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INTRODUCTION 
 

In both the Inferno and the Purgatorio Dante groups his characters together according to a specified 

classificatory system. In Purgatory this system is straightforwardly based  on the seven capital vices, whereas in 

Hell we are offered a complex division into sins of incontinence, violence and fraud. 

 

The principles by which sins are classified in Hell are expounded by Virgil in Inferno XI. He explains that sins of 

malice - that is, sins causing direct harm to self, God or others are punished within the city of Dis, and that these 

sins fall into two distinct categories: those accomplished by force and those accomplished by fraud (Inf XI 22-

24). Sins accomplished by fraud are further subdivided into two main kinds: those where no special relationship 

of trust existed between the sinner and his victim, and those where such trust did exist (XI 52-54). These 

categories correspond to the seventh, eighth and ninth circles of Hell, where those guilty of sins of violence, 

fraud (without trust) and treachery (fraud with trust) are found. In response to a question from Dante, Virgil goes 

on to explain that the individuals seen in the upper part of the infernal pit, outside the gate of Dis, are those 

who committed sins of incontinence - that is, sins stemming from lack of self-control rather than from malice 

and rebukes Dante for not recalling  Aristotle's threefold division of sins into those of incontinence, malice and 

bestiality (Inf XI 79-84). The detailed outworking of this system is summarised in Table One. 

 

The classificatory system which governs the mountain of Purgatory is outlined in Purgatorio XVII, again by Virgil, 

who explains that in each of us there is an inborn love with which we are to seek God, and that we may, through 

the exercise of  our free will, misuse this love (Purg  XVII 91-102). Those who directed it towards the harm of 

others purge their sins on the lowest three terraces. The first is occupied by the proud, who sought to build 

themselves up at the expense of their neighbours; the second is occupied by the envious, whose fear of losing 

their power or honour led them to wish for the downfall of rivals; the third is occupied by the wrathful, whose 

propensity to take offence led them into vindictive thoughts and deeds (XVII 115-26). Others love with 

insufficient force, and purge their vice, sloth, on the fourth terrace (XVII 125-32). And finally, it is possible to 

direct one's love towards mistaken goals with excessive force, and this inclination is purged on the upper three 

terraces, which turn out to be devoted to avarice, gluttony and lust (XVII 133-39). 

 

There are two essential differences between these classificatory systems: firstly that in Hell characters are mostly 

classified according to their gravest sinful actions (with the exception of those guilty of sins of incontinence), 

whereas in Purgatory they are grouped according to their basic wrong inclination; and secondly that there is no 

movement in Hel, whereas Purgatory is a transitional realm in which individuals move gradually up the 

mountain until completely purged of all the capital vices. 

 

Examination of these two systems has given rise to a number of questions and difficulties, particularly with 

regard to the Inferno. In circles two to five sinners are classified according to five of the seven capital vices, this 

scheme then being abandoned in favour of the distinction between violence and fraud. Certain peculiarities 

result: for example envy and pride are not categorized in Hell, and prodigality is punished both outside and 

inside the city of Dis. The same is true of theft, punished both as a sin of violence in circle seven and as a sin of 

fraud in circle eight. Secondly, Virgil omits to include circles one (lack of faith) and six (heresy and unbelief) in his 

explanation, and no reason is given for the use of two different schemes in the two cantiche. And finally, and 

perhaps most significantly, there seems to be no clear correspondence between the cited Aristotelian 

distinctions of malice and bestiality and the Dantean divisions of violence, fraud and treachery.  
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These difficulties have provoked a certain amount of debate over the last century. Early critics, such as Ronzoni 

and Witte, suggested that the inconsistencies were such that the scheme of the Inferno cannot have been based 

on the Aristotelian distinctions;
1
 others suggested that it was founded in its totality, like·. that of the Purgatorio, 

on the seven capital vices.
2
  But since the studies of Moore in 1899 and Busnelli  in 1905 and 1907, the common 

view has been that the major divisions of Dante 's Hell are derived from the Ethics as Virgil implies, and that the 

detailed breakdown of these major divisions into further categories of sin is Dante 's original  application of the 

Aristotelian principles. This view is summarised by Petrocchi: 

 

Lo schema aristotelico è stato (... ) adoprato da Dante con grande libertà, non soltanto per  inserirvi quei peccati o quelle 

situazioni morali che non potevano essere previste dal filosofo greco poiche configurate secondo la concezione del 

Cristianesimo (... ), ma per creare un complesso di situazioni totalmente originali (... ). Lo schema aristotelico è dunque così  

immerse  in un'originale creazione poetico-narrativa da porsi sovente nello sfondo del la singola trattazione ascetico-

religiosa.
3
 

 

However, this position fails to account  satisfactorily for the presence of the inconsistencies discussed above, 

and in particular leaves open the question of which sins if any intended to correspond to the Aristotelian 

category bestiality. 

  

The classification of the Purgatorio, on the other hand, is clearly and consistently based on the scheme of the 

seven capital vices. It has been suggested by D'Ovidio and others that, in contrast to the Inferno, the Purgatorio 

takes its structure from conventional Church teaching: 

 

La Chiesa, almeno ne' suoi piú grandi scrittori e dottori, aveva pronunziato sui rnutui rapporti e i principali tipi dei peccati, 

senza dubbio per ragioni pratiche, relative alla confessione, alle indulgenze, ai perdoni ; ond 'egli nel Purgatorio difficilmente 

avrebbe potuto far altro che seguire tal guida. Niente avea pronunziato la Chiesa per l'Inferno, ma solamente accennato a 

pene eterne, irrimediabili, non mitigabili. Egli aveva la mano libera, da adottar ogni sistema, seguir ogni guida, e mettervi 

tutta la propria esperienza personale, le sue inclinazioni, i suoi modi di sentire.
4
 

 

But even here there are difficulties. From the third century onwards theologians had proposed a number of 

different formulations of seven or eight wrong inclinations which give rise to sin, but these had not been 

officially subsumed into Church doctrine.
5
  Still less had they been linked with Purgatory, which was definitively 

accepted as a third realm of the other world only in the thirteenth century.
6
 

 

Various suggestions have been made but not followed through as to how these difficulties might be resolved. 

Migliorini Fissi suggests that an understanding of the cultural context might throw some light on Dante 's 

interpretation of the Aristotelian scheme in the Inferno: 

 

Lungi dal risolversi in un'atipica schematizzazione dei peccati, l'ordine di consecuzione delle "tre disposizion che 'l ciel non 

vole" fissato dal poeta ("Incontinenza, malizia e la matta I bestialitade") si rivela,  una volta ricostruito l'ordito culturale 

sotteso al dettato dantesco, originale  espressione delle piú profonde idealità civili  e religiose dell'uomo Dante.
7
 

 

                                                             
1
 Summaries of the arguments of these critics are given in G. Busnelli, 'L'Etica Nicomachea" e l'ordinamento morale dell'Inferno di Dante', 

Giornale Dantesco 13 (1905) 257-305, p. 261 and in E. Moore, 'The Classification of the Sins in the Inferno' and "Purgatorio"', Studies in Dante 

II, Oxford 1899 (reprinted 1968), pp. 163-67. A complete bibliography of criticism relating to the moral structure of the poem is given in the 

Enciclopedia Dantesca, ed. by U. Bosco, Rome 1970-79, under the entries 'Inferno’ and ‘Purgatorio’. See also G. Busnelli, LEtica Nicomacheae 

l'ordinamento morale dell'Inferno di Dante, Bologna 1907. 
2
 The first to do so was G. Pascoli, Minerva oscura, Livorno 1898, followed by F. D'Ovidio, 

Milan/Palermo 1901 (reprinted Caserta 1931), and L. Pietrobono, Dal centro al cerchio: la struttura morale della Divina Commedia, Turin 

[1923]; and more recently by G. Ursino, La struttura del poema di Dante, Rome 1959. These studies are however mostly forced and 

unconvincing. 
3
 G. Petrocchi, L'Inferno di Dante, Milan 1978, pp. 72-73. 

4
 F. D'Ovidio, 'La topografia morale dell'Inferno, Studi sulla Divina Commedia, Caserta 1931, pp. 398-99. His source for this remark is E. 

Moore, 'The Classification of Sins in the Inferno and Purgatorio, Studies in Dante 2, Oxford 1899, p. 160. See also G. Busnelli, L'ordinamento 

morale del Purgatorio dantesco, 2nd edition Rome 1908, in which Gregory's formulation of the capital vices is said to be the source of the 

scheme in the Purgatorio. 
5
 See E. Moore (note 4 above), p. 183. 

6
 Purgatory is authoritatively defined for the first time in 1254 in a letter from Innocent IV to the Greeks; it received further official 

recognition at the Second Council of Lyons in 1274. Both texts are given by J. Le Goff, La Naissance du Purgatoire, Paris 1981, pp. 380-83. 
7
 R. Migliorini Fissi, Dante, Florence 1979, p. 112. 
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And Moore states that the seven capital vices were identified by theologians 'no doubt for practical reasons 

which readily suggest themselves in connexion with Penance, Indulgences, and Pardons'.
8
  It is the aim of this 

article to follow these suggestions up, and to look for other sources which might cast some light on 

Dante's classification of sin in both the Inferno and  the Purgatorio. 

 

 

THE POPULAR TRADITION 
 

Over the last hundred years or so, scholars have discovered and published a considerable number of previously 

unknown popular accounts of the other world. These accounts mostly take the form of visions experienced by 

uneducated people and written down for didactic purposes by the local clergy; they date from the fourth to the 

early thirteenth centuries, but particularly from the twelfth, and they bear witness to what was commonly 

believed to be the nature of the afterlife during the centuries which preceded the writing of the Comedy.
9
  They 

are a vitally important part of the 'ordito culturale ' which underlies the poem, and yet so far all discussions of 

the nature and sources of the classification of sin in the Comedy have disregarded them - although their 

importance was indicated as long ago as 1907 by Busnelli: 

 

Che nell' Inferno ci debba essere un ordine traspare da tutte le visioni degli cosí detti  precursori  di Dante, alcune delle quali 

non gli dovettero essere ignote, anche nelle particolarità e varietà del diverse modo di esprimerlo e fissarlo.
10

 

 

And a warning has recently been issued by Segre: 

 

Non facciamo piú l'errore di trascurare le ricerche sulla cultura di Dante - i cui affluenti si rivelano nella loro  feconda 

eterogeneità - in base all'assioma immobilizzante che egli era troppo superiore alle sue eventuali fonti per aver potuto 

degnarle d i uno sguardo.
11

 

  

A second group of texts, dating from the sixth to the fourteenth centuries, is also of relevance in understanding 

the background to Dante's classification of sin. These are the semi-popular penitential books and confession 

manuals written for the guidance of priests unable to keep abreast of the latest developments in law and 

theology. The authors and users of the manuals were often also the redactors of the visions, and  so it is not 

surprising to find that the classification of sin in the visions often follows that in the manuals. 

