
McGill University Faculty of Arts 
Department of Languages, Literatures, and Cultures - Italian Studies 

ITAL 355: Dante and the Middle Ages 
 

 
Course schedule: Monday/Wednesday 2:35-3:55pm 
Room:  ENGTR 1080 
Lecturer: Tania Zampini 
Email: tania.zampini@mcgill.ca  
Office hours: Monday/Wednesday 1:00 – 2:30pm Sh-688, room 445 
Communication plan: McGill e-mail; I will answer within 24 hours excluding weekends 
 
Teaching Assistant: Ambroise Bernier 
Email: ambroise.bernier@mail.mcgill.ca 
Office hour: Wednesday, 4:00-5:00pm Sh-688, room 449 
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri has often been called an encyclopedia of Medieval 
thought, politics, and theology. Indeed, while a product of the imagination of its author, 
Dante’s comedy is deeply rooted in and inextricably linked to the social and political climate 
in which it was generated, the people who populated Dante’s world, and the spirit of his times. 
In this course, students will read selections from all three canticles of The Divine Comedy of 
Dante Alighieri – Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise – and use them as a gateway to the Middle 
Ages. Likewise, they will use their acquired knowledge of medieval culture better to 
understand Dante as poet, protagonist, and pilgrim.  

 
COURSE PREREQUISITES 
 
There are no prerequisites for this course. Students will, however, be expected to dedicate 4-6 
hours outside of class time each week to the course completing the assigned readings, 
comprehension quizzes and/or written assessments. 
 
COURSE MATERIALS 
 
Course materials available at the James bookstore: 
 
Mark Musa (ed.). The Portable Dante. London: Penguin, 2003. 
Guy P. Raffa. The Complete Danteworlds: A Reader’s Guide to the Divine Comedy. Chicago and 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2009. 
 
Course materials available on MyCourses: 
 

mailto:tania.zampini@mcgill.ca
mailto:ambroise.bernier@mail.mcgill.ca


Academic essays, studies, study guides, and other texts or short videos may be posted to 
MyCourses weekly. Students should check MyCourses regularly to verify whether new material 
has been posted and to check for updates to the class calendar. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This class will rely both on synchronous participation in classroom discussion and group 
activities and the asynchronous completion of short evaluations aimed at consolidating students’ 
learning and showcasing their analytical competence. Teaching methods include lectures, class 
discussions, group work, close reading, and guest lectures. Assigned reading and viewing must 
be completed before each class.  
 
ASSESSMENTS 
 
Evaluation Plan 
 

Weekly or biweekly quizzes (MyCourses)                  45% 
Written Assessments (MyCourses) (4)        45% 
Participation and in-class activities       10% 

 
a. Weekly quizzes 

 
Weekly or biweekly asynchronous reading quizzes will be administered over the course 
of the semester. These evaluations aim to verify student engagement with the course 
material at a basic level, checking for overall comprehension and, when relevant, 
attention to detail. They will consist of multiple choice, fill in the blanks, matching, 
ordering, and short answer questions. They may also include paragraph-length 
interpretive questions. Each quiz will be available from Monday at 8am to Friday at 
midnight. Once accessed, students will have up two hours to complete it. 
 

b. Written Assessments (4) 
 
Roughly at the end of each month, students will be asked to complete a 300-400 word 
written assessment linked to their course readings over one or more modules. These will 
be submitted on MyCourses via the assessment tool in pdf or .docx format, double-
spaced and following MLA or Chicago formatting. In these assessments, students may be 
asked to provide a close reading of a selected passage or respond to a reflection question 
related to themes discussed in class. Their answers should be both descriptive and 
analytical. 
 

c. Participation and in-class activities 
 
Participation is fundamental to this course. Structured in-class activities will often be 
used to encourage critical class discussion. Students’ participation will be measured 
according to an impartial points system. Points will be attributed to students after each 
lesson. Students who attend class and contribute actively (vocally) to large-group 



discussions, focused in-class activities, or small-group work, will receive two points for 
that lesson. Students who attend class and participate passively (note-taking, active 
listening) will receive one point for that lesson. Students who are absent from class will 
receive no points. Occasionally, students will be invited to respond to a reflection 
question on the MyCourses discussion forum. Doing so will provide them with an 
additional opportunity to participate in a classroom discussion they may have missed or 
foregone for personal or academic reasons. Participation in these discussions is 
recommended, but not mandatory.  

 
TENTATIVE CLASS CALENDAR 
 
Please note: this class calendar is subject to change. The instructor will communicate any 
relevant modifications at least 5 days in advance. 
 
