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In this century, film-makers were just as challenged as the 
fourteenth century miniaturists by the task of reinterpreting Dantct 
Commedia. At the beginning of the century. film-makers did not have 
the technology that exists loday, but all tbe same, they managed to 
create masterpieces using colorless, soundless film. Film g.a~ Dante's 
poem new life; it made it possible to animate the characters, something 
tbat the plastic arts could Dol offer. The cinema gaw birth to a new 
medium of interpretation Cor Dante's work. 

This study will analyze how the medieval text has been 
cinematographically transformed; how the ~rses have gone through the 
process. of being visually conceptualized as images in the artist's mind, 
eventuaUy being interpreted Vrith actors, costumes and special effects. 
I will briefly examine the early silent versions of the Commedia for 
their literal interpretations; however, my main focwt 'l'IIilI be onA T.y. 
Dante, the Peter Greenaway/ Tom Phillips 1988 televisi.on version, 
because of its unique genre. Rather than being another interpretation 
of the CommediQ. I \\Quid suggest that A T.Y. DwUfl is a new edition 
of Dante's poem, a "text" that is vie'M:d, rather than read. 

Of the many Dante films produced at the beginni.ng of the 
twentieth century, most critics agree that the earliest, the 1909 version 
of Dante's Inferno, directed by Francesco BeaoJi.ni and Adolfo 
PadCMUL, is the best. The film premiered in Naples at the Mercadante 
Theater on 1 Man:h, 1911, and was reviC'M:d by such notable figures 
as Roberto Bracco and Matilde Serao. Bracco felt that it was too 
beautiful for the mainstream; Serao wrote, in her critique of the film 
published in II Giomo. that it was "WI grande spettacolo...e se GustlMl 
Dor~ ha scritto con la matita del disegnatore iJ miglior eommento 
grafico al divino poema, questa cinematografia ha latto rivivere I'opera 
di Dor~".' 

Many fIlm critics, including Aldo Bernardini agree that the setting, 
coglumes, camera angles and lighting in Bertolini and Pado~an's 

~ersion of the Inferno signifieantly reflect Dor~'s interpretation. 
Bernardini feels that the similarities between the film and Dares 
illustrations are comforting to the vie'M:r because of their widespread 
popul",ky (98). 

This "botrO\lr'ing" of Dor~'5 images couId also be vie'M:d as a lack 
of originality on the part of the directors; perhaps this "-UuId be the 
case if the film were merely a set of animated copies of Dor~'s 
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illustrations. H~~r, it is not. The directors of the fIlm produced a 
creath~ and original work, particu1acly through their creation of three 
"flashback" scenes. These scenes, complete enough in themsehes to be 
autonomous m.ms, add a new dimension of narration to three particular 
episodes of the Commedia: Francesca da Rimini's tale of deception, 
Pier delle Vigue's account of political morals, and count Ugolino's story 
of betra}lll. When we read the CommediD, ~ art: presented with the 
characters narrating their stories fmm their particular circle of hell; ~ 

are transported into the characters' worlds through their discourse. 
H~~r. the film-makrs, being readers themselves, ~ interpreted 
these 'lWrds by transporting the viewers into the minds of the sinners 
through the three flashback scenes.. 

The Bertolini/Padow.n fllm was the first of many directly dealing 
with the Commedia. Because of its great success at the beginning of 
the century, other film-makers produced their (JWII versions of Dante's 
poem. The Hellos-Film production company made a film ~rsiOD of 
the entire Commedia in 1912. In the same ~ar, Mario Caserioi came 
out with Dante and Beatriu. In 1922 another film highly iDspU'ed by 
the Inferno was made by director Valentino Soldati who called his 
version Dante nella vita dei tempi suoi.'l However, none of these 
projects was ~1l recei~d. 