 

It proves to be the case that, although the Aristotelian categories of incontinence, malic and bestiality are not  

found in either the visions or the manuals, there are close correspondences between the specific sins identified 

in these texts and in the Inferno; and that furthermore there is some relation between the larger divisions of the 

cantica and those of some visions, particularly those of the twelfth century. This would seem to suggest that 

Dante 's classification of sin is in some sense the result of a marriage between a large mass of traditional 

material and the Aristotelian categories, an explanation which would go some way towards accounting for the 

existence of the inconsistencies discussed above. It also proves to be the case that, although the seven capital 

vices are nowhere used as a classificatory system for the punishment or purgation of sins in the other world 

before the Purgatorio, and although they did not form part of the official doctrine of the Church, they were 

commonly taken  as a structure for the confession of sins in the twelfth and thirteenth-century manuals. These 

manuals must therefore be considered as a possible source for Dante's choice of the capital vices as the 

classificatory scheme for the purgation of sin in the other world. 

 

Tables summarising the classification of  sin in both the visions and the confession manuals, and dates and 

bibliographical details for the visions, are given at the end of this article. 

                                                             
8
 See E. Moore (note 4 above), p. 160. 

9
 These visions are 'popular' in that they are experienced, and usually related, by individuals with little contact with the world of learning; 

they are transmitted orally, as well as copied and translated, from generation to generation; and they do not so much define a traditional set 

of beliefs concerning the other world as reflect one. These beliefs are also illustrated in the many frescoes of the Last Judgment which were 

painted in churches in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The relationship between the written and visual representations of 

the other world and the Comedy forms the subject of my book Dante and the Medieval Other World, and in which a full bibliography is 

given. No study of the relationship between the classification of sin in the visions and in the Comedy has previously, to my knowledge, been 

undertaken. 
10

 L’Etica Nicomachea e l’ordinamento morale dell’Inferno di Dante, Bologna 1907, p. 11. 
11

 C. Segre, ‘L’Itinerarium animae nel Duecento e Dante’, Autografo: Quadrimestale del Centro di Ricerca sulla tradizione manoscritta di autori 

contemporanei, Università di Pavia 1 (1984), p.18. 
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THE CLASSIFICATION OF SIN IN THE VISION OF TUNDALE 
 

The Vision of Tundale shows the most complex approach to the classification of sin among the twelfth-century 

texts, and will thus serve to summarize the position reached by the popular representations prior to the Comedy. 

The classification is unsystematic, in the sense that there is no single governing principle which determines the 

relation of one class of sin to another; the various classes are however clearly separated and identified. As in 

most of the popular texts, Hell and Purgatory are not yet distinguished geographically from one another. 

 

Tundale, like Dante, is told at the outset of the journey that his visit to the infernal regions is to be undertaken 

with the approval of heaven; and as he proceeds through the various areas of the other world he, like Dante, is 

corrected for those sins which he has committed in life. In upper Hell he is taken first to a place where murder is 

punished. His angel guide leads him on to a mountain on which those guilty of ambush and treachery suffer; to 

a valley in which  the proud  are confined ; past the avaricious to a lake spanned by a bridge over which thieves 

and robbers must cross; and to the dwellings of gluttons, fornicators and those guilty of sins of the flesh. The 

last category of sinner found in upper Hell is the category of those who heaped sin upon sin. Virgil's explanation 

to Dante in lnferno XI of the ethical principles which lie behind the classificatory system of Hell is paralleled by 

the angel's explanation to Tundale, at an equivalent point shortly after entry into the lower region, that the 

scheme he is witnessing is arranged according to principles of divine justice: 'iustitia reddit unicuique secundum 

sua merita, misericordia plurima ultionibus digna condonat delicta' (p. 25). There follows a debate on the nature 

of divine justice, and its relation to divine mercy (misericordia) reminiscent of that in Paradiso XIX. 

 

From the beginning of Tundale's journey down into Hell it has been made clear that crimes gradually increase in 

gravity and torments worsen: 

 

Ista est (...) prima talium pena perpetrantium et perpetrantibus consentientium et post istam ad majores, quas 

videbis, ducuntur penas (homicide, p.13) 

Ista omnia (... ) que adhuc vidisti, penarum genera licet sint magna, antequam revertaris videre poteris multo majora 

(avarice, p.17 ) 

Istud quidem (... ) supplicium majus est omnibus, que ante vidisti (gluttons and fornicators, p.24) 

Ista paratur pena incomparabilis omnibus, ut reor, quas unquam videram, penis? (clergy who fornicated, p.29) 

Tu ergo esto fortis, quia licet sint mala, que hue usque passa es, majora sunt ea, a quibus liberabis (multiple sin, p. 

32). 

 

As in the Comedy, sins considered relatively  minor are punished in the upper regions of Hell, and those which 

merit greater torment in the lower regions although in practice the distinction is not always clear. 

 

As he enters lower Hell, Tundale's guide tells him: 'inferi oribus infernis sine mora presentaberis' (p. 34). He 

passes through the gates and, like Dante as he enters the city of Dis, arrives in the place where heretics and 

unbelievers are punished: 'hi namque sunt, qui nee speraverunt misericordiam a deo nee in ipsum deum cred 

iderunt' (p. 37). The angel explains the principle which determines which sins are punished here, and lists them; 

 
Talia, inquit, sustinebunt, qui vel Christurn omnino negant, vel negantium opera faciunt, sicut sunt adulteri, 

homicide, fures, latrones, superbientes, penitentiam dignam non agentes. (p.38) 

 

It is noticeable that these to some extent duplicate categories found in upper Hell. Beyond these sinners. at the 

base of lower Hell, Tundale finds, as does Dante, Satan in chains. 

 

There are further similarities between the classification in the vision and that in the Comedy. The transition from 

one class of sinner to another is often marked by  the presence of guardians and tormentors: Acherons devours 

the avaricious, Phristinus guards the gluttons and fornicators, an unnamed monster presides over the lustful, 

Vulcanus rules over those who committed a multiplicity of sins, devils inhabit the pit of fire at the base of Hell, 

and Satan occupies the lowest position of all. These figures recall Dante's infernal guardians - Minos, the 

Centaurs, Geryon, Charon, the devils and likewise Satan. 

 

As Tundale passes from the torments of lower Hell to the purgative area in which the 'mali, set non valde ' (p.40) 

are confined, his soul, like that of Dante when he reaches the shores of Purgatory, is flooded with relief and 

light; he turns to his guide for an explanation, in the same way that Dante demands of Virgil an explanation for 
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the changed scenery and the sudden sunlight as they emerge from their passage through the centre of the 

earth (Inf XXXIV 100-05): 

 

Conversa ergo anima sequebatur angelum se precedentem et cum non longe pergerent, fetor evanuit et destructis 

tenebris lux apparuit, fugatoque timore cita securitas rediit, et deposita preterita trisitia anima repleta est gaudio et 

letitia, ita ut semet ipsam tam cito mutatam miraretur dicens: Domine mi, indica mihi, obsecro, quid est, quod tam 

cito me mutatam sentio? (pp. 39-40) 

 

It is evident from this account that although the classification of sin is much less developed in the Vision of 

Tundale than in the Comedy, there are nonetheless clear grounds for comparison: the explicit separation of one 

class of sinner from another; the gradual increase in gravity of  sin and corresponding torment as we travel 

deeper into the pit of Hell; the distinction between sins deserving of punishment in upper Hell and those 

deserving of punishment in lower Hell, with the offering of a principle according to which the two types are 

differentiated; the assignment of monsters or guardians to the various classes of sinner, and finally the change 

in mood as the area of the purgation of minor sins is reached. These correspondences suggest that Dante  was 

perhaps not thinking solely of Aristotle when composing  his system of classification, and they invite a more 

detailed examination of the development of the classification of sin in the popular tradition as manifested in 

both the vision literature and in the confession manuals which appear to have influenced them. 

 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CLASSIFICATION OF SIN IN THE POPULAR 

TRADITION 
  

The most straightforward way  of examining the classification of sin in the visions and manuals is to undertake a 

chronological analysis, since classification becomes gradually more complex and shows a number of important 

changes in emphasis as the centuries progress. This gradual development reaches a climax and crisis point in 

the twelfth century, during which developments in the disciplines of law and theology begin to exert a profound 

influence on the concept of sin and  its classification. These developments are reflected clearly in the confession 

manuals, and in a muddled way in the visions. By the end of the twelfth century, a wealth of new distinctions 

had rendered the whole subject of the classification of sin immensely complicated, and the visions describe a 

classificatory system which is increasingly full of contradictions. Although the twelfth-century visions were still 

being copied and translated, no new visions appear to have been recorded after 1206, perhaps in part because 

of this new complexity. But the confession manuals of the thirteenth century continue to elaborate systems 

which take account of these theological and legal developments; and at the beginning of the fourteenth Dante 

once again describes the classification of sin in the context of the other world. He does so in a way which both 

reflects the previous descriptions, most particularly in the choice of which sins to include in his system, and yet 

differs markedly from them in the presentation of these sins within an apparently ordered framework. In this 

respect as in others, the Comedy can be said to be a successful response to the intellectual changes which were 

not assimilated by the popular tradition. It is therefore of considerable importance in this area. Delumeau, in his 

recent study of the history of the concept and classification of sin, goes so far as to declare that 'il est impossible 

de ne pas placer la Divine Comédie au centre de l'histoire du péché en Occident '.
12

 

 

 

THE CLASSICAL PERIOD 
  

Classical representations of the afterlife base their concept of sin on assumptions not shared by the Judaeo-

Christian tradition. In Plato's Phaedrus we are told not of categories of misdemeanour but of the degree of 

wickedness of nine groups of earthly occupations. Virgil 's Aeneid too mostly classifies the inhabitants of the 

underworld according to circumstance rather than to individual merit or failure: of his three underground 

realms, the first houses children, those condemned to death while innocent, guiltless suicides, those whose 

death was caused by love, and those who died in battle; and the third, Elysium, is occupied by heroes and those 

who will return to life on earth. However, in Tartarus, the second area described by Virgil, individual crimes are 

punished. These include disloyalty to family, fraud, avarice, adultery, and betrayal of country. The same 

juxtaposition of two different concepts of the nature of the Underworld is found in Homer.
13

 

                                                             
12

 J. Delumeau, Le péché et la peur: la culpibilisation en Occident, XIIIe-XVIIIe siècles, Paris 1983, p. 231. 
13

 See C. Pascal, Le credenze d’oltretomba nelle opere letterarie dell’antichità classica, vol. 2, Turin 1924 (1st edition Catania 1912), P. 167. 
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It is this second concept of Tartarus, as a place where specific crimes are punished, which constitutes the 

classical prehistory of popular Christian belief, a prehistory which is outlined in the article on sin by Deman in 

the Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, and more recently in the article by Delumeau already mentioned.
14

 

 

 

 THE BIBLE 
 

The foundational text in the Judaeo-Christian tradition for the classification of sin is the Decalogue. Other Old 

Testament texts, such as Proverbs 6. 16-19, offer a list of common sins: 

 

Sex sunt quae odit Dominus, 

Et septimum detestatur anima eius: 

Oculos sublimes, linguam mendacem,  

Manus effundentes innoxium sanguinem,  

Cor machinans cogitationes pess imas,  

Pedes veloces ad currendum in malum,  

Preferentem mendacia testem fallacem, 

Et eum qui seminat inter fratres discordias. 

