
English 2800 – Prof Kolb.  
Translating Dante’s Inferno.  

 
Canto 1, lines 1-9, original Italian (terza rima) 
 
Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita  (A) 
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,   (B) 
ché la diritta via era smarrita.   (A) 
 
Ahi quanto a dir qual era è cosa dura  (B) 
esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte  (C) 
che nel pensier rinova la paura!   (B) 
 
Tant’ è amara che poco è più morte;  (C) 
ma per trattar del ben ch’i’ vi trovai,  (D) 
dirò de l’altre cose ch’i’ v’ho scorte.  (C) 
 
John Ciardi (our translator) writes on choosing not to rhyme: “It 
requires approximately 1,500 triple rhymes to render the Inferno 
and even granted that many of these combinations can be used and 
re-used, English has no such resources of rhyme. Inevitably the 
language must be inverted, distorted, padded, and made 
unspeakable in order to force the line to come out in that third, all-
consuming rhyme. In Italian, where it is only a slight exaggeration to 
say that everything rhymes with everything else, the rhyme is no 
problem. In English, it is a disaster.” (p. x). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Translation into English terza rima, by Robert M. Torrance (2011) 
 

  
 
 
In what follows, you will see five passages translated two ways each 
(some into verse, some into prose). In your groups, compare these 
translations to each other and to the same passage in Ciardi’s 
translation. Which translation is most effective? What are the 
benefits—and drawbacks—of each translator’s style? After twenty 
minutes of group discussion, you will share with everyone: (1) what 
your passage is about; (2) how the different translators handled 
your passage; and (3) what you find most and least powerful, across 
all three translations. 
  



GROUP 1. Canto 20, lines 5-31 (pp. 160-161 in our book) 
 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882). Tercets. 
 
And people saw I through the circular valley, 
  Silent and weeping, coming at the pace 
  Which in this world the Litanies assume. 
 
As lower down my sight descended on them, 
  Wondrously each one seemed to be distorted 
  From chin to the beginning of the chest; 
 
For tow’rds the reins the countenance was turned, 
  And backward it behoved them to advance, 
  As to look forward had been taken from them. 
 
Perchance indeed by violence of palsy 
  Some one has been thus wholly turned awry; 
  But I ne'er saw it, nor believe it can be. 
 
As God may let thee, Reader, gather fruit 
  From this thy reading, think now for thyself 
  How I could ever keep my face unmoistened, 
 
When our own image near me I beheld 
  Distorted so, the weeping of the eyes 
  Along the fissure bathed the hinder parts. 
 
Truly I wept, leaning upon a peak 
  Of the hard crag, so that my Escort said 
  To me: "Art thou, too, of the other fools? 
 
Here pity lives when it is wholly dead; 
  Who is a greater reprobate than he 
  Who feels compassion at the doom divine? 
 
Lift up, lift up thy head…” 
 

 
 
Courtney Langdon (1918). Blank verse. 
 
   People in the great round trench I saw 
come weeping silently, and at the pace, 
at which in this world litanies advance. 

 
   Then, as my sight fell on them lower down, 
wondrously twisted each of them appeared 
between the chin and where the chest begins; 
for toward his loins his face was turned around, 
and backward it behooved him to advance, 
because of foresight they had been deprived. 

 
   By palsy some, perhaps, may thus have been 
entirely turned around, but I’ve not seen it, 
nor do I think there ever was one such.  
So may God let thee, Reader, gather fruit 
from this thy reading, think now for thyself 
how I could ever keep my own face dry, 
when at close range I saw our human image 
so twisted, that the weeping of the eyes 
along the fissure bathed the back. Indeed, 
as on a rock of that hard crag I leaned, 
I wept so, that my Escort said to me: 
“Art thou still foolish as the others are? 
Here liveth piety when wholly dead 
is pity. Who, then, guiltier is than he 
who lets his feelings judge Divine Decrees? 
Lift, lift thy head.” 

 
 
 



GROUP 2. Canto 22, lines 121-143 (pp. 182-183 in our book.) 
 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882). Tercets 
The Navarrese selected well his time; 
  Planted his feet on land, and in a moment 
  Leaped, and released himself from their design. 
 
Whereat each one was suddenly stung with shame, 
  But he most who was cause of the defeat; 
  Therefore he moved, and cried: "Thou art o’ertakern." 
 
But little it availed, for wings could not 
  Outstrip the fear; the other one went under, 
  And, flying, upward he his breast directed; 
 
Not otherwise the duck upon a sudden 
  Dives under, when the falcon is approaching, 
  And upward he returneth cross and weary. 
 
Infuriate at the mockery, Calcabrina 
  Flying behind him followed close, desirous 
  The other should escape, to have a quarrel. 
 
And when the barrator1 had disappeared, 
  He turned his talons upon his companion, 
  And grappled with him right above the moat. 
 
But sooth the other was a doughty sparhawk 
  To clapperclaw him well; and both of them 
  Fell in the middle of the boiling pond. 
 
A sudden intercessor was the heat; 
  But ne'ertheless of rising there was naught, 
  To such degree they had their wings belimed. 

 
1 The sinner (aka the Navarrese grafter).  

 
 
A.S. Kline (2000), prose.  
 