Later, with the invention of sound movies, s~ral other ~rsions of 
the poem were created. Most of them, however, were thematic 
interpretations of the poem. Other than the silent films from the 
beginning of the tv.entieth century, no other direct adaptations were 
made until 1988 when Peter Greenaway and Tom Phillips released 
their version. 

A. T.Y. Dante,the Greenaway/PhiIJips version of Dante's Inferno, 
is a project made for the BBC, divided into eight episodes, each 
interpreting a canto. The videos appear similar to Greenaway's 
Prospero's Books, the cinematic adaptati.on of Shakespeare's The 
Tempest, in that screens appear in the middle of other screens to 
produce a -Ia~red- look. As Greenaway stated in a 1990 interview, the 
coUage of images ser~s to "[e]nhunmer AJa mani!re des moines qui 
enluminaient un manuscrit- (26). Greenaway and Phillips illuminate 
the text by amalgamating traditional i.conography, popular art, media 
images, and the points of view of many twentieth century scholars.' 
While the infernal images and charaders appear on the screen, 6IDaller 
screens open in different positions, each containing an authority 
g10&&lng the particular ~rse that is being pidorially represented at the 
lime. Often, the main screen seems ready to explode with images, 
music, words, and colors. 
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Just as it is necessary to wnsider the illustrations of Gu.sUM: Dor6 
in order to fully understand the 1909 Bertolini/ Padovao ~rsion, so 
must we look at pre-existing artistic intcrpretations in ordcr to note 
relationshipl!i between these and the 1988 fJ.1m. Thc Greenaway/phillips 
~rsion l!iccms to resemble only one particular set of illustrations of the 
In/emo: Tom Phillips' own illustrations. Phillips a.cled not only as c0­

director of the series, but also as artistic director, in that many of the 
images seen in the video are from his own illustrated translation of thc 
[njemo, 

Although the images are abstract in appearance, they contain many 
ancient icons and symbols which give the pictures a timeless fccl. 
Phillips was concerned with the issue of timelessness; he felt that 
~howe\er remote in epoch and name" me characters ~re real people 
who could be recognized by the spectator as part of his/her ew.ryday 
life (183). 

Phillips introduces A r.Y. Dante hy referring to the [njemo as a 
"blank" because he sees so many possible interpretations; however, I 
'M)uld suggest thatA r.Y. Dante goes a step further; it is not merely a 
new inlerpretation of the Commedia but a vivificati.on of Dante's 
masterpiece filled with images, recited poetry, and commentary. The 
screen becomes the text of the Commedia, offering a new edition of 
Dante's \erses rather than i!ilmply a new interpretation. 

We first sec Dante as a gilded bust of the famous Florentine poet. 
This bust sLowly metamorphoses into Dante, the narrator, played by 
Bob Peck, a large-nosed man of about thirty-fi\e years. Although his 
aquiline features call to mind the commonly recognized physiognomy 
of Dante, we ne~r see him. in his traditional nCWr'ing robes and Laun::l 
crown. His face is me only part of his body shown on the saeen and 
his only means of expression. At this point, Dante begins 10 narrate 
his journey through the uoder'MJrld, reciting the familiar opening linel!. 
of the Commedia. 

The allegory in the introductory canto of the Injemo is represented 
by images on the screen, and commented upon by the "authorities". 
The dark wood is represented as a city by night with many lights 
flashing and cars driving by. The three beasts are repre.sented literally 
through photographic images superimposed upon one another, )let they 
are interpreted allegorically through sounds and words. While the 
leopard prances across the screen, David Attenborough appears in a 
small screen explaining the symbolic ~ue of the animal. As he utters 
the tIoOtds "sensual lust" we hear a 'M)man laughing PnM>Cati\le.ly and 
lihidinously, When the lion appears on the saeen, marching music can 
be heard in the hackground. The she-wolf is represented as a 
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computerized image of the animal trotting. After hearing David 
Attenborough's interpretati-.e commenls, Tom Phillips reappears on 
the screen, this time to explain the allegorical wine behind the lhree 
beasts. 

