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Dante, Depression, and Suicide 

“When I had journeyed half our life’s way I found myself within a shadowed forest.” 

This is how Dante Alighieri started his 14,233 line poem, The Divine Comedy. I am not great at 

starting things. I struggle to start projects and essays and emails, and I had to use someone else’s 

words to open my senior convocation, so if that isn’t enough indication of my struggles, I don’t 

know what is. And so, because of this weakness, I’m going to take a page from Dante, and I am 

going to start in the middle. At 12:00 noon on a sweltering day in June, I was lying on my back 

on a picnic table with a pounding headache. The lush foliage of the trees above me did nothing to 

block an unrelenting sun. My wallowing in self pity was interrupted by a strong, clear voice 

coming from a body plopping down on the wood next to me. Through shaded eyes I looked up at 

the slender face of Ron Yutin. Ron was a big person; he spoke loudly and did a lot of things and 

made an impression on everyone. I could spend a really, really long time talking about Ron, but 

if I had to choose one thing to talk about, it would be his voice. He spoke with these really oddly 

drawn out consonant sounds and r’s that sounded like they were tumbling out of his mouth, and 

anytime he said anyone's name, it was like he swallowed the last sound. He and his voice were 

distinctive and clear.  

In poetry, the author must have this clarity. As esoteric and interpretive as poetry can be, 

I feel that in a poem, the reader should have an “Aha” moment. Dante’s poem is  

full of these moments. He, the poet, writes about his journey as the pilgrim. During Dante’s life 

he was exiled from his home of Florence, Italy. He lost his great muse, Beatrice, and in his 

middle age, he found himself lost, but by writing the pilgrim's journey down through Hell, up 
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Mt. Purgatory and into Paradise, he found himself again. The magic of The Divine Comedy is 

encapsulated in its first line. Dante’s clever use of pronouns are the first of many “aha” moments 

in his poem. This first phrase defines that what the pilgrim is about to embark on is his own 

personal journey, but that all people share a common path through life, and all of those journeys 

are valid.  

My journey began with a post on instagram and a flurry of confusing and desperate 

messages to and from friends. It took me a very long forty-six minutes to finally gather all of the 

information. On January 27th, Ron Yutin took his own life. Unbeknownst to me and many others 

Ron suffered from very severe depression. Every summer he spent three months at camp, and 

while he was there, you would have never known about his suffering. He was constantly smiling 

and laughing; he was always ready to help someone out or give advice, he seemed happy. The 

grief was like a shockwave amplified by the fact that when Ron died, he left behind his younger 

siblings and his mother. He and his siblings looked so alike that it hurt. After death, in many 

belief systems, there is the idea of the afterlife. The Divine Comedy deals with this through the 

three kingdoms. It is basically common knowledge that sinners go to the Inferno. Dante’s Inferno 

is broken up into nine circles, each dealing with different sins. In the thirteenth canto of Dante’s 

Inferno, we the readers are taken to the middle ring of the seventh circle. Here is where the souls 

of people who have committed violence against themselves reside. In Dante’s hell, the souls in 

the different circles suffer their own contrapasso, a punishment that resembles or contrasts their 

sin in life. When Dante/pilgrim enters into the seventh circle, he finds himself in another, darker 

forest. Here the souls of those who have committed suicide are removed from their earthly 

bodies and are transformed into horrible, gnarled thorn bushes. It hurt me deeply to read this part 

of The Divine Comedy. Ron, with his strong voice and kindness, was nothing like a thorn bush, 
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and it hurt that someone who I loved so much was resigned to a fate as awful as that. The Divine 

Comedy was written between the years 1308 and 1321. It, along with The Canterbury Tales are 

the most well-known works in western literature and both are still widely taught and discussed, 

where as many other pieces written in that time have fallen into obscurity. The world in which 

The Divine Comedy was written was infinitely different than ours. Time has changed almost 

everything. It wasn’t until my journey with the pilgrim reached the seventh circle that I saw The 

Divine Comedy as more than a story. When I first read about the fate of those people who had 

taken their own lives I was angry. Dante never knew Ron, and I can guarantee you if they had 

met, the poet would not have been quick to judge my friend in such a way. It was here that I 

began to take The Divine Comedy, not as a set of instructions through my grief, but as a guide. 

