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Chapter 1. The Dark Forest. The Hill of Difficulty.
Virgil.

 

 

 

Our lives a road and at halfway I found myself
in a dark wood.

I couldn't see, I couldn't tell, the true
path,

Incomprehension, ignorance, error maybe,

Tripped by the clutching roots, tough and
tangling, by the rotten stumps,

At this halfway,

The light subtracted, divided, weirded by boles,
leaves, branches, canopies,

Spooked by false imaginings,

Halfway from truth and halfway to confusion,

Halfway from birth and halfway to answering,

Stymied at this halfway.

 

Having strayed, now not even a path, a road
moments earlier,

Ten paces towards somewhere I thought was
safety, lost,

Debate, select some other cardinal point,

Ten paces differently, still lost, a thousand
cobweb paths or none, maybe,

But which were lies and which the truth?

 

Just to think of it again brings the adrenalin,
the adventure has begun,

It's up to me to tell my story, as it was up to
me to battle through,

To tell of the evil I saw at every step,
revolting, sick,

And the good born of the experience,

Because good was there to be born,

In this place as hideous as if I were dead.

 

So, place or dream, exactly how I came to be
there, I don't know,

But it seemed the wood in its valley finally
ended,

And I was at the foot of a hill,

I lifted up my eyes.

 

Sunlight jogged the summit, morning rays,

Light, which has in it the all the signs of
illumination

I was sure I could safe by following the
light,

A provider of direction,

My panic receded a little.

My wobbly watery heart slowed back

As if reaching solid land, having been cast
adrift in a wobbling sea, escaped from the sea,

Although I'd never risk going back in the
wood,

I turned back to look at where I'd been, got my
bearings,

 

And so I set out on the barren slope,
cautiously, keeping my footing,

It was a horrible dream, but I could walk my way
out

Soon be free,

 

A leopard,

Over there - a sandy smudge against the slope,
fast, fit,

I flinched and moved away, it started to come
across. I kept my distance,

I traversed, tried to outflank - it prowled, it
blocked the way,

I was being forced back.

 

With time moving on, the sun rising higher,

The light was still there,

I was reminded of the Divine Love that moves the
spheres, as astronomers tell the

containing the stars that attend the brightest
planet,

which had been so since Eden

and the purpose of men, so didn't give up,

I rested. A second go, nothing for it but to
climb the hill,

 

Until a lion, hungry for flesh, appeared on the
slope,

In the dream, in the nightmare, and I tried to
ignore it, walk through it,

These can't be, not real,

No landscape I know has lions, but then no
leopards either,

A roar - but it is there, this is real, I
ran.

 

On my last attempt, because three must be,

Grey, lean, leaps up and fills the eyes
suddenly

A she-wolf, lean and hungry, razor in the flanks
and belly,

Ravenous in the teeth, insatiable, this beast
too, relentlessly, forced me back,

 

So I was back at the bottom,

I thought I had it, lost all that I had
gained,

Unthinking, I had grabbed at the opportunity,
the easy way,

Walking, climbing, battling towards the
sunlight, but never nearer.

I could see Zion, Zion couldn't be reached.

If it is worthwhile, it is hard to gain - and
perhaps impossible…

 

Hope removed, I waited,

It was clear this was not to be achieved my
efforts, in my present state, alone

I suppose it would have been all up for me,

Until I noticed a figure approaching,

Also alone, perhaps craving contact and
fellowship,

 

—Please… help me, who ever you are, human or
ghost…

 

He looked at me, rueful, mordant,

 

—Human? I used to live a life and now I
don't,

Born under Caesar, just about,

I used to live in Roma, lived through
Augustus,

When false gods were revered,

And born in Lombardy, Mantua to be exact,

I used to be a writer,

Aeneas for my subject, from flames and defeat to
Rome, builder of cities,

Maybe you know… Aeneas, Troy… ?

 

He's Virgil, Publius Vergilius, a fountain that
flows rich stream of words

I may have bowed my head, my hero,

A teacher, the best. And definitely my earthly
inspiration,

Though perhaps I won't say this just yet.

 

—But anyway, why stay in this darkness,

Why don't you climb the mountain?

 

(What d'you think I'm trying to do… )

 

—I have tried, I've battled to get there, but I
get visions halfway, I hallucinate,

The nightmare is too much.

 

At which, he shrugged,

 

—Well then, you'll have to go the long way
round,

 

The sulphur, the flames, the devils - as I know
now,

Some wit at my expense, but as soon as he said
it

He saw I wasn't in a state for humor,

 

—No, look, there is no short way,

The she-wolf doesn't let anyone pass.