The Navarrese picked his moment well, planted his feet on the 
ground, and in an instant plunged, and freed himself from their 
intention. Each of the demons was stung with guilt, but Alichino 
most who had caused the error: so he started up and shouted: ‘You 
are caught!’ But it helped him little, since wings could not outrun 
terror: the sinner dived down: and Alichino, flying, lifted his breast. 
The duck dives like that when the falcon nears, and the hawk flies 
back up, angry and thwarted. 
 
Calcabrina, furious at the trick, flew on after him, wanting the sinner 
to escape, in order to quarrel. And when the barrator had vanished, 
he turned his claws on his friend, and grappled with him above the 
ditch. But the other was sparrow hawk enough to claw him 
thoroughly, and both dropped down, into the centre of the boiling 
pond. The heat, instantly, separated them, but they could not rise, 
their wings were so glued up. 
  



GROUP 3. Canto 24, lines 82-108 (pp. 197-198 in our book) 
 
Courtney Langdon (1918). Blank verse. 
 
I beheld a frightful throng 
of snakes, and of so weird a kind, that still 
the memory of them freezes up my blood. 
Let Libya and her sand no longer boast; 
for though she breed chelỳdri, jàculi, 
with cenchri, phàreae and àmphisbaenae, 
ne’er with all Ethiopia did she show, 
nor e’en with what above the Red Sea lies, 
either so many or such evil plagues. 
Among this cruel and most dismal swarm 
people were running, nude and terrified, 
and with no hope of hole or heliotrope. 
Their hands were bound behind their back with snakes, 
whose tail and head were thrust between their loins, 
and tied together in a knot in front. 
Then lo, a serpent hurled himself at one, 
who near our bank was standing, and transfixed him 
there where the neck is to the shoulders joined. 
Never were “o” or “i” so quickly written, 
as he took fire, and, burning up, must needs 
turn wholly into ashes as he fell; 
whereat, though thus destroyed upon the ground, 
the dust, assembling of its own accord, 
turned instantly into the self-same man. 
So likewise, as great sages have declared, 
the Phoenix dies, and then is born again, 
as she approaches her five-hundredth year. 
 
 
 

 
 
A.S. Kline (2000). Prose.  
 
I saw a fearful mass of snakes inside, and of such strange 
appearance, that even now the memory freezes my blood. Let Libya 
no longer vaunt its sands: though it engenders chelydri, and jaculi; 
pareae; and cenchres with amphisbaena; it never showed pests so 
numerous or dreadful, nor did Ethiopia, nor Arabia, the land that 
lies along the Red Sea. Amongst this cruel and mournful swarm, 
people were running, naked and terrified, without hope of 
concealment, or of that stone, the heliotrope, that renders the 
wearer invisible. They had their hands tied behind them, with 
serpents, that fixed their head and tail between the loins, and were 
coiled in knots in front. And see, a serpent struck at one who was 
near our bank, and transfixed him, there, where the neck is joined 
to the shoulders. Neither ‘o’ nor ‘i’ was ever written as swiftly as he 
took 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. So, great 
sages say, the phoenix dies, and then renews, when it nears its five-
hundredth year. 
  



GROUP 4. Canto 26, lines 46-68 (pp. 212-213 in our book) 
 
Robert M. Torrance (2011). Terza rima. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Courtney Langdon (1918). Blank verse. 
 
My Leader, who perceived me thus intent, 
then said: “The spirits are within the fires, 
and each is swathed by that wherewith he burns.” 
“My Teacher,” I replied, “I ’m more assured 
through hearing thee, but deemed it so already, 
and wished to ask thee: ‘Who is in the flame 
which comes along so cloven at the top, 
that from the pyre it seems to rise, whereon 
Etèocles was with his brother placed?’” 
He answered me: “Therein are both Ulysses 
and Diomed tormented, who in pain 
thus go together, as they did in wrath; 
and in that flame of theirs they now bewail 
the ambush of the horse, which made the gate, 
from which the Roman’s noble seed went forth; 
there they lament the trick, because of which 
Deidamìa, dead, still mourns Achilles; 
there the Palladium’s penalty is paid.” 
“If they can speak within those sparks,” said I, 
“I pray thee, Teacher, much, and pray again 
that mine be worth to thee a thousand prayers, 
refuse not my request to linger here 
until the horned flame come this way; thou see’st 
that toward it I ’m inclined by great desire.” 
 
  



GROUP 5. Canto 26, lines73-96 (pp. 213-214 in our book) 
 
Robert M. Torrance (2011). Terza rima.  

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
A.S. Kline (2000). Prose.  
 
When the flame had come, where the time and place seemed 
fitting, to my guide, I heard him speak, so: ‘O you, who are two in 
one fire, if I was worthy of you when I lived, if I was worthy of you, 
greatly or a little, when on earth I wrote the high verses, do not go, 
but let one of you tell where he, being lost through his own actions, 
went to die.’ he greater horn of the ancient flame started to shake 
itself, murmuring, like a flame struggling in the wind. Then moving 
the tip, as if it were a tongue speaking, gave out a voice, and said:  
 
‘When I left Circe, who held me for more than a year, near to Gaeta, 
before Aeneas named it, not even my fondness for my son, 
Telemachus, my reverence for my aged father, Laërtes, nor the debt 
of love that should have made Penelope happy, could restrain in me 
the desire I had, to gain experience of the world, and of human vice 
and worth. I set out on the wide, deep ocean, with only one ship, 
and that little company, that had not abandoned me.’ 
 
 
 