 

The majority of statements about categories of sin are however found in the New Testament. Two of these  

occur in the Gospels, one in the Apocalypse. Both  the gospel passages give an account of Christ teaching the 

concept that sin arises from within, and does not consist merely of the breaking of external rules: 

 

Ab intus enim de corde hominum malae cogitationes procedunt,  adulteria, fornicationes, homicidia, furta, 

avaritiae, dolus, impudicitiae, oculus malus, blasphemia, superbia, stultitia. Omnia haec mala ab intus procedunt, et 

communicant hominem.  (Mark 7.21-23 ) 

 

Quae autem procedunt de ore, de corde exeunt, et ea coinquinant hominem: de corde enim exeunt cogitationes 

malae, homicidia, adulteria, fornicationes, furta, falsa testimonia, blasphemiae. (Matthew 15. 18-19 ) 

 

Four further lists, suggested by Delumeau to be based on similar lists compiled by the Stoics, are given in Paul's 

letters to the Romans, Corinthians, Galatians and Ephesians.
15

  Of these, the fullest is that given to the Galatians: 

 

Manifesta sunt autem opera carnis: quae sunt fornicatio, immunditia, impudicitia, luxuria, idolorum servitus, 

veneficia, inimicitiae, contentiones,  aemulationes, irae, rixae, dissensiones, sectae, invidiae, homicidia, ebrietates, 

comessationes, et his similia, quae praedico vobis, sicut praedixi: quoniam qui talia agunt regnum Dei non 

consequentur. ( Gal. 5.19-21) 

 

These biblical texts form the backbone of the medieval concept of sin as represented in the popular visions of 

the other world. Of the seven categories of sinner who suffer in Tundale' s lower Hell, five have broken one of 

the commandments - unbelief, adultery, murder, theft and robbery.
16

 The other sins occur throughout the 

tradition: the warning against a lying tongue is repeated in such texts as the visions of Barontus (detractatio), 

Furseus (mendacium), Adamnan and the Monk of Eynsham (both detractatio and mendacium ); evil thoughts 

and schemes are punished in the visions of Charles the Fat (malitia) and Tundale (insidia); fraud is represented in 

the Vision of the Monk of Eynsham, the Liber de Scalis, and in Bonvesin's description of the infernal city of 

Babylon ; and the directing of one 's feet in forbidden ways is a metaphor often used  (vias ambulando 

prohibitas, Vision of Godeschalc). 

 

 

THE APOCRYPHA 
  

The Old Testament apocrypha offer little of significance in the way of classification of sin, 2 Enoch being the only 

work to give any detailed discussion; the New Testament apocrypha, however, offer a wealth of material which 

remains unsurpassed in complexity until the twelfth century. The Apocalypse of Peter, the Sibylline Oracles, the 

                                                             
14

 Th. Deman, 'Péché', Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique XII, (1933), cols 140-275. For Delumeau see note 12. 
15

 Delumeau p. 212 (see note 13). The other lists are in Romans 1.26-31; 1 Corinthians 6.9-10; Galatians 5.19-21; and Ephesians 5.3-5. See 

also Revelation 21.8. 
16

 Theft and murder are also punished in upper Hell. 
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Apocalypse of Paul and the Apocalypse of the Virgin in particular give lengthy lists of sins. These are based 

essentially on the Pauline lists, the difference being that whereas Paul stressed that these were sins which would 

earn whoever committed them eternal exclusion from the kingdom of God, the writers of the apocryphal works  

use them as defining categories for those sinners already in Hell. 

 

The most important of these apocryphal representations of the afterlife is the Apocalypse of Paul. The fullest 

extant manuscript of the apocalypse presents a motley collection of sins with no apparent principles of 

classification, but which are echoed many times in later visions. 

 

'Paul ' is taken first to see the torment of the negligent, described as 'neque calidi neque frigidi', and immersed  

to varying degrees in a fiery river. He learns that each degree of immersion corresponds to a particular sin: 

chatter in church, fornication, slander and deceit. The sinners are not hot because distracted from living 

according to their faith, and yet not cold because genuine believers.
17

  He then sees those who lacked faith in 

God's saving power - 'hii (...) qui non sperauerunt in domino quod possunt abere cum eum adiutorem' (p. 29); 

these are succeeded by further categories of sinner: various clergymen, usurers, those who mocked the word of 

God, those who practised magic, adulterers and single women who did not preserve their chastity, persecutors 

of orphans and widows, those who broke Church fasts, homosexuals, pagans who gave alms, infanticides and 

procurers of abortion, false ascetics and, finally, those who committed the gravest sin of all, and who remain 

confined in a pit sealed with seven seals: 

 

Ii sunt quicunque non confessus fuerit Christum uenisse in carne et quia genuit eum Maria uirgo, et quicunque 

panis et calicis eucharistiae benedictionis non esse hoc corpus et sanguinem Christi. (p.34 ) 

  

The lowest reaches of Hell are thus, as in the Vision of Tundale, reserved for those who broke the first 

commandment. 

 

Many of the sins described here and in other apocryphal texts recur unexpectedly in later centuries. In particular, 

Alberic describes an outer hell (lnfernus as opposed to Tartarus) in which he locates, among others, women who 

aborted their unborn offspring - a sin common to all the apocrypha analysed here - women who refused milk to 

orphans, and married men who failed to observe sexual abstinence on Sundays  - both these present in the 

Apocalypse of the Virgin. 

 

Some of these sins are based on the prohibitions of the Decalogue (unbelief, adultery ); others on further 

biblical prohibitions (usury, sorcery),
18

 others on the demands of Church discipline (fast-breaking, chatter in 

church). They com e therefore from a variety of sources, and are not related systematically to one another ; they 

do not become so even in the slightest degree until the twelfth century. 

 

 

THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES 
 

From the sixth to the eleventh centuries a number of visions of the afterlife were recorded. Those of the sixth 

and seventh centuries are brief, and make no attempt to distinguish between specific classes of sinner; attention 

is focussed instead on the infernal scenery and on particular torments. 

 

This situation remained unchanged until the development of a new genre of non-learned religious literature, the 

penitential books. Composed in response to the change in penitential practice from public to private confession 

and penance, they took the form of treatises whose aim was to assist the cleric in the giving of suitable 

penances, and depended in part upon theological developments such as Gregory 's reformulation of Cassian's 

scheme of a number of capital vices.
19

  They were further influenced by contemporary legal practice, not only in 

the selection of sins but also in the manner of satisfaction.
20

  The history of these documents is outlined in Le 

                                                             
17

 M.R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament, London 1924 (reprinted 1953), p. 542, suggests that the indifferent should in fact be seated 

on the river bank and distinguished from those undergoing immersion. The passage is inspired by Rev. 3.15. 
18

 Usury is forbidden in Exodus 22.25 and Deuteronomy 23.19-20; sorcery is forbidden in Deuteronomy 18.10-11. 
19

 For the change in the form of penance see J.T. McNeill and H.M. Gamer, Medieval Handbooks of Penance, New York 1936, chapter 1: 

'Penance in the Ancient Church', and Delumeau pp. 218-19 (see note 13). For the history of the capital vices see Moore 1899 (note 1) and 

McNeill pp. 18-19. For Gregory's reformulation see his Moralia Book XXXI, Patrologia Latina LXXVI. 
20

 Discussed by McNeill pp. 8 and 35 (see note 19). 
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Bras's article 'Penitentiels ' in the Dictionnaire de Théologie Catholique, in the subsequent full-length study by 

McNeill and Gamer, and most recently and comprehensively by Vogel.
21

 

 

The earliest penitentials were composed in Ireland, Brittany and Scotland in the sixth century; they were 

essentially rule-books which listed sins and specified severe remedies. The first penitential of any degree of 

complexity is that of Cummean, compiled in the seventh century in Scotland or Ireland; it was in circulation in 

the ninth century in the Frankish Empire.
22

  Le Bras describes it as 'une somme des tarifs celtiques';
23

  it is based 

on Cassian's scheme of the eight principal sins. Also from Cassian comes a concept which will become 

increasingly important in the twelfth century: the concept of the pastor as spiritual doctor. The penitential opens 

with the words: 'diversitas culparum diversitatem facit poenitentiarum. Nam et corporum medici diversa 

medicamenta componunt diversis morborum generibus'. McNeill comments: 

 

The objective held in view with regard to this healing ministry of penance seems to have been in large degree 

the reconstruction of personality. The confessor was indeed taught to regard himself as a minister of 

supernatural grace; but not less prominent is the thought of the processes of penance as constituting a 

treatment in itself effective toward the recovery of the health that has been lost through sin.
24

 

 

Contemporary with the Penitential of Cummean, and equally influential, is the Penitential of Theodore, a 

composite work attributed to the archbishop of Canterbury but in reality drawn up in in its fullest version from a 

number of  sources  by a 'discipulus umbrensium'.
25

  Four other versions survive. The penitential lists a varied 

collection of sins: violations of the Decalogue such as heresy, murder and fornication; others such as the 

thinking of evil thoughts and the eating of impure meat; and some which infringe Church discipline such as fast-

breaking and receiving two baptisms. In all cases penance is specified in terms of its duration only. The basic 

structure of the work is taken from Gregory 's formulation of the capital vices. 

 

During the eighth  century a number of minor penitentials were produced, such as that of Bede.
26

 The great 

diversity of penitentials provoked a reform in the Carolingian era, whose aim was to replace anonymous works 

by collections consisting only of authentic canons. As these omitted the detailed tarifs of previous penitentials, 

they did not eliminate the need for further compositions. One which became particularly widespread is the 

Roman Penitential, composed by Bishop Halitgar of Cambrai and contained in his De Poenitentia; it is a 

composite work derived from canonical and Celtic penitentials as well as from that of Theodore.
27

 

 

The importance of the penitentials to the study of the classification of sin in the popular visions of the other 

world lies in their semi-popular nature ; 'ils nous permettent par leur richesse et leur varieté de suivre dans ses 

grandes lignes le processus de rapprochement entre la religion populaire, la morale populaire d'inspiration 

chrétienne et les prescriptions de la morale chrétienne ecclésiastique'.
28

  Written to be accessible to every priest, 

however humble and poorly educated - in some areas each priest was obliged by episcopal decree to have a 

penitential in his possession
29

  - and often copied, recopied and amalgamated, they effectively form a 

compromise between popular belief, on which they were in turn influential, and official doctrine. All of the 

eighth  and ninth-century visions contemporary with the composition of the penitentials were either 

experienced or recorded by clerics, ranging from authors of penitentials such as Bede to probable users such as 

the Monk of Wenlock. And, in contrast to the sixth and early seventh-century visions, they have two things in 

common with the penitentials. 