Going that way, you can never arrive, because
the wolf is never satisfied,

Food, money, power, the more she eats the more
she hungers, that vicious circle,

The way isn't material.

The wolf gets into every strand of life, hidden
or obvious

It's there, couples with many, envy, does this
to humans,

And it will be until the greyhound comes,

 

A greyhound? Will defeat the wolf?

 

—He will come, sarà tra feltro e
feltro,

 

could not understand his riddles,

I'm not sure I know what it all represents
here,

Think in symbols, there's a tip…

 

—A saving grace. And Italy, once-proud Italy,
with its great heritage,

Camilla, the warrior-maiden gave her life for
her country,

Turnus who died fighting the immigrant
Troyans,

And among them, Nisus and Euryalus, always
loyal, men of quality,

The greyhound will hunt the wolf through every
city,

Until he has driven her back down to the bottom
of hell again.

 

Probably best if I do accompany you,

But it won't be easy:

You'll see some sights, some desperate
things,

You'll see some with hope of redemption even as
they burn,

You'll see some who are damned forever,

And you'll learn that humans can have a second
death.

 

I can take you so far, but at heaven's gates,
I'll have to turn back.

St. Peter doesn't want the likes of you… he
won't want you yet,

In that I did rebel against the Emperor who is
everywhere,

I rebelled in life, specifically against his
law.

I am not yet chosen to be his citizen.

but someone else will take over,

Someone more qualified than I.

 

If it's the only way…

It's the morning of Good Friday, a time to think
in darkness,

Darkness gone to light,

Show me the sinners and their states,

Show me the workings of divine law,

Show me the pearly gates, if there are pearly
gates.

 

—Shall we begin?

 

—I think I have to.

 

Now, the wood seemed not to be there,

There was only the down-slope.

He turned and looked at the brink. I looked
too.

 

Chapter 2. The
Descent. The Intercession of the Three Ladies.

 

Now the day was over, night was drawing
nigh,

Up there, all God's creatures pause a little,
perch and roost, instead,

I was preparing for the journey,

One living man, alone in his condition, the
involved war,

Forced into this strife,

Perhaps most, the war it would involve in me,
pilgrim and polemicist,

My experiences wrote on me, so I write my
memories back,

Needing to journey and needing to narrate,

Two men walking that road,

Needing to take the Compostela road,

To Jerusalem or Canterbury, partire, c'est
un peu mourire:

Needing a Muse to invoke, an inspiration

 

Help me now, Clio, muse of History…

 

Sing Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top

Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire…

 

Muse! the causes and the crimes relate

What goddess was provok'd, and whence her
hate;

 

The road designs its destination.

 

These do not fit, none of them.

Nothing works for it. Nothing assists.

 

Virgil - I wonder what chance he thinks I have…
?

Because he told the story of Aeneas, son of
Priam,

Who also went down into Hell,

Also vulnerable by not owning a prior death.

He took on Cerberus, I've taken this on,

Not as great as Aeneas, who has destiny on his
side,

Spared, miraculously, in the fall of Troy, to
battle through shipwreck and war

To found Rome.

 

Or that other pilgrim, Saul who became Paul,

In his journey from Error to Faith,

And some apocryphal works have him travelling
through the realm of death.

He travelled to Rome to bring Christianity,

A second foundation for the city.

 

They were chosen, instruments of divine
will,

And demonstrably part of God's plan, so were
protected.

Aeneas carries the hopes of a people, a long
line,

Their achievements, not obliterated,
preserved,

A line that had to be continued, that deserved
its continuance.

Paul carries the light of God to pagan
darkness,

New principles of peace, community,
equality.

In a sense, I carry only a banner of
selfishness.

 

Standing on the slope, tipping down.

On the brink, with all of Hell spread out
below.

Something that, at this stage, might be fear of
failure, or fear of success,

I am the one who has decided on this,

Having dumped the previous projects, started
completely afresh,

The impetus in a new direction, but it fades
quicker than anything.

The seed in shallow earth leapt up, fell
over,

Something that does not exist, but is the hope
of Pandora,

Of the past tense, and presently tense, can the
skills be meshed?

Doubt. Which causes the trembling.

 

Or, keep this in mind, as Virgil the poet did
point out,

Aeneas made it past Cerberus by trickery, not by
any great or divine virtue,

Throwing cakes of honey to distract the beast as
he went.

So what does the Virgil of this construction
say?