Dante’s subscribed to the belief system that there was a hell, and he took his journey literally, but 

through the passage of time The Divine Comedy has transformed. The poem is deeply nuanced 

and despite it’s age and historical references the  interpretations of situations posed in it are what 

we should be looking at. Unless you are really interested, the life of Francesca de Rimini may 

not be the most applicable, but her soul in hell and her attitudes to her sin are. This helped me to 

realize that in a sense Ron was like a thorn bush, maybe not after his death but during his life. He 

could not communicate his feelings, and as much as people would reach out, he could not 

respond. He felt alone, his own thorns keeping back the forest of people around him. And 

ultimately his only relief from his suffering was taking his own life. When he died all of us who 

knew him and loved him had a thorn pushed into our sides. It’s like a splinter that never comes 

out. It doesn't hurt all the time, and it’s easy to forget when life is moving in the normal way and 

you’re caught up in everything, but in moments of stillness it throbs, and I can feel our sadness 

like a pulse. It hurts when I press on it, or when I try to remove it. The poet says, “but where ever 
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fortune has flung that soul, that is the space, where, even as a grain of spelt, it sprouts” (Inferno 

13:97),and maybe Dante believes that Ron’s soul- seed was one that would grow into a thorn 

bush, but I know that Ron’s soul is something much more beautiful than that. Grief takes time, 

wounds don’t heal immediately, and scars don’t go away. We often hear the phrase “move on” 

associated with the death of a loved on. The idea is that after an allotted amount of time we are 

able to be over that loss, and continue life as it once was. But I hate the phrase “move on.” Death 

is change, there is no going back to the way things were before that loss. This doesn’t mean that 

everything is different. There is no “witness protection” style of life change, but life is altered. 

Tomorrow marks one year from the day my life changed. I did not change my name or move 

homes or change my direction in life, but on that day there was an internal shift and I became a 

different person, and maybe that’s not a bad thing. My life includes a new facet since Ron’s 

death. I look at the world with different eyes. I don’t like the idea of “mov[ing] on” because it 

implies that you are leaving that person behind, that their loss is purely in the past. Instead, I 

prefer to say that after a loss, we as people, “keep on.” Life keeps moving after you lose 

someone. When Ron died I, of course, told my mom and dad and friends what had happened and 

why I was upset, but they have their own lives; my experience of loss was different from theirs. 

They had their own journeys to continue on. I have never felt more supported than I did when 

Ron died, but I also know that I can’t stop. So I have to “keep on.” “Keeping on” doesn’t mean 

that you leave that person behind, it just means that sometimes you have to take a deep breath, or 

shed a few tears at the end of the day. “Keeping on” means that you adapt your journey, and that 

you make it one that can accommodate and help you move with your loss. Humans aren’t 

perfect; in time I will forget Ron’s face, I will forget his distinctive accent and his mannerisms. 

But I will never lose HIM. Suicide is hard because with it comes a sense of guilt. The idea that if 
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I messaged him on facebook earlier or held his hand a beat longer or listened to one more bad 

joke, he would still be here. Part of my journey was getting rid of that guilt. There is no fault 

when it comes to someone taking their own life. In time I began to feel less guilty, but that also 

left a vacuum. With Ron not there to receive the feeling I still had for him, I had been left with 

an excess of it, my proverbial cup “runneth over.” I needed to express that feeling. In some ways 

that was self-preservation. I wanted to feel better, but it was also that I wanted something good to 

come out of it. I wanted to make sure that I was doing justice to someone who had always been 

just to me. My expression of grief became lighting candles, in New York and Monkton, 

Maryland, West Virginia and Prague and Vienna, places where my love for Ron is one of many. 

It is an impermanent flickering light, next to hundreds of others. I lit a candle whenever the 

opportunity came because I knew if I wasted it I would be wasting what I still felt for my friend. 

These moments of stillness and concentrated thought about him made me feel better, and they 

gave me a small and bright way to remember. At the very end of The Divine Comedy 

Dante/pilgrim reaches the Empyrean, the final sphere of heaven. Here the souls of the Virgin 

Mary and the saints are gathered, where God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit reside. In his final 

moments in heaven, at the end of his journey, the pilgrim looks into the Eternal Light and sees 

that “In its profundity I saw-ingathered and bound by love into one single volume- what, in the 

universe seems scattered: substances, accidents, and dispositions as if conjoined- in such a way 

that what I tell is only rudimentary” (Paradiso 33: 85-90). With his eyes turned to the light, he 

see’s everything, connected. Dante/pilgrim’s life had been one filled with pain and loss, but in 

this moment, he sees the “substances, accidents, and dispositions” of the universe as bound 

together, and bound together by love. Dante/poet, as a mortal, says that words fail him, that even 

his great skill as a poet cannot grasp fully what he saw, but it certainly was enough for me. I will 
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never fully understand Ron taking his own life. It will always hurt, but what I will understand is 

that the world I live in is one of chaos and confusion, but that is only on the surface. Underneath 

it all runs a binding current, and I believe that my journey is to leave the chaos, find my way 

back to that current and hold on, all with the knowledge that I will have to keep making that 

journey again and again, and I am overjoyed by that. 

 