 

Firstly, sins are classified for the first time in the medieval tradition, although less systematically than the use of 

the capital vices would suggest: 

                                                             
21

 G. Le Bras, 'Pénitentiels', Dictionniare de Théologie Catholique XII, (1933), cols 1160-79; C. Vogel, 'Les Libri Paenitentiales', Typologie des 

sources du Moyen Agre occidental 27, Turnhout 1978. For McNeill and Gamer see note 19. 
22

 The Poenitentiale Cummeani is edited by H.J. Schmitz, Die Bussbucha und die Bussdiisziplin der Kirche, Mainz 1883, (reprinted Graz 1958) 

pp. 615-76. 
23

 Le Bras 1933 col. 1166 (see note 21). 
24

 McNeill pp. 44-45 (see note 19). 
25

 Text in Schmitz 1663 pp. 524-50 (see note 22). See G. Le Bras, 'Notes pour servir à l'histoire des collections canoniques: V. "Judicia 

Theodori', series 4 vol. 10 (1931) pp. 95-115; and Vogel 1976 pp. 66-69 (see note 21). 
26

 The minor penitentials are discussed by Vogel (see note 21), pp. 70-78. 
27

 Patrologia Latina CV cols 693-710; also in Schmitz 1883 pp. 465-69 (see note 22). 
28

 R. Manselli, La religion populaire au moyen age: problèmes de méthode et d’histoire, Montreal 1975, pp. 181-82. 
29

 See Le Bras 1933 col. 1174 (note 21). 
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Quelle que soit la période à laquelle appartiennent les pénitentiels, leurs listes de péchés sont presentées dans une 

incoherence totale (... ). Meme quand un classement est annoncé, il n'est pas observé dans le corps de l'ouvrage (... ). La 

capitulatio la plus frequémment anoncé, mais non suivie, correspond aux listes des vices ou péchés capitaux.
30

 

 

The Penitential of Cummean seems to be the only exception to this rule. And even here it is not possible to 

distinguish the relative gravity of the various sins. 

 

The same is true of the visions of the period. Barontus, in 684, sees like sinners grouped with like, but does not 

offer an overall classificatory system: there are those who broke the commandment s, guilty of murder, sexual 

misconduct and envy; those who committed another of the capital vices, pride; and others such as slanderers, 

perjurers, and the deceitful. Wetti, in 824, offers a mixture of worldly  sins and  infringements of Church 

discipline: avarice, adultery, injustice, fornication and the accumulation of worldly possessions in the clergy, and 

neglect of clerical duty. Charles the Fat describes the sowing of discord, murder, theft, malice, pride, greed and 

evil counsel. 

 

Secondly, the penance of the penitentials begins to become the punishment of the visions: that is, a 

correspondence develops between the earthly sin and its purgation or punishment in eternity (Hell and 

Purgatory, like the penitential aspects of satisfaction and inner healing, are not yet clearly distinguished). 

Cummean states that 'sciendum vero est, quanto quis tempore moratur in peccatis, tanto ei augenda est 

poenitentia ' (p. 613). The wealthy man, on the other hand, may make a suitable payment: 'quando in unum 

annum cum pane et aqua debet poenitere, donet in elemosinam solidos  XXVI' (p. 614), as in contemporary 

law.
31

  In the  visions, the punishment takes the form not of penance of suitable length or payment of a suitable 

sum but torment of a suitable kind: a monk who accumulated material wealth is imprisoned in a lead casket, 

similar to the wooden one in which he kept his wealth; adulterers are lashed on the genitals (Wetti ); those guilty 

of voluptas are burned in a fire to a degree corresponding with the internal burning of the sin (Furseus); a usurer 

who took possession of his debtor's mill has a burning mill-shaft in his mouth (Walkelin). 

 

 

THE TWELFTH CENTURY 
  

With the eleventh century the penitential literature began to change. The nineteenth book of Burchard' s 

Decretum is a 'treatise on penance which the author entitles Corrector et medicus. It is essentially a 

systematisation and updating of previous penitentials, but it points the way forward in one important respect : 

no longer are fixed penalties prescribed for given sins; for the first time the confessant is treated as  an 

individual with particular circumstances and particular tendencies.
32

 

 

Of the many changes which occurred in the twelfth century, three in particular were influential on the 

development of the concept of sin and the ways in which to classify it: the increased awareness of the individual, 

and the expansion of the disciplines of law and theology. As a result of these changes, the character of the 

penitential literature underwent a profound alteration. The difference in character between the old penitentials 

and the new works is so great that the latter are known by a different name: the summae confessorum.  

 

Whereas the old penitentials were impersonal rule-books, the new provide information both on diagnosis and 

on how to counsel the confessant correctly. The most recent authoritative studies of the summae confessorum 

are those by Michaud-Quantin, who summarises the difference between them and the old penitential literature 

as follows: 

  

Si l’on veut caractériser par rapport à ces racueils les Summae confessorusm, on en relevera principalement l 'aspect 

personnel qu'elles présentent : le penitentiel donne objectivement et dans l'abstrait l'indication d'une faute et de la peine qui 

y correspond, les manuels des confesseurs envisagent dans le concret la personne d'un coupable et celle du pretre qui est 

                                                             
30 Vogel 1978 p. 104 (see note 21). 
31 See McNeill 1938 P. 35 (note 19). 
32 For Burchard see McNeill 1936 p. 321 (note 19); Le Bras 1933 cols 1175-76 (note 21) and Vogel 1978 p. 86-90 (note 21). 
Text in Patrologia Latina CXL cols 949-1018. 
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chargé de le relever de sa faute et de lui en montrer les moyens d'expiation, les rapports humains qui doivent s'établir entre 

eux pour que l'oeuvre soit menée à bien.
33

 

 

Vogel remarked upon the concentration in the penitentials on external, objectively measurable, sins: 

 

apparaissent seules les fautes susceptibles d'une évaluation "quantitative". Les fautes contre la justice, la charit, l'amour du 

prochain, en un mot les "péchés de qualité réligieuse et spirituelle", les fautes "intérieures" sont pratiquement absents de 

nos catalogues.
34

 

 

One result of the new concentration on the individual is that these 'interior' sins are now fully represented in the 

confession literature. 

 

The first of the twelfth-century manuals to fulfil the new requirements is the Liber Poenitentialis of Alan of Lille. 

Written at the end of the century, its sources are Burchard, Gratian, Peter Lombard and Bernard of Pavia.
35

  In his 

prologue Alan, like Burchard, insists that the confessor should regard himself as a spiritual doctor, and stresses 

the importance of treating the confessant as an individual: 

 

Sapiens igitur medicus debet excipere quaeque meliora et discretiones omnium causarum investigare, sine quibus 

rectum judicium stare non potest. Quia scriptum est "In nulla re appareas indiscretus, sed distingue quid, ubi, 

quamdiu, quando, qualiter debeas facere". Unde versus: quis, quid, ubi, quibus auxiliis, cur, quomodo, quando. Non 

omnibus enim una eamdemque libra pesandum est, licet uno constringantur vitio, sed discretio sit inter 

unumquemque eorum, hoc est inter liberum et servum, infantem, puerum, juvenem adolescentulum, aetate senem, 

hebetem, ignarum, laicum, clericum, monachum, presbyterum, episcopum, diaconum, subdiaconum, lectorem, in 

gradu vel sine gradu, conjugatum vel sine conjugio, peregrinum, indigenam, virginem, viduam, canonicam, 

monacham, debilem, infirmum, sanum, fornicantem cum anirnalibus vel cum hominibus contra naturam, 

continentem, vel incontinentem, voluntate, necessitate, vel casu, seu in publico peccantem, vel in abscondito et 

quali discretione haec omnia emendet, ut et loca et tempera poenitendi discernat. (Liber Poenitentialis pp. 15-16) 

 

In this passage the influence of both medicine and law, as well as that of rhetoric, is felt. In the rest of the work 

Alan not only considers the various sins;
36

 he also devotes a book to the reception of the penitent and the 

manner in which the confessor is best advised to conduct the conversation, another to the choice of penance, 

bearing in mind individual variation and the relation between ecclesiastical and civil punishment, and another to 

the three steps of confession, contrition and satisfaction. 

 

This emphasis on the individual is clearly present in the twelfth-century visions of Hell. Tundale participates in 

the torments for some sins but not for others, and the punishments are adjusted to fit the case - for example, 

Tundale, who once stole a cow, is made to cross an arched, narrow bridge leading the animal with him, whereas 

a man who had stolen a sheaf of wheat staggers, laden with that sheaf, in the opposite direction. There is a wide 

variety of different individuals with particular stories to tell and corresponding sufferings to undergo. 

 

These changes are reflected throughout the Comedy, which of course is based on a detailed assessment of the 

hearts, circumstances and actions of each individual. 

 

 

LATER DEVELOPMENTS 
 

The twelfth century also saw the revival of Roman jurisprudence.
37

  At its centre was the Corpus Juris Civilis of 

Justinian, which was expounded and glossed at Bologna by Irnerius and his successors. Alongside this state law 

developed an equally complex Canon law. In 1140 Gratian composed, at Bologna, his Decretum,
38

 which sought 

to codify previous canons and decretals. It consists of two parts, the first of which lays down the general 

principles of law, and the second of which discusses particular cases; and it contains a Tractatus de Poenitentia. 

                                                             
33

 P. Michaud-Quantin, 'A propos des premières Summae confessorum'. Recherches de théologie ancienne mediévale 26 (195) p. 265. See 

also, by the same author, Sommes de casuistique et manuels de confession au moyen age (XII-XVI siècles), Louvain 1962. 
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 See C.B. Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century, Cambridge (Mass.) and London 1927, ch. 7, 'The Revival of Jurisprudence'; H.D. 
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38
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The Decretum formed the first part of the Corpus Juris Canonici; the Decretals written by Gregory IX in the 

following century, together with three later collections, became the second part. 

 

Although in one sense twelfth-century Roman and Canon law, as governing State and Church, were rivals, in 

practice they were inseparable, developing together from the renewed study of the classical principles laid down 

by Justinian: 

 

The Canon law itself is in large measure an off-shoot from the main stem of Roman legal growth, deriving from the older 

system many of its rules and principles. In its origins and in much of its later development the Canon Law is as much the 

product of Roman civilisation as the Civil Law itself.
39

 

 

Roman lawyers worked alongside Canon lawyers at Bologna and elsewhere, the former producing glosses on 

Justinian, the latter discussing not specific classifications of sin or catalogues of appropriate punishments as 

before, but the principles which were being uncovered. By the thirteenth century, the major Summae 

confessorum were written by men specifically trained as Roman lawyers, according to the methods and 

principles of that law. 