Out loud:

 

—What chance have we?

 

—You have the noble aspirations, enough of
them,

But you doubt your abilities; always fearful of
humiliation, derision,

The flesh is weak, the vessel is weak,

Which is your weakness, of you and from you, not
from God,

Always at the sight of your own shadow, shying
away,

Remember: possent qui posse
videntur,

They succeed because they think they can.

 

Indeed. And facilis descensus Averni,
going down is easy enough.

 

But he continued:

 

—To tell the whole truth, if this helps,

I came here to meet you specifically.

I was in Limbo, which we shall come to
shortly,

And which is the place I am given,

When a woman summoned me, with the heavenly
qualities,

Grace, wisdom, compassion, her wish being my
command.

 

Publius Vergilius, she said, fame preserved,

Famous, indeed, for as long as the world is,

We put our trust in you. Someone I once
knew,

A friend, is coming, hapless, miserable he is
lost in the wood,

Already far from God's Grace.

But go now and give him what help you can,

And it will ease my mind.

—I am Beatrice, she said. Love moved me to
this.

 

Beatrice,

At which, returning, Beatrice, first love, seen
from afar, unattainable,

Fioritura, a blossoming; chaste, erotic, I don't
know, but noble,

A quality to aim towards, a destination,

Casta diva, che in argenti, the recognition

Of that part in me which is the softer part, but
the stronger part.

 

He went on, in her words:

 

—By helping, you will be helping yourself.

I have come from heaven, when I return

I will remember the help you give now.

 

I suppose, here, Virgil constructed talks of
those such as himself:

Sentenced to Limbo, having been born before any
chance of Son's salvation.

Should they not also see Heaven in the future…
?

 

—I accepted her wish,

I will assist, you have only to ask,

But you have travelled a dangerous path,

Coming here from Heaven, why for this man above
others?

And I will have to take on danger.

 

So you see, I too had doubts on the
enterprise,

What she said to me was this:-

 

You are at home in the deeper questions of
philosophy,

But, here, why not make it simple?

Fear that which can do you harm. Fear nothing
else.

By the grace of God, I have the nature that is
calm, stoic,

Not everybody has this. I can withstand Hell by
it.

You, and he, will have to fight them
differently,

 

A gracious lady sits in Heaven,

And maybe her compassion is not the will of
Heaven as such,

There are other, more fierce,

But her compassion caused her to grieve at the
doings and fate

Of the one we ask you to save.

She sits with Lucia, the enemy of cruelty, and
Rachel, wife of Jacob;

Lucia brought their message to me: —Beatrice,
loved of God,

Help the one who loved you,

Help the one who left the common crowd for
you,

Do you not hear him, as death threatens?

 

She had turned her face away, to hide a tear
from me,

I felt her urgency, I translated it to my
own,

So I came, just as she suggested.

No cowardice now, the highest in heaven will
protect you,

Love brings courage,

Her last words to me, before she returned.

 

Flowers limp in frosty nights, the petals folded
up,

But the golden celandine, when the sun shines
again, revives,

Across the meadow, one sun above,

Below, many opened to reveal imitation and
reflection.

In the golden flowers, an image of the
life-giving Sun

Here on Earth.

 

The Muse is solved. The explanation,
justification is given,

Aspiration and Resolve match.

Having never had the strength, those years ago,
to step across,

When Virgil commenced - I too set foot against
the road.

 

Chapter 3. The Gates of Hell. The Indifferent. The
Shores of Acheron. Charon.

 

Nascence, natalis,

 

Through us to find the city of sadness,

Through us to find eternal suffering,

Through us to find the people lost.

 

With these dark words above - dark, but
unfaded,

 

Justice moved our creator,

Divine omnipotence made us move,

Highest wisdom, purest love.

 

The Gates - with their certain cruelty,

 

Before us, nothing except eternity,

Eternal, as are we,

Abandon all hope, all who enter here.

 

Hard to contemplate, hard to encompass in the
fullness.

This is going to be something.

And the meaning?

 

—Leave hesitation and leave cowardice,

Arrived at the place I said you'd see,

See reason, hope, virtue, intellect, lost.

 

One hand on the shoulder, just in case, he led
me through,

To sights never before seen by a mortal.

 

Annulus encroaching, us in the tight nexus,

Larynx and syrinx to shatter glass,

Vocal chords shredded, shrieks flourish,

Pain in there, anger in there, in a twelve-tone,
shrill, raucous,

In every language, every accent,

In this starless invisible, the sinners' cries
the storm of it,

 

Surrounded, besieged, my mind clouded over in
sympathy,

I began to feel their pain,

 

—So who are these for their sin? If they cannot
be seen?

