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Abstract

Sleep, sleepiness, and dreaming are expressed throughout Dante Alighieriâ€™s
(1265â€“1321) the Divine Comedy from the start of his journey through the afterlife.
In the book, Dante complains that he is â€œfull of sleep,â€ and he experiences sudden
wake-dreaming transitions, short and refreshing naps, visions and hallucinations,
unconscious behaviors, episodes of muscle weakness, and falls which are always
triggered by strong emotions. Taken together these signs are highly reminiscent of
narcolepsy, a term coined in 1880 by GÃ©lineau to define a disease consisting of
daytime irresistible sleep episodes with remarkable dream mentation, sleep paralysis,
hallucinations, and cataplexy (falls triggered by strong emotions). Sleep, sleepiness, and
episodes of sudden weakness triggered by emotions are Danteâ€™s literary fingerprints
from his earliest works, pointing to a lifelong autobiographic trait.

In the 19th century, Cesare Lombroso speculated that Dante had epilepsy, as he had
suffered from frequent spells and hallucinations. However, the multiple emotionally
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triggered falls Dante experienced in the Divine Comedy contrast with the epileptic
seizure he depicted in one of the damned individuals. It is possible that Dante may have
intuitively grasped the main features of narcolepsy, but it also is plausible that
Danteâ€™s sleep, dreams, hallucinations, and falls are clues to a lifelong pathologic trait
and that Dante may have known of or had narcolepsy.
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