 

The aim of the authors of the confession manuals is to make the new  principles accessible to the parish priest 

uninstructed in the latest legal and theological developments: 

 

Au terme de l'intense travail d'élaboration speculative et systématique qui a marqué le XIIe siècle tant dans le domaine 

théologique que dans le domaine canonique, mettre la disposition du pretre ayant charge d’ame ce qui le concerne et 

l'intéresse directement dans les résultats de cette speculation - tout comme sur le terrain purement juridique on redige des 

ordines iudiciarii et des summae de actionibus pour les juges et les plaideurs est la première raison d'etre et la caractéristique 

de ces Summae confessorum.
40

 

 

The close relationship between ecclesiastical and civil law is reflected in the confession manuals and, in turn, in 

the popular representations of the afterlife. Alan considers the difference between civil punishment and 

ecclesiastical penance: 

 

Quod sunt species civilium poenitentiarum 

Poenitentiarum aliae sunt civiles, aliae ecclesiasticae. Civiles sunt, quae hominibus infliguntur juxta civilium decreta 

legum, quarum aliae sunt solemnes, aliae privatae. 

Solemnes sunt, quae pro majoribus flagitiis publice infliguntur; privatae vero quae pro minoribus et secreto. Haec 

autem, diversis de causis vel emolliuntur, vel exasperantur: haec tamen potius dicendae sunt poenae, quam 

poenitentiae. Satisfactiones vero ecclesiasticae proprie dicuntur  poenitentiae,  quia ex interiori poenitentia 

frequenter solent procedere. 

 

Quod sunt species poenitentiarum ecclesiasticarum 

Ecclesiasticarurn poenitentiarum, alia solemnis, alia privata. Solemnis est, quae pro majoribus criminibus, vel 

notoriis, vel pro his crirninibus quae quis confessus est, vel de quibus quisque convictus est, infligitur, quae carena 

solet appellari; et sicut de majoribus criminibus est, ita ad rnajoresi Ecclesiae praelatos pertinet hanc infligere. 

Quarnvis enim minores sacerdotes habeant potestatern ligandi atque solvendi, sed majoribus praelatis tamquam 

peritioribus et dignioribus majoria reservare. (pp.130-31) 

 

But in a popular work written in the middle of the twelfth century in France, which has no surviving title but is 

found in a manuscript known as MS Avranches 136,
41

 and which by virtue of its popular nature is more closely 

related to the vision literature than Alan's Liber Poenitentialis, penance and punishment are assimilated to one 

another ('diciturque poenitentia quasi punitentia a puniendo, quia per eam punitur homo', p.14); and the actual 

types of punishment in civil and ecclesiastical law are considered, rather than the principles discussed by Alan: 

 

Dicendum quod quandoque sumendurn est iudicium a iudicibus rerum saecularium, qui septem poenas assignant: 

damnum (... );  vincula (... ); verbera (... ); quandoque talionem, sicut in lege: Oculurn pro oculo, dentem pro dente, 

livorem pro livore, adustionem pro adustione (Ex. XXI. 24); quandoque ignominiam (... ); quandoque exsilia; quand 

oque servitutem (... ); ad ultimam rnors (... ); quandoque enim strangulantur, quandoque crucifiguntur,  in equuleo 

ponuntur, decollantur, decalvantur, assantur, lapidantur, de igne in aquam transferuntur vel e contrario. (p.24) 
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The author then gives examples of particular cases exactly as in the tradition of Roman law, and as given by 

Burchard and Gratian before him. A typical discussion is that which concerns the various  circumstances, calling 

for varying penances,  which  may surround the sin of murder. Several examples are given: murder committed in 

public war; murder resulting  from the whipping of a servant, which may be intentional or accidental;  murder in 

self-defence or murder in protection of one's property against a thief; and murder committed when drunk: 'si 

ebrius occiderit, distinguendum est diligenter: aut ignoravit vim vini, aut ex consuetudine, quia aliter et aliter 

animadvertendum' (p. 26). 

 

It is therefore in the confession manuals, and not in the legends of the afterlife which do not make the 

distinction, that the relationship between civil and ecclesiastical punishment and penance is specifically 

explored. Alan notes the common principles, and observes that in fact punishment is not the same thing as 

penance;
42

  but given the identical pattern of action, confession, and retribution, the difference is often 

forgotten. In the popular visions of the afterlife, no acknowledgment is given to either Roman or Canon law, or 

to the discussions in the confession manuals; the concepts of earthly punishment, of earthly repentance, of 

eternal damnation and of the purgation of sin after death all become fused in a common approach to the. 

representation of the other world which could not have developed without them. Gluttony is punished 

alongside murder, avarice alongside treachery, the breaking of religious vows alongside simony. Only in the 

thirteenth century is the attempt made to impose coherent principles on this varied material. 

 

Many of the punishment s of civil law discussed in texts such as MS Avranches 136 are present as otherworld 

torments in the twelfth-century visions: chains bind the thieves seen by Alberic, and the principle of 'oculus pro 

oculo' determines the torment of women who refused their milk to orphans, and whose breasts are now  sucked 

by serpents; Patrick’s Purgatory describes some sinners being whipped, and others nailed to the ground or to a 

fiery wheel; Gunthelm sees a thief with his stolen  goods suspended round his neck, bound to a burning horse;  

Tundale watches those guilty of ambush and treachery suffering alternately in fire and ice, and Thurkill in 1206  

describes the passage from fire to icy water of souls undergoing purgation. Godeschalc,  who experienced his 

vision in1188, specifically states the principle of the  lex talionis:  'ut scripture auctoritas testatur, in eo  

quemlibet menbro specialiter punitum, quad precipue peccato fuisset obnoxium' (pp.100-01). He also, as in MS 

Avranches 136, carefully distinguishes between various types of murder, according to the circumstances in which  

they were committed, and differentiating between those which may be purged and that which is punished with 

the second death, eternal damnation : 

 

Asserebat itaque primum in defensione vite proprie homicidium perpetrasse, in ultionern sanguinis proximi 

sequentem, tercium quoque in ira sua et superbia proximum interfecisse; et ad instar horum tria illa genera 

homicidarum expianda esse. Quartum vero genus, scilicet cum quis per potentiorem ditandum se et sublimandum 

sperans, fidelitatem illi juraverit, et postea, juramento prevaricato, illum occiderit, aut occidendum tradiderit, vix 

aliquando expiari, sed eterne dampnationi potius deputari affirmabat. (p. 112) 

 

Godeschalc's fourth category offers the closest parallel in the vision literature to the traitors eternally confined in 

Dante 's Cocytus. 

 

The influence of law is seen particularly clearly in the Vision of the Monk of Eynsham, which dates from 1196. On 

the one hand, the Monk gives a list of fixed otherworld punishments for fixed earthly sins according to the 

tradition of the old penitentials, the punishments themselves being similar to those listed in MS Avranches 136 :  

 

Pro risu vero immoderato, verbera; pro verbis otiosis, in facie cedes; pro cogitationibus inutilibus et nimium ex more 

vagis, aeris variam inclementiarn perferebant. Qui in gestu dissolutiori peccassent, vinculis asperrimis et nonnulli  

igneis artabantur; pro signorum nurnerositate superflua, quibus ludicra et otiosa queque contulissent ad invicern, 

digiti neglegentium vel excoriabantur vel tunsionibus quassabantur. Vagatio instabilium dura de loco in locum 

iactatione, districtione et collisione inter se membrorum, molestius plectebatur. Sermones, impuritate aliqua et 

irreligiositate vel qualibet turpitudine sordentes, in viris presertim ordinis sacri, sicut capitalia pene crimina 

premebantur.  Votorum  quoruncunque  infractio,  et precipue  cum aliqui impendentis periculi metu quidlibet 

Domino pro ereptione vel sanctis eius vovissent et securitate percepta eiusdem voti prevaricationem non vitassent 

inestimabilibus penis luebatur. (p.286) 
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On the other, the bulk of the vision is given to the presentation of 'case' histories such as that of the goldsmith, 

whose alcoholism is forgiven on the grounds of his perpetual struggle to overcome it and his devotion to saint 

Nicholas. This variation of punishment according to circumstance derives from the new legal principles already 

manifested in the confession manuals. 

 

Other secular punishments appear in the accounts of the other world. Many visions describe sinners bound to a 

rotating, fiery wheel in Hell.
43

  They undergo punishment for a variety of crimes, including sorcery, fornication, 

harming others, adultery, betrayal, theft and arson. They are fastened to the wheel in a variety of ways: by 

centrifugal force, by hooks, by their genital organs, by stakes and by the attentions of the demons of Hell. The 

tormented vary in number from one to thousands, the torment being uninterrupted or in alternation with a 

period of relative rest; and the heels turn sometimes in a river, like a millwheel, sometimes because rotated by 

an angel, and sometimes spontaneously.
44

 

 

It is probable that the infernal wheel has its origin in earthly judicial practice - the wheel has been used as an 

instrument of torture and punishment since classical times. Death on a wheel was a method of execution for the 

early Christian martyrs - witness the legend of Catherine of Alexandria - and it continued to be used in the 

Middle Ages. The Vision of Godeschalc describes the agony of a young man guilty of murdering a boy, whose 

punishment is to be bound to a rotating wheel: 'ad locum penalem trahitur, et, ut in eo genere suppl icii fieri 

solet, menbris singulis singillatim rota confractis' (p.110). It turns out however that Godeschalc is describing not 

what he saw in Hell but the application of justice in the twelfth-century village of Bunesthorp. The victim had 

abducted, sexually abused and murdered a nine year old boy, and despite his attempts to suggest that the deed 

had been done by an unknown black man, he was given the usual sentence for murder. The motif perhaps 

survives, transformed, in the Comedy; three Florentine sodomites form themselves into a wheel rotating over the 

burning sand in order to speak with Dante (Inf XVI 19-27). 

 

Certain other torments in the Inferno have been suggested to derive ultimately from contemporary legal 

practice. Popes guilty of simony are plunged head downwards into narrow holes in the earth, a practice which 

Buti tells us was the standard form of execution for hired cut-throats, the hole being filled in with soil once the 

assassin had confessed his sins to a priest.
45

  And Forese Donati foretells the death of Corso, who will be 

dragged to Hell tied to the tail of an animal (Purg XXIV 82-87). This recalls the standard Florentine method of 

execution for traitors, which Corso was held to be; they were dragged through the streets tied to the tail of a 

horse.
46

 

 

  

THEOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENTS 
  

The third main influence on theformation of the twelfth-century approach to sin was the increased activity of 

theologians. The legal developments so far discussed were most influential on the classification of sin in Hell; 

the theological developments paved the way for the classification of sin in Purgatory. 

 

It is in the twelfth century that attention was increasingly focussed on the seven capital vices, a development 

which had a profound impact on learned and popular literature alike. They are widely used as a system of 

classification in the confession manuals, particularly in those of the thirteenth century, and on occasion form 

part of the iconography of Hell on cathedral tympana although, significantly, this is more common after the 

composition of the Comedy.
47
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However, the capital vices are nowhere taken as a classificatory scheme for sin in the visions, and are not 

officially declared in an authoritative version by the Church; nor do they ever appear to have been used in 

connection with the state or realm of Purgatory. The suggestion that Dante was following a well-established, 

learned convention in using the seven capital vices for the backbone of his Purgatory is thus deserving of re-

examination. 