We can't make anything out…

 

These lived a life without either praise or
blame.

Without any special disgrace to send them lower,
the ineffable nothing much,

And, most of all, nothing ventured, that
particular damnation.

 

The best example would be those angels when
Lucifer rebelled against God

Stood by,

Think on further on angels, and think on those
who didn't, couldn't,

Set their coat to a side, God or Lucifer,

But stood by, waiting.

They could have made a choice, but

When Heaven was made - and it was made for them
-

Heaven had to cast them out for their
imperfection,

And when Hell was made - Hell proper would not
take them,

Both realms to retain their purity.

 

—What then is their punishment?

They show great pain, where is the source?

 

—In that they cannot truly die, a sort of life.
To live in limbo,

To live obscurely, contemptible if noticed at
all,

Without the hope of death.

Kill'd clene, as the poet says,

They envy a clean fate, decisive. Envious to be
Judged,

As will happen to those who make their way
across the river.

No destiny, or kharma, the world will not
celebrate or remember them.

They are not in History.

And, face it, we can ignore them as well.

 

A flag, a banner, a cause, a faction - no
colour, not even white,

A flag, aimless, but never to pitch a stand and
there proclaim,

A flag, they all followed it, racing everywhere,
never arriving,

They looked purposeful - because their flag -
but here was a deceit.

 

When all these shadows reveal themselves

There has to be a reason for a life, something
built.

 

I had not thought - these wretches, who had
never truly lived,

Stung by wasps and hornets on their naked flesh,
yellow and black plague,

Red blood ran down their faces, joined the tears
and struck the ground,

Maggots pale cream in the pus, many the maggots
and many the people,

 

I had not thought Death had undone so many,

I had not thought.

 

Such as, maybe, if their names were worth
mentioning,

Diocletian, who abdicated his
responsibility,

Esau, who sold his birthright for momentary
food,

People like Pontius Pilate,who made the great
refusal,

All the cowards,

But they have dropped into the common mass,
ignored,

Hated by God, hated by God's enemies,

Let's move on, leave well alone, and anonymous
we left them to it.

 

Further on, a different group gathered on the
shore,

Their outlines ghostly at first as we
approached

Moved to gather there and clearly eager to
cross,

The bank crumbled at their toes, as they pushed
at it

Some slipped into the shallows, hauled
themselves back.

 

—So who are these?

 

—You'll see when we get there.

 

I took the hint. The shore of Acheron, first
great river of Hell,

And coming towards us, a boat, white-haired
ancient, Charon,

Who called:

 

—No hope, corrupted souls, of ever seeing
Heaven,

I come to lead you to the other shore,

To the eternal darkness, to fire and frost.

And you approaching there, you living soul,

Stand away - keep well away from these - they
are the dead.

 

But when he saw I made no move to go,

 

—I can't take you though, you'll have to find
another way.

Another port or harbour or departure,

A lighter craft will have to carry you.

 

Virgil dealt with that:

 

—Charon, don't spend your time thinking too
hard,

You will be taking us.

Our passage has been willed from above.

 

Acceptance came to Charon and his beard wafted
gently,

His eyes brought reflection of hell, embrous
burning red, first intimation.

He turned back to deal with his sinners, who did
have fear for the next.

 

In autumn, the leaves detach themselves,

First one and then the next, until the branches
are left naked,

The falling away, the stripping down, uncovering
the truth,

Leaving nothing, not a shred, of the world.

No longer slave to Fate, chance, kings or
desperate men,

All those spirits, exhausted, knowing of their
defeat,

As soon as they heard Charon's words, in
detestation,

Threw it away all, lost their colour, lost their
clothes,

Those kings and leaders, tribes, everything be
damned,

Or, for some, God be damned, with nothing left
to lose,

Our beginning be damned, we were born to
this.

 

They leave the bank, directed by Charon with
flourish and threat of oar,

Rings and chains, Adam's evil are on their
thwarts.

The craft takes to the black waters - and won't
even make the other side

Before a new harvest has assembled on the
platform behind.

Having just missed… another will be along
shortly.

 

And Virgil:

 

—From every country beneath God's punishment,
they come

Almost eager, driven on by a natural justice,
deep in them, God's justice.

They know their damnation, but are ready to meet
it,

Accept their guilt, a relief.

 

No uncondemned soul ever takes passage here,

Which would be why Charon queried your
presence.

