)… and 
Averroës (Ibn Rushd), who made the great commentary (on the works of Aristotle). 

Canto XII: The First Ring, The Violent 

“But fix your gaze on the valley, because we near the river of blood, in which those who injure others by 
violence are boiled... Here is Alexander, and fierce Dionysius of Syracuse, who gave Sicily years of pain... 
Divine Justice here torments Attila [the Hun], the scourge of the earth...” 

Canto XXIV: The Seventh Ring, The Thieves 

They had their hands tied behind them, with serpents, which fixed (stuck) their head and tail between the loins, 
and were coiled in knots in front. And see, a serpent struck (bit) at one who was near [us], and transfixed 
(punctured) him, there, where the neck is joined to the shoulders. Neither ‘o’ nor ‘i’ was ever written as swiftly 
as he [caught] fire, and burned, and dropped down, transformed to ashes: and after he was heaped on the 
ground, the powder gathered itself together, and immediately returned to its previous shape. 

Canto XXVIII: The Ninth Ring, Those Who Cause Division in Religion 

“[I saw a man,] cleft (split) from the chin down to the part that gives out the foulest sound: the entrails 
(intestines) hung between his legs: the organs appeared, and the miserable gut that makes excrement of what is 
swallowed. While I stood looking wholly at him, he gazed at me, and opened his chest with his hands, saying: 
‘See how I tear myself: see how Mahomet is ripped! In front of me, Ali goes, weeping, his face split from chin 



to scalp, and all the others you see here, were sowers of scandal and schism in their lifetimes: so they are cleft 
like this. There is a devil behind who tears us cruelly like this, reapplying his sword blade to each of this crowd, 
when they have wandered round the sad road, since the wounds heal before any reach him again.” 

 

Document 2- Summa Theologica by Thomas Aquinas 

During the Muslim Golden Age, Muslim scholars had translated the 
writings of Greek philosophers into Arabic. In Muslim Spain, Jewish and 
Muslim scholars translated these works into Latin, which allowed 
Western Europe to rediscover the philosophy of the ancient world. These 
writings influenced many European thinkers, who struggled to balance 
Greek philosophy (which focused on finding knowledge through 
reasoning) with their belief in Christianity (which encouraged accepting 
the truth of Christianity on faith). In this excerpt, philosopher Thomas 
Aquinas responds to those who argue that knowledge of God and of right 
and wrong can be discovered through human reason alone. 

 
“It was necessary for man's salvation (acceptance into heaven) 
that there should be a knowledge revealed by God besides 
philosophical science built up by human reason (thinking, 
contemplating). Firstly, indeed, because... God... surpasses (is 
beyond) the grasp of [human] reason… [So] it was necessary 

for the salvation of man that certain truths which exceed (go beyond) human reason should be 
made known to him by divine revelation (teachings revealed by God through prophets)... It was 
therefore necessary that besides philosophical science built up by reason, there should be a 
sacred (religious) science learned through revelation...” 

 

Document 3- The Canterbury Tales 

In The Canterbury Tales, English writer Geoffrey Chaucer describes a band of pilgrims traveling to the tomb of 
Saint Thomas Beckett, the Archbishop of Canterbury who was killed by the knights of King Henry II of England. 
In this selection, he describes the qualities of a 
chivalrous knight. 

“There was a knight, a most distinguished man 
Who from the day on which he first began 
To ride abroad had followed chivalry, 
Truth, honor, generousness and courtesy.  
 
He had done nobly in his [landlord’s] war 
And ridden into battle, no man more, 
As well in Christian as in heathen places, 
And ever honored for his noble graces 
(manners).” 

 