 

The history of the seven capital vices was examined in 1899 by Moore, who came to the conclusion that Dante 

was free to follow the many theologians who had formulated their own version, but obliged by convention to 

use one or other form of them; and more recently by Delumeau, who traces their erratic history until the time of 

Aquinas, when their number was defined as seven.
48

 The first recognizable formulation of the capital vices is 

found in Cassian, who distinguishes eight and gives them a set order: gola, fornicatio, avaritia, ira, tristitia, 

accedia, vana gloria and superbia.
49

 This formulation was revised by Gregory, who defined them as superbia, 

inanis gloria, invidia, ira, tristitia, avaritia, ventris ingluvies and luxuria.
50

 Gregory 's order was taken up by the 

authors of the penitentials, and most especially by Theodore and Burchard. The next authoritative discussion 

occurs in the twelfth century, in the De Fructibus Carnis et Spiritus of Hugh of St Victor; the vices and 

corresponding virtues are compared to two trees, the respective roots of which are pride and humility; each has 

seven branches. The seven vices are: vana gloria, invidia, ira, tristica, avaritia, ventris ingluvies and luxuria.
51

  

 

The scheme of the seven capital vices is widely used in the confession manuals, particularly in the thirteenth 

century but also to some extent in the twelfth. The treatise in MS Avranches 136 mentions them on two 

occasions; Cassian is the source of the first list, Gregory of the second: 

 

De vitiis generalibus 

Item quaedam sunt vitia quasi generalia et sub septenario contenta, quasi rnenti innata ex maxima parte, quibus 

debent adhiberi sibi contraria medicamina: superbia, scilicet, invidia, ira, acedia, philargyria, gastrimargia, luxuria. 

(p.21) 

Et quia multi ignorant peccata, ut confessio sit facienda, sacerdos debet enumerare ei septem capital ia peccata, 

quae sunt superbia, invidia, ira, tristitia, avaritia, gula, luxuria et ea quae ex istis oriuntur. (p. 52) 

 

In the following century,  as we shall see, entire manuals are based upon such an enumeration as is here 

suggested, in conjunction with the ten commandments also cited in the same work. 

 

The twelfth century also saw a great increase in the search for other principles by which sin might be classified. 

Abelard formulated two new ways of looking at it. The first of these was to separate the actual deed from the 

underlying intention, a separation which runs directly contrary to the approach adopted by the penitentials. 

Thus vice is an innate disposition: 'vitium itaque est quo ad peccandum proni efficimur' (Ethics p.4), and sin is 

consent to this disposition in the form of an evil action: 'hunc uero consensum proprie peccatum nominamus'. 

Secondly, corporal sin is to be distinguished from spiritual sin: 'Quaedam tamen peccata spiritualia, quaedam 

carnalia dicuntur, hoc est, quaedam ex uiciis animae, quaedam ex carnis infirmitate prouenientia' (p.40); this is 

an expansion of a concept found in Gregory. It is also essentially the same as the Aristotelian distinction revived 

by Dante between sins of incontinence and sins of malice. Related to this is a third differentiation, between 

venial and mortal sins: 'peccatorum autem alia venialia dicuntur et quasi leuia, alia dampnabilia sive grauia ' 

(p.68). Venial sins are light sins which are not consented to with the will, but are committed through 

forgetfulness: 'veniali a quidem uel leuia peccata sunt, quando in eo consentimus cui non consentiendum esse 

scimus, sed tune tamen non occurrit memoriae illud quod scimus ' (pp.68-70). Mortal sins, on the other hand, 

are major sins which are committed deliberately, with the consent of the will: 'haec quippe non per obliuionem 

sicut illa incurrimus, sed tamquam  ex studio et deliberatione committimus' ( p.70). 

 

Contemporary with the  development of these distinctions, and in part dependent on them, is the full 

elaboration of the doctrine of Purgatory, present for centuries but hitherto ill-defined. On the one hand, 

individuals are now regarded, as in law, to be deserving of an eternal destiny which precisely matches their 

conduct on earth, seen in the context of their particular circumstances; they therefore receive, as in the Vision of 
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the Monk of Eynsham, a detailed and individual purgation before admission to Paradise. On the other hand, the 

distinction between venial and mortal sins provides a ready means for the separation of those destined for 

purgation from those destined for eternal torment: venial sins become the subject of purgation, mortal sins of 

damnation.
52

 

 

The history of the development of Purgatory as a separate realm of the other world has been analysed most 

recently by Le Goff, who traces the development of the concept from pre-Christian times to its full expression in 

the Comedy.
53

 The idea of some form of purgation after death is given its first authoritative expression by 

Augustine, and its first accepted concrete representation by Gregory.
54

 The popular visions of the afterlife 

gradually develop, in the depiction of many specific examples, the idea of purgation after death; one of the 

most important of these is Bede 's Vision of Drythelm. But it is only in the twelfth century that Purgatory is fully 

accepted as a place which is completely  separate  from Hell - although  the vision literature continues to 

describe them as one. Le Goff suggests that these visions are founded on the theological position with regard to 

purgation which prevailed at the beginning of the century: 

 

Au debut du XIIe siècle l'attitude à l'égard des morts, telle que nous pouvons la connaitre travers des documents émanant 

de clercs, de l'Eglise, est la suivante: après le Jugement dernier il y aura deux groupes d 'hommes pour l'éternité: les élus et 

les damnés (... ). Entre la mort et la résurrection, la doctrine n'est pas bien precisée (...). Pour la plupart (...), il existe, 

immédiatement après la mort, une decision définitive pour deux catégories de défunts (... ); entre les deux, il peut y avoir une 

ou deux catégories intermédiares  (... ). Selon la plupart de ceux qui croient en l'existence d'une catégorie intermédiare, ces 

morts en attente de Paradis seront soumis  à une purgation. (pp.181-82). . 

 

The precise nature of this purgation remains undefined, except insofar as it involves fire in some way. The 

majority of visions fail even properly to separate eternal torment in Hell from purgative torment; it is frequently 

unclear which a particular sinner or group of sinners is undergoing. 

 

By the end of the century, however, legal and theological developments had been assimilated, and Purgatory is 

represented as the third realm of the other world, with its own raison d'etre - the bringing to a state of 

perfection those of the saved whose sins remain unpurged on death, in a way appropriate to the needs of each 

individual – and its own entrance qualification - the commission of venial, and not mortal, sins. The last two 

visions, those of the Monk of Eynsham (1196) and of Thurkill (1206), reflect these new concepts in their 

representation of purgation; but neither yet offers a classification of the sins being purged. 

 

 

 THE VISION OF THE MONK OF EYNSHAM 
 

The Vision of the Monk of Eynsham  is the longest of the popular visions of the afterlife;  in its complexity and 

level of detail it is unsurpassed. More sins and their derivatives are mentioned than in any other vision, and yet  

there is no clear system of classification. 

 

The sinners in the joint Hell/Purgatory are distributed in three places of torment. The first contains a variety of 

sins and professions, although these are not specifically distinguished: 

 

Ibi utriusque sexus univere conditionis, professionis et ordinis turba innumerabilis, ibi omnium quoque peccatorum 

admissores, diversis quique addicti pro culparum varietate et personarum qualitate generibus tormentorum.  (p. 

254) 

 

Sinners circulate from torment to torment, purging not merely their gravest sin, but each one in turn. The 

efficacy of prayer for the dead is stressed. 

 

The second place of torment contains punishments which are all worse than those in the first place, in  

accordance with the established practice; again it is stressed that souls must purge every sin : 
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Omnium qui illo loco cruciabantur ista fuit conditio, quad ad perficiendam purgationis sue  plenitudinem, omnia 

illius loci a principio usque ad finem permeare cogebantur spatia. (p.258 ) 

 

The third place of torment is reserved for those guilty of homosexuality; the monk meets a lawyer who doubts 

his own salvation. He is undergoing torment until the Day of Judgment, when his fate will be declared - which 

suggests that purgation occurs in Hell, with the possibility of eventual release to Paradise. 

 

The monk now proceeds  to identify some of the individuals he has met, and to outline their sins. The result is a 

confused jumble of individuals and categories, with no apparent order or structure. In the first place of torment 

he meets a negligent prior, a nun, the bishop of Messina, and a woman who used to scold her husband; these 

are undergoing purgation. In the second place of torment he meets an oppressive bishop, an unchaste bishop, a 

proud bishop, a weak archbishop. He lists those categories which he will not discuss: homicidia, adulteria, 

incestus, fornicatio, mendacia, periuria, raptio, ebriositas, commessatio, proditio, avaritia, superbia, invidia, 

detractatio, odia proximis, cenodoxie servitudo - a mixture of capital vices and biblical prohibitions (p. 293). He 

describes and identifies yet others: the untimely dead, the repentant, poisoners and women who aborted their 

children, usurers, deserters of religious orders; an adulterous king, a negligent bishop, an unscrupulous abbot, a 

nun who neglected an orphan, a knight who sold a church office, an over-economical  sacristan, and a harsh 

clerk - sins deriving from the apocrypha, sins against others, sins which violate Church discipline. He states that 

of these, none was damned for sure; and explicitly laments the necessity of inventing a classificatory system, for  

'nullum in scripturis sacris peccati genus describitur, cuius in hiis locis certa non sint auctoribus suis preparata 

tormenta ' (p.293). And so he pronounces himself to be the first visionary aware of the immensely problematical 

nature of the classification of sin. He is virtually the last to confront it. 