 

I've always been lost - dislocated was the first
feeling after the Gates,

Roused by my insistent invocation,

By Rilkean angels carried and set down -
somewhere mistaken, somewhere mistook.

Left desolate to float,

I don't have any memory of our crossing
Acheron.

Who, if I cried out, would hear me? By Rilkean
angels ignored.

The dark seemed to rise up to meet me,

The earth writhed and pulsed - terror, there
certainly was,

If only we too could discover a pure, contained,
human place,

Our own strip of fruit-bearing soil between
river and rock.

For beauty is nothing but the beginning of
terror,

Every angel is terrifying.

A whirlwind, a rush that crackled with a
blood-red light,

But we, when moved by deep feeling, evaporate;
we breathe ourselves out and away;

From moment to moment our emotion grows fainter,
like a perfume.

All my senses overcome, fainting or coma,

I don't know what happened there.

 

Chapter 4. First Circle, Limbo: Virtuous Pagans and the
Unbaptized.

 

Came to with a jerk, somehow I hadn't been
there,

Hadn't done the crossing, as if excused,

The obligation, the necessity,

But, some thunderclap arriving, always Jupiter
Tonans to remind.

 

Left, Right, I turned my eyes,

Already on my feet. Staring.

Trying to find out where I was.

 

The brink. The abyss of Grief. Below, humming,
thrumming,

Mechanism to collect the endless millions,

Ineludible, turbines, beams, governors, yoked to
infernal locomotive,

With all the aspects of continuance, their
grind, slow slow suffering,

Forever and ever,

Forever and ever,

This broad Fascinopia, lessons for a million
sinners - enough?

 

But that was to come - as we stood, I couldn't
see the bottom,

Couldn't scrunch my sight to get a hold on
anything.

 

—We're going to go down now,

No stars to guide us any more, I'll go first,
you follow.

 

I may have baulked a little, taken on his
trepidation,

Which he noticed:

 

—Well, you're wrong. It's sympathy for the souls
down here, not fear,

Andiam, we have a long way to go.

 

The first circle. Not tortured wails,
quieter,

Sighs, gentili sospiri, I thought, drifting up
to say hallo,

Men, women, children, diverse, teeming, the
masses,

Slow, pointless, little pain, but little
pleasure, numb,

Bumbling, dribbling, trickling, all the gerunds
of His machinery

This was the slow beginning,

Forever and ever

 

Virgil interrupted the soliloquy:

 

—It would be good, as we go, to show some
curiosity perhaps,

Because it is instructive…

These were virtuous - blameless, in fact - but
that is not enough,

They were never baptised.

And if they lived before the birth of
Christ,

They did not worship God as they should.

I am one of these,

And this is the defect that condemned me
here.

 

Did not, or could not…

Ever and forever onwards,

Forever and ever, Amen.

There's no Amen. No getting up from the pew, no
going outside.

 

I should appear more curious,

Should pay attention to Virgil and be a good
student.

I was definitely shocked that souls with some
merit, not habitual sinners,

Could nevertheless be stuck in Limbo forever and
ever.

Anyway, a small test,

If he was here then, he should know of Christ's
harrowing of hell,

When he gathered up the virtuous pagans along
the way:

 

—Tell me this - you say forever, but did anyone
ever leave,

By their own merits, or with outside help, and
go forward to Heaven?

 

—Just the once, and just a child here I was,

When some powerful angel or servant of God,

Crowned as if victor over the grave and Death
came through.

Adam, he took, Abel, his good son, he took,

Noah, he took, Abraham the patriarch,

Jacob, his wife Rachel, and his children he
took,

Obedient Moses, who made the laws, David the
king of Judah

And many more were chosen.

But before these, none, not one, ever reached
heaven.

 

So he knows of Christ, but not enough to
name.

While he'd been speaking, we had continued,

through the thick woods of the thronging,
massing souls -

as if the original dark wood.

 

Ahead, a glow, some radiance, forced back the
dark hemisphere,

Kept it at bay, and although some way off,

Other souls could be seen there, more
favoured.

 

—Who are these? They have a better time of
it.

 

—Honour on Earth gains them some honour in
Hell,

There is a resonance, they do better for it,

 

He said, before a voice came out:

 

—Honour, yes, our famous poet has returned to
us.

 

Four great shades approaching.

 

So, at last, a glimpse of the ocean, the great
expanse, I saw Homer,

Socio-political Homeridae, of clashing bronze
human against human,

Naked in kill or be killed, truthfulness,

Achilles yet