World Lit Honors

Comparing Translations of the Inferno
Read the following translations of Dante’s Inferno: Canto I.  Rank each translation 1-5 according to your preference.

A. original text by Dante Alighieri 
Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita

mi ritrovai per una selva oscura

ché la diritta via era smarrita.

Ahi quanto a dir qual era è cosa dura

esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte

che nel pensier rinova la paura!

Tant'è amara che poco è più morte;

ma per trattar del ben ch'i' vi trovai,

dirò de l'altre cose ch'i' v'ho scorte.

Io non so ben ridir com'i' v'intrai,

tant'era pien di sonno a quel punto

che la verace via abbandonai.

B. translated by John Ciardi

Midway in our life’s journey, I went astray

from the straight road and woke to find myself

alone in a dark wood.  How shall I say

what wood that was! I never saw so drear,

so rank, so arduous a wilderness!

Its very memory gives a shape to fear.

Death could scare be more bitter than that place!

But since it came to good, I will recount

all that I found revealed there by God’s grace.

How I came to it I cannot rightly say,

so drugged and loose with sleep had I become

when I first wandered there from the True Way.

C. translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
Midway upon the journey of our life
  I found myself within a forest dark,
  For the straightforward pathway had been lost. 

Ah me! how hard a thing it is to say
  What was this forest savage, rough, and stern,
  Which in the very thought renews the fear. 

So bitter is it, death is little more;
  But of the good to treat, which there I found,
  Speak will I of the other things I saw there. 

I cannot well repeat how there I entered,
  So full was I of slumber at the moment
  In which I had abandoned the true way.
D. translated by Allen Mandelbaum
When I had journeyed half of our life's way,

I found myself within a shadowed forest,

for I had lost the path that does not stray.

Ah, it is hard to speak of what it was,

that savage forest, dense and difficult,

which even in recall renews my fear:

so bitter-death is hardly more severe!

But to retell the good discovered there,

I'll also tell the other things I saw.

I cannot clearly say how I had entered

the wood; I was so full of sleep just at

the point where I abandoned the true path.

E. translated by SparkNotes

Midway upon the road of our life I found myself within a dark wood, for the right way had been missed. Ah! how hard a thing it is to tell what this wild and rough and dense wood was, which in thought renews the fear! So bitter is it that death is little more. But in order to treat of the good that there I found, I will tell of the other things that I have seen there. I cannot well recount how I entered it, so full was I of slumber at that point where I abandoned the true way.

GPS Standards Addressed: ELAWLRL1.f Compares and contrasts various translations of a work and evaluates the effect of translation on meaning.