Phillips is acting as a note on the video-text. Along with 
Attenborough and the other "authorities; Phillips adds his comment&. 
just as aU the great Dante commentators h~ done with the text of the 
Commedia. The "video noles" appear throughout the eight episodes. 
explaining not only the alIegorica1le'oe~but also adding bistorica1 facts, 
and background information. They complement the video-text by 
adding an explanatory dimension not present in most visual adaptations 
of literary works. 

Although the Greenaway/PbilUps ~rsion of the Infenw contains 
many original images, it remains quite faithful to Dante's text. 
Greenaway and Phillips do Dot attempt to illuminate any of Dante's 
adumbrated verses. For example, the mysterious hound in the rust 
canto is shown as a computerized reproduction of a dog with fire 
projected onto it. Phillips intervenes in a "video note" explaining that 
no one knows exactly what the hound was supposed to represent. He 
mentions how Italians have jnterpreted the hound over the years: 
"Napoleon, Mussolini, Gramsei, Garibaldi", but does not venture to 
define the hound for fear of being unfaithful to the text. 

Another example of an unsol..w mystery recreated by Greenaway 
and Phillips can be foand in Canto II: the "gentle lady". This scene is 
composed of a triangle of flames with one figure at each wrtcx. The 
"gentle lady" is on the top of the triangle, while Lucy and Beatrice are 
on the baHam, one on each side. Curiously, in Greenaway and 
Phillips' interpretation. SWian Wooldridge plays the roles of both Lucy 
and the "gentle lady". The only apparent difference in the aetress' 
portrayal of Lucy and the "gentle lady" is that as the "gentle lady" she 
slares straight into the eamcra, and when she is Lucy her eyes are 
dosed. 

This, however, does not explain why Greenaway and Phillips -.wuld 
choose the same actress to play both lhe "gentle lady" and Luey. 
Greenaway and Phillips were certainly not trying to persuade the 
viewers that these two persons were one and the same. Instead, I 
would suggest that their intention was to leave unexplained an issue 
that has never heen explained. For centuries, critics have heen 
proposing many po6fiihle theories as to the exact identity of the "doooa 
gentile". However, no one can he completely certain. The most 
common theory in Dante scholarship regarding the idenlity of the 
"donna gentile" is that she was the Virgin Mary. Greenaway and 
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Phillips suggest lhis as a possibility by inserting a note by theologian 
Malcom Wren in which he discusses the role of the Virgin Mary in the 
Catholic faith. He does not disclose the identity of the "gentle lady"; 
howe'Yer, while Wren is speaking, the ~ 'i\VE AVE~ are projected 
onto the background. This suggests that Greenaway and Phillips 
belie'Ye that the "gentle lady" is the Virgin Mary. HC1IlIC..er, towards the 
end of Wren's note, the letterli of the words "AVE AVE" reverse to 
form "EVA EVA". Thil. device undermines the validity of the "gentle 
lady's" identity as the Virgin Mary. Seeing "EVA" flashed on the 
screen reminds us of Ew:., the first 'WOman. Hou.e..er, the film~maken; 

~re not liuggesting that Dante had E..e in mind when he 9rTOte of the 
~doDDa gentile"; lhis is one of the great crlUCS of the CommediD and it 
remains so in Greenaway and Phillips' edition. The directors are 
deliberately elusi'oe in dealing with these enigmas. Neither Greenaway 
nor Phillips could posliibly know the answer to the mysteries of the 
Commedia, and being aware of lhis, they offer a few liuggesti..e images 
in their version and lea..e the interpretation to the vie~r. 

The quality of Dante's ..erses is skillfully captured by the directors 
in striking and thought provoking images. In the third episode of A 
T. V. Dante, Greenaway and Phillips visually interpret the scene in 
which Charon ferries the souls across the Achemn inlo bell ~proper". 