 

 

THE VISION OF THURKILL  

 

The Vision of Thurkill, unlike that of the Monk of Eynsham, pays relatively little attention to the grouping of 

different classes of sinners. Instead the emphasis is placed on the major topographical divisions of the other 

world. For the first time in the history of the popular representation of the afterlife, and contrary to what Le Goff 

states to be the case, Hell and Purgatory are presented as clearly distinct areas in which different processes 

occur.
55

 Thurkill's other world consists of a basilica, in which the souls of the recently dead are received; a Hell to 

the north of this, divided into an upper and a lower area; a Purgatory to the east; and beyond that a mountain of 

joy on which Paradise is situated. Purgatory is divided into three parts: firstly an area of fire in which the stains of 

the soul are burnt off -recalling the Platonic concept of the soul as expressed both in Plato 's own Phaedrus  and 

in Plutarch's Vision of Thespasius; secondly a freezing lake in which sinners, as in the Vision of Paul, are immersed 

to varying degrees; thirdly a bridge covered in nails, on which sinners suffer in inverse proporti on to the 

number of prayers said for them by the living and the amount of almsgiving practised by them on earth. The 

bridge leads to the mountain of joy, on the slopes of which purgation is completed. Sunday is a day of respite, 

on which Uriel drains the lake and extinguishes the fire - a motif which goes back to the early apocryphal 

representations of the afterlife. This vision is thus one which simultaneously adheres firmly to tradition and takes 

account of the doctrinal developments of the previous century. Purgatory is described in the following words: 

 

In orientali parte predicte basilice erat quidam ignis purgatorius permaximus inter duos muros circumfusus. Murus 

enim unus a septemtrionali parte consurgebat et alter ab australi abinvicem amplo spatio in latitudine distantes, qui 

diutius in longitudine protendebantur versus orientem usque ad quoddam stagnum multa capacitate amplissimum, 

in quo immergebantur anime per ignem purgatorium transeuntes. eratque aqua stagni illius incomparabiliter frigida 

et salsissima, sicut viro illi postmodum ostensum est. deinde restabat pons magnus aculeis et sudibus per totum 

affixus, quern pertransire quemlibet oportebat, antequam ad montem gaudii perveniret. (p. 12) 

 

It is clear from the analysis of these two visions that much has happened in the course of the twelfth century to 

bring about changes in the traditional popular conception of the other world; visions are now more detailed, 
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more varied and therefore more confused, none being able to give an account of the grouping of individuals in 

the afterlife which makes coherent use of traditional material and new doctrinal and cultural developments. This 

situation is aggravated in the following century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The geography of Thurkill' s other world might be represented diagrammatically as in Figure One. 

 

 

THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY 
  

It is clear that the complex intellectual and social developments of the twelfth century, in particular the increased 

importance of the individual, the absorption of Roman law and the writings of the theologians, left a profound 

impression on the penitential literature of the time and indeed completely altered the traditional approach to 

the classification and confession of sin. It is also clear that these developments are reflected, perhaps through 

the intermediacy of the new confession manuals, in the popular descriptions of the other world, but in a very 

confused and unsystematic way - as indeed might be expected given the low level of education of the 

visionaries and relatively low intellectual capacity of many of the redactors. The difficulty of assimilating this new 

material perhaps accounts in part for the apparent demise of the genre after the Vison of Thurkill. 

 

However, although no new visions of the afterlife appear to have been written after 1206, there were a number 

of other important developments which occurred between Thurkill's vision and the writing of the Comedy. 

 

The first of these developments was the religious reform instituted by Innocent III, which encouraged and 

channelled an upsurge in popular religious literature. Innocent 's aims were expressed in the Fourth Lateran 

Council of 1215-16: the correction of vice and ignorance among the faithful; the organisation of a new crusade; 

and the furthering of the progress of all Christians towards the glory of Heaven.
56

 The main measure taken to 

ensure the accomplishment of the first of these aims was the stipulation that each individual should confess his 

sins at least once a year: 

 

Omnis utriusque sexus fidelis, postquam ad annos discretionis pervenerit, omnia sua solus peccata saltem semel in 

anno fideliter confiteatur proprio sacerdoti, et injunctam sibi poenitentiam pro viribus fidelis studiat adimplere. 

  

This was accompanied by instructions for the priest: 
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Sacerdos autem sit discretus et cautus, ut more periti medici superinfundat vinum et oleum vulneribus sauciati; 

diligenter inquirens et peccatoris circumstantias et peccati, per quas prudenter intelligat, quale ille consilium debeat 

exhibere et cujusmodi remedium adhibere, diversis experimentis utendo ad sanandum aegrotum.
57

 

 

Such a directive placed new demands on the parish priest, who was often ill-fitted by reasons both of training 

and of intellect to meet them; the result was therefore a vast expansion in the production of the confession 

manuals which had already begun to appear in the twelfth century. 

 

In England, the most famous of the reformers was Robert Grosseteste, who in 1238 published a reform 

programme in which he stressed the need for each cleric to master a simple  but essential doctrine. This 

doctrine he centred around the ten commandments, the seven capital vices, and the seven sacraments: 

 

Quia igitur sine Decalogi observatione salus animarum non consistit, exhortamur in Domino, firmiter injungentes, ut 

unusquisque pastor animarum et quilibet sacerdos parochialis sciat Decalogum, id est decem mandata legis 

Moysaicae; eadem populo sibi subjecto frequenter predicet et exponat. Sciat quoque quae sint septem criminalia, 

eademque similiter populo predicet fugienda. Sciat insuper, saltem simpliciter, septem ecclesiastica sacramenta. Et 

hi qui sunt sacerdotes maxime sciant quae exiguntur ad verae confessionis et poenitentiae sacramentum.
58

 

 

These three systems, and particularly the first two, became the standard backbone for the expanding summae 

confessorum. 

 

The first confession manuals to use the scheme of the seven capital vices as a systematic approach to the 

identification, confession and expiation of sin were those of Robert of Flamborough and Thomas of Cbabham, 

written in 1210-15 and 1214-30 respectively.
59

 This approach became standard, and remained so until the 

composition of Raymond de Penyafort's Summa de casibus poenitentiae. 

 

A widely used popular manual of confession was the Anglo-Norman Manuel des Péchés, written at some time 

between 1250 and 1270, and avowedly intended for use by the laity as well as the clergy: 'pur la laie gent ert 

fet.'
60

 It contains, in its original form, five books. The first deals with the articles of faith ; the second with the ten 

commandments, the third with the capital vices, the fourth with sacrilege, and the fifth with the sacraments.  It 

therefore follows closely the dictates of the reformers. Each commandment, and subsequently each capital vice, 

is stated, and the different ways in which it may be violated are discussed. Particular case histories are given in 

illustration of the various sins such as that of a monk who lusted after a particular woman, and whose struggles 

against temptation are related in a way which is reminiscent of the account given by the Monk of Eynsham of 

the goldsmith' s struggles against the temptation of drink; and that of a knight who robbed a poor man. These 

case histories are especially significant not only in that they show the new emphasis on the individual and the 

precise circumstances of his sin, but also in that they demonstrate more clearly than any other single element in 

the confession literature the close relationship between these manuals and the popular beliefs concerning the 

·afterlife. Under the fifth commandment, the vision of the soldier recounted in the Dialogues is related, with a 

full description of the bridge of judgment; under the seventh, we are told of the seventh-century vision of 

Furseus and its effect upon his life. Under the vice of pride, we learn of a proud woman and of a backbiting 

monk who now suffer torment in Hell as a result of their sin: she is fixed to a fiery wheel, and he gnaws his 

burning tongue. 

 

The capital vices in the Manuel des Péchés are as follows: orgoyl, ire, envie, peresce-accidie-negligence, coveitise-

aviarice, glotunie and lecherie. The order, which is that adopted by Dante, essentially follows Hugh of St Victor. 

Great detail is entered into concerning the derivatives of each vice; twenty-one are listed under the heading of 

acidie alone. 

 

During the same period, the theological studies of the previous century continued, leading to the clarification 

and establishment of a number of doctrines. Thomas listed the seven capital vices as follows superbia/inanis 

gloria, invidia, ira, tristitia/acedia, avaritia/cupiditas, gula and luxuria.
61

 He discusses the distinction between vice 
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and sin, defining the former as an evil habit, the latter as an evil action: 'vitium idest habitus malus, [est] peius 

quam peccatum, idest actus malus ' - essentially the same as Abelard's definition, but this time expressed in 

Aristotelian terminology.
62

 He then turns his attention to the difference between mortal and venial sin, basing 

his definition on Augustine 's distinction between 'crimina levia, quotidiana, veniala ' and 'crimina letalia, 

mortifera ', but introducing the new concepts of love and order. A mortal sin, occurring in the rational faculty, is 

defined thus : 

  

quando anima deordinatur per peccatum usque ad aversionem ab ultimo fine, scilicet Deo, cui unimur per 

caritatem, tunc est peccatum mortale.
63

 

    

A venial sin, occurring in the sensual faculty, is defined: 

 

quando vero fit deordinatio citra aversionem a Deo, tunc est peccatum veniale.
64

 

 

The concept of ordered and disordered love is of course fundamental to the structure of the Purgatorio. A 

parallel distinction is that now entered into between carnal and spiritual sins. Thomas also differentiates sins in 

terms of their object, and states that this is the yardstick by which their relative gravity  must be measured: 

'peccata proprie distinguantur specie secundum obiecta .’ 
65

And lastly, he discusses the causes of sin, saying that 

it may arise from the passions (Dante's sins of incontinence) or, more gravely, from malice.
66

 Distinctions such as 

these are foreign to the visions but fundamental to the Comedy. 

  

Insofar as the development of the doctrine of Purgatory was concerned, great strides were made in the course 

of the century. Theologians such as Bonaventure and Albert addressed their minds to it;
67

 it formed the subject 

of numerous exempla;
68

 a Papal definition was issued.
69

 Le Goff concludes that 'à  la fin du XIIIe  siècle le 

Purgatoire est partout, dans la prédication, les testaments (timidement), la littérature en langue vulgaire (... ). 

Seule l'image reste réfractaire à ce triomphe'.
70

 

 

One further thirteenth-century development remains to be considered. Beginning in 1220 and  writing in the 

years which immediately followed, Raymond de Penyafort composed his Summa de casibus poenitentiae, a work 

which became the most influential of its kind.
71

 Raymond had studied law in Bologna for ten years and, 

discarding the scheme of the capital vices or ten commandments, he applied the principles of law to the 

problem of the confession of sin and did so within a structure derived from theological writings. In so doing he 

further revolutionized the recognized principles by which sins were classified. 

 

The Summa is divided  into  four  books, the last of which was perhaps added at a later date. The first treats of 

sins committed against God, the second of those committed against one 's neighbour, the third of the way in 

which the priest must receive the confessant, and the fourth of marriage. In the first two books, Raymond 

discusses the various sins not in terms of the capital vices from which they spring, but under the legal headings 

used by Gratian. For the first time, therefore, sins are arranged, as  in the Inferno, in a  logical structure based on 

stated rational, secular, principles, and not according to the categories of theologians. 

 

 

CLASSIFICATION IN THE COMEDY: A COMPARISON 
  

The intellectual developments of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, as we have seen, introduced a number of 

new factors and principles into the traditional conception of the afterlife. Theologians concentrated on the 

elaboration of the seven capital vices, on the distinction between vice and sin, and on the clarification of the 
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doctrine of Purgatory; lawyers applied the logic of Roman law to the differentiation and punishment of sins; and 

the rise in the importance of the individual and the discovery of Aristotelian ethics also contributed to the 

demise of the cultural environment in which the majority of the popular visions of the afterlife had been 

conceived. In writing the Comedy, Dante was able to assimilate these changes and apply them to the 

classification of sin in the other world, a feat which the visionaries and their redactors had not been able to 

achieve. He thereby produced a system which was unique in that, for the first time, the sins appear to be 

distinguished and arranged according to two sets of governing principles, an Aristotelian one for Hell, and one 

in which the seven capital vices are subsumed into the principle of ordered and disordered love for Purgatory.  

And yet, strikingly, the particular sins distinguished in Hell are almost identical to those identified by the 

visionaries, whilst the vices used for the first time in Purgatory are treated in a way similar to that in which they 

are used in the confession manuals. 

 

HELL 
 

An analysis of the classification of sin in the visions of the other world from the first to the twelfth centuries 

reveals a process of gradual change. Greater prominence is given to different sins in different periods: the most 

frequently cited sins in the New Testament lists are fornication, murder, and evil thoughts or speech. In the 

apocrypha they become jointly slander, sorcery, persecution, deceit, murder and blasphemy. The early medieval 

texts stress murder, avarice, deceit, the sowing of discord and theft. In the twelfth century the most common are 

adultery, lust, theft, and murder. 

 

Further analysis shows that not only do the principal sins change; others are added, or become more prominent. 

For example, the apocrypha add several sins which are found through to the twelfth-century texts: these are 

usury, loss of faith or backsliding, loss of chastity in unmarried women, and insincere alms-giving. In the early 

medieval visions much greater emphasis is placed on theft and the sowing of discord than previously; and in the 

twelfth century increased prominence is given to treachery, tyranny, pride and gluttony. From the starting point 

of the ten commandments and the lists given in the New Testament, with the further expansion which occurred 

initially as the first penitentials were composed and subsequently during the period of the summae confessorum, 

a climax is reached  in the twelfth-century visions. At this point the list of sins reaches its greatest length; forty 

distinct categories occur in the texts analysed. 

 

The degree of similarity between the sins listed in texts of various periods and the Inferno becomes apparent 

when a more detailed comparison is made. Infractions of all ten commandments are punished in Dante's Hell 

with the sole exception of the fourth, to honour the sabbath.
72

 The seven New Testament passages list a total of 

some thirty-two sins, in order of frequency as follows: fornication, murder, evil thoughts or speech, idolatry, 

avarice, deceit, impurity, sorcery, foolishness, blasphemy, adultery, theft, pride, quarrelling, envy, 

drunkenness/gluttony, homosexuality, wickedness, malice and injustice (mentioned in two or more passages), 

and timidity, unbelief, slander/gossip, evil deeds, disobedience to parents, disorderliness, lust, anger, schism, 

rivalry, lack of affection and lack of mercy (mentioned only once). These texts make no attempt to classify the 

sins listed in any way, but it is immediately apparent that the majority of the sins themselves are identical to 

those represented in the Inferno. This suggests that although the New Testament cannot have influenced 

Dante's classificatory system, his choice of sins to include within that system is likely to have sprung ultimately 

from the Christian rather than from the Aristotelian tradition. 

 

Such a supposition receives further confirmation if a detailed comparison is made between the sins included  in 

the popular Christian representations  of the other world and those of the Inferno. The most widespread of these 

representations was perhaps the Vision of Paul, implied by Dante's son Jacopo to have been known to his 

father.
73

 What is particular about the vision is that, in contrast to the majority of the popular representations of 

the afterlife, many different redactions and translations were made throughout the medieval period, and taken 

together these give us a panorama of the various sins punished in the popular other world over a number of 

centuries.
74

 Table Two shows the sins represented in the eleven medieval redactions of the vision. In order to 
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bring out the  similarity between the sins shown in the vision and those in the Inferno, they have been laid out 

according to the scheme adopted by Dante and summarised in Table One. All the Dantean sins are represented 

with the exception of anger and sloth (circle five), suicide, blasphemy and homosexuality (circle seven) and 

simony (circle eight). 

 

The same pattern emerges if we compare the sins represented in the twelfth-century visions, plus that of 

Thurkill, with those of the Inferno. There are also two texts which do not properly belong to the Western 

tradition of vision literature, both dating from the thirteenth century: the Eastern Liber de Scalis and the verse 

description of the infernal city of Babylon by Bonvesin da Riva; both these give a classification of sin and have 

therefore been included.
75

 These texts list a total of some forty-two sins, the most frequent of which are 

adultery, lust, murder, theft, robbery, fornication, pride, avarice, gluttony, worldliness, tyranny, divination, 

abortion, treachery, sacrilege, slander, deceit, hatred, simony, false witness, heresy/unbelief, harm of others, 

injustice, fraud, indifference, hypocrisy, pandering, sodomy, perjury, envy, usury, idolatry, the sowing of discord, 

flattery and negligence. All these are present in the Inferno with the exceptions of envy and pride, which are 

placed by Dante in Purgatory, and abortion, which is usually linked in the medieval texts with divination. The 

others either have direct equivalents in the Inferno or are subsumed into other categories. Table Three shows 

these sins arranged according to Dante's classification. 

 

A similar correspondence can be found between the sins represented in the Inferno and those listed in the 

thirteenth-century confession manuals, although the manuals give a much more detailed breakdown of the 

forms of each sin than the Comedy. The manuals classify sins according to the seven capital vices or the ten 

commandments, and include almost all those punished in Dante's Hell. Under avarice, for example, the Summa 

vitiorum of Guglielmus Peraldus, written between 1250 and 1260, lists among others usury, robbery, fraud, 

simony and prodigality, and under lust, seduction, adultery and homosexuality.
76

 

 

The extent to which Comedy, visions and manuals correspond to one another in their classification of sin is  

shown in Table Four. Each sin represented in the Inferno is listed in turn, separated according to Dante's division 

of Hell into nine circles. The second line of each entry gives an example of the nearest equivalent in the visions,  

and the third line an example from either Guglielmus's Summa virtutum ac vitiorum (in Latin) or the Manuel des 

Péchés (in French). The original wording has been preserved wherever possible. It seems from this comparison to 

be the case that all the sins represented in the Inferno, with the  single exception of suicide, are also found in the 

twelfth and visions of the other world and in the thirteenth-century confession manuals. 

  

In conclusion, then, the thirty-seven sins punished in the Inferno are essentially the same sins as those 

traditionally represented in the popular visions of the other world and listed in the confession manuals of the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The existence of these correspondences would seem to confirm the suspicion 

raised by the inconsistencies in Dante 's classificatory scheme that the classification of sin in the Inferno cannot 

simply be regarded as an outworking of the broad Aristotelian categories given in Inferno XI. Far from 

constituting surprising enigmas in an original system structured around the distinctions of incontinence, malice 

and bestiality, the complexities, inconsistencies and ambiguities in the classification of the Inferno bear witness 

to the mass of traditional material which lies behind it and determines its constituent parts. Support is given to 

this hypothesis by the fact that although taken individually the later visions identify many more sins than the 

earlier texts, the overall number of sins listed at various periods in the development of the popular Christian 

tradition and in the Comedy remains fairly constant - approximately thirty-two in the New Testament passages 

taken together, thirty-nine in the medieval redactions of the Vision of Paul, forty in the twelfth-century visions 

and thirty-seven in the Inferno (numbers are approximate because of differences in vocabulary and because of 

the existence of subcategories of sin). 
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PURGATORY 
 

In his classification of sin Dante retained some of the governing principles of the popular representations, 

including as we have seen the division of Hell itself into upper and lower, with the corresponding allocation of 

minor and major sins in each. He also, as in the earlier legends, left some of the capital vices in Hell. But, in 

accordance with the new theological developments, these are removed from the main body of the Inferno, and 

are used instead as a basis for Purgatory, for which no classificatory scheme had ever been suggested. 

 

The doctrine of Purgatory as a place emerged definitively only as the last visions of the afterlife were being 

composed. Far from adopting the conventional solution as is commonly believed, Dante created his own 

solution to the problem - there does not seem to have been a convention. All visions up to and including the 

twelfth century texts present Hell and Purgatory jumbled together as one realm of the other world; in 1206 

Thurkill distinguishes for the first time between them, but suggests no systematic approach to the classification 

of sin in Purgatory. Taking account of the newly emphasized distinctions between sin and vice, Dante placed sin 

in Hell and vice in Purgatory, choosing the scheme o the seven capital vices. This choice may well have been 

influenced not directly by theologians such as Hugh of St Victor, who did not link the capital vices with 

purgation, but indirectly, through the confession manuals of the thirteenth century. These manuals took the 

scheme of the seven capital vices as a systematic approach to the confession of sins; Dante took it as a 

systematic approach to the purgation of those sins. The capital vices appear nowhere, either in legend or in 

theology, as a purgative scheme; but in confession, as dictated by the manuals, the penitent is taken on a 

journey through each of the vices in turn, and like Dante in the journey up the mountain of Purgatory, he 

confesses and does penance for some of those vices, while remaining silent as others which he has not 

committed pass before him. Further, in works such as the Manuel des Pechés, a link is specifically made between 

the capital vices, confession of the sins deriving from them, and the eternal consequences in terms of 

otherworld torment of not doing so. 

 

The second of the thirteenth-century confession manuals quoted in Table Four is the Summae virtutem ac 

vitiorum of Guglielmus Peraldus, which was one of the most widespread works of its kind. The second volume is 

dedicated to the confession of sin, and is structured entirely around the seven capital vices, with an additional 

chapter on the sins of the tongue. Guglielmus goes into great detail under each heading; under the various vices 

he lists no fewer than a hundred and twenty-one different sins, many of which overlap considerably.  Like Dante, 

he thus distinguishes between vice and sin. 

 

Guglielmus is interesting not only in the choice of the capital vices 'as his scheme for confession, but also in a 

number of other respects.
77

 Biblical examples are given as a warning against each vice, much as in the 

Purgatorio; pride, for example, is illustrated by the last line of Job 41: 'ipse est Rex super omnes filios superbiae ', 

and exemplified by a quote from Isaiah 42 : 'gloriarn meam alteri non dabo'. Other quotations are given from 

the Latin Fathers and from Seneca, thus mingling, as in the Purgatorio, pagan and biblical sources. Secondly, 

Guglielmus, like Dante in the Purgatorio, uses the principle of love as a means of determining the relation 

between one capital vice and another. Thus lust is defined as 'inordinatus arnor delectationis quae secundum 

tactum est ', and gluttony as 'inordinatus amor delectationis quae secundum gustum [est]'. Avarice is an 

'inordinatus amor pecuniae’ (p. 15). And a complex discussion is entered into concerning the difference between 

ordered and disordered love (p.163). Both these aspects of the Purgatorio, like the whole question of the 

classification of sin, are generally held to derive from Dante's reading of classical and secular literature; their 

presence in a semi-popular confession manual is striking and significant. 

 

Guglielmus's Summa is far from displaying the coherency later to be shown in the Comedy ; but it  undoubtedly 

offers an approach to the confession of sin which in many ways foreshadows Dante 's description of the process 

of  purgation  in the other world. The Purgatorio is innovatory in that  it creates both a geography for the third 

realm of the other world and a systematic approach to the purgation of sin, neither of which are fully present in 

the previous representations of the afterlife; it does so by the assimilation of the twelfth and thirteenth-century 

developments in theology which resulted in works such as Guglielmus' s Summa - works which bridge the gaps 

on the one hand between the popular and the learned traditions, and on the other between the last visions and 

the Comedy. 
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