WEEK 1 
Introduction to course 
Dante’s Vita nova: Beatrice, the courtly love tradition, and self-exegesis 
 
WEEK 2 
Inferno 1-2: the three Dantes and the dark wood 
Inferno 3-4: “The Wasteland” and Limbo’s noble souls 
 
WEEK 3 (January 16-20) 
Inferno 5-6: Lust and Gluttony – Paolo and Francesca 
Inferno 7-8: Avarice, prodigality, wrath, sloth 
 
WEEK 4 (January 23-27) 
Inferno 9-12: Heresy, and the order of Hell 
Inferno 9-12: The seventh circle: threefold violence 
 
WEEK 5 (January 30- February 3) 
Inferno 13-14: Violence – Suicide, Blasphemy: Pier della Vigna 
Inferno 15-16: Violence – Sodomy: Brunetto Latini 
 
WEEK 6 (February 6-10) 
Inferno 17-18: Violence – Usurers; Malebolge – Fraud   
Inferno 19-20: Fraud – simony, astrology, magic: Pope Nicholas III 
 
WEEK 7 (February 13-17) 
Inferno 21-22: Fraud – Barrators  
Inferno 23-25: Fraud – hypocrites and thieves: Vanni Fucci 
 
WEEK 8 (February 20-24) 
Inferno 26-27: Fraudulent counselors - Ulysses and Diomedes 
Inferno 28-30: Sowers of scandal and schism - Mohammed and Alì; the Falsifers 
 



WEEK 9 (March 6-10) 
Inferno 31-32: Giants and Traitors 
Inferno 33-34: Traitors – Conte Ugolino, Lucifer 
 
WEEK 10 (March 13-17) 
Purgatory 1, 2, 6: Ante-Purgatory, Casella and Sordello  
Purgatory 9-11 
 
WEEK 11 (March 20-24) 
Purgatory 16, 18-19 
Purgatory 26, 28 
 
WEEK 12 (March 27-31) 
Purgatory 29, 30 
Purgatory 31-33 
 
WEEK 13 (April 3-7) 
Paradise 1-3 
Paradise 30-31 
 
WEEK 14 (April 10-14; just one lesson) 
Course wrap up 
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 

• Asynchronous activities:  
o Each week, the instructor will post reading comprehension questions on 

MyCourses (quizzes). These will be available for an entire week but will need to 
be completed by the week’s end (Friday at midnight) to be graded. Once 
accessed, students will have 2 hours to complete them. 

• Written work: 
o Students are asked to submit all written work in .docx or pdf format via 

MyCourses, double-spaced and in MLA or Chicago format. Submissions made by 
e-mail will be discarded. 

• Late policy: 
o Barring documented extenuating circumstances supported by a doctor’s note, 

submissions made more than 48 hours late will be discarded. Late submissions 
will receive a penalty of 3% per day late. Extensions should be requested at least 
one week in advance. 

• Make-up work: 
o No make-up quizzes, tests, or assignments will be given in this course. No work 

for extra credit will be offered. 
• Instructor communication and availability: 

o  In addition to her office hours, the instructor may be reached by e-mail. The 
instructor will be checking and responding to e-mail messages between the hours 



of 9am and 6pm from Monday to Friday. Students may expect a response to their 
sent messages within 24 hours, excluding weekends.   

 
ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

 
“McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand 
the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences 
under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures” (see McGill’s guide to 
academic honesty for more information). (Approved by Senate on 29 January 2003)  

 
« L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par 
conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et 
autres infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles actions, 
selon le Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples 
renseignements, veuillez consulter le guide pour l’honnêteté académique de McGill).  
• Note that to support academic integrity, your assignments may be submitted to text-

matching or other appropriate software (e.g., formula-, equation-, and graph-matching).” 
 
 
“© Instructor-generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, 
comprehension questions, grammar exercises, reflection questions) are protected by law and may 
not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without explicit permission of the 
instructor.  Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow up by the University 
under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.”  
 
INCLUSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
 
As the instructor of this course I endeavor to provide an inclusive learning environment. 
However, if you experience barriers to learning in this course, do not hesitate to discuss them 
with me and the Office for Students with Disabilities, 514-398-6009. 
 
LANGUAGE OF SUBMISSION 
 
“In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Student Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French written work that is to be graded. This does not apply to 
courses in which acquiring proficiency in a language is one of the objectives.” (Approved by 
Senate on 21 January 2009)  

 
« Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant a le 
droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté, sauf dans le cas 
des cours dont l’un des objets est la maîtrise d’une langue. » (Énoncé approuvé par le Sénat le 21 
janvier 2009) 
 
END OF COURSE EVALUATION 
 

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/
http://www.mcgill.ca/osd
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/charter_of_student_rights_last_approved_october_262017.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/fr_charter_of_students_rights_fr_0.pdf


End-of-course evaluations are one of the ways that McGill works towards maintaining and 
improving the quality of courses and the student’s learning experience. You will be notified by e-
mail when the evaluations are available. Please note that a minimum number of responses must 
be received for results to be available to students. 
 
 

http://www.mcgill.ca/mercury/