In Infemo Canto llI, when Dante asks Virgil about the identity and &inti 
of the souls waiting by the bank, Virgil ans~rs "non ragioniam di lor, 
ma guarda e passa" (Inf. III, '1.51). Virgil stresses to Dante the 
insignificance of these people because of their lack of motivation in llce. 
InA r.v. Dante, this scene is represented by a large volume full of 
names being blotted out. Slowly thili image fades and figures of 
marching people are superimposed onto other licenes of crowds and 
multitudes. Greenaway and Phillips suggest in lhis scene the incredibly 
large number of people who Ii..e their Ii..es without commitment and 
without contributing an}1hi.ng to mankind. These are the names being 
blotted out of the "\clume of Iife~, the people who will be foIgOtten. 

The image at the end of this caoto iii also visually suggeliti..e of 
Dante'li vrords. The famous simile of the autumn leaves: "Come 
d'autunno Iii levan le foglie" is beautifully reenacted, not with a tree 
losing its lea..es, but rather with the souls moving like lea..eli falling 
from a tree. At the beginning of the simile the screen is full of naked 
bodies: the souls. As Dante, the narrator, makes the comparison 
between the soul's movement and that of the leaves falling, the souls 
begin to "faU- slOW'ly tOW'aros the boat: tOW'ards their destiny. 

The last scene that [would like-to discuss is the Paolo and 
Franccsca scene, nol only because of its popularity among readers OIer 
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the centUries, but also because of the skillful illuminating techniques 
used inA T.v. DanLe. Greenaway and Phillips produce II scene faithful 
to the text. Every time Francesca utters the word -love", the word 
ignites on the screen in vibrant red flames. Slowly the flames 
extinguish only to reignite every time she repeats the word. This 
physical manifestation of the word "love" reflects its stress jo the text 
by Dante. The fire suggests the Iype of love to which Francesca is 
referring: her reason for being doomed. It was because of ber 
"flaminB" passions that she ended up in bell. As Fi'ancesca COOhnUe6 

telling her story, red birds (the other souls) fly throughout the saeeD., 
and tbe background is ~ry dark (this waEi the circle desaibed by Dante 
"d'ogne luee mUlo"). When FraDcesca finishes her tale, the word 
"EVE" is shawn on the screen in red letters, obviously a reference to 
the Slory of Adam and E~, and their falling from grace. E~n without 
the word MEVEMflashing on the screen, Francesca's strength is 
reminiscent of Eve's presumptuous attitude towards God. Paolo 
reminds us of Adam: he is shown here as a weak man who 
"surrendered" to sin. These parallels between Francesca's story and 
that of Adam and Eve -or humanity- is another example of how 
Greenaway and Pbillips take Dante's text and stre6s the uni~rsal truths 
within it. 

The task of transforming Dante's poem into a film or video is not 
a simple One. Complications arise easily because of the poem's 
polysemous quality. However, this is not a problem that only fllm­
makers hene faced. If \ole consult the e~l.iest Dante commentaries \ole 

will ftnd no uniformity in their interpretations of the ~r~ H~~r, 

editions continue to be produced ~r the centuries, each offering new 
insights into Dante's text. A T.Y. Dante uses a new medium for 
presenting the divine poem to the public; it is a faithful audio-visual 
edition of the text complete with notes, commentaries and suggesti~ 

images. 

Johns Hoplcin.s University 
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NO'IES 

I Gian Piero Brunetta, Storia del cinema italiano 1895·1945, (Rome: 
Editori Riuniti, 1979) 144. 

:z For a more detailed list of fll.m versions of the Commedia, see 
Alfredo Barbina., "Cinema.," Enciclopedia Dante.Jca, 1970. 

~ The "authorities" are a group of scholars who appear in the fibn 
giving their points of view OD particular 'tlKlros and ideas that may be 
unclear to the "readcr-viev.er". The "authorities" include a theologian. 
a natlUalist, a cosmologist, a classicist, etc. 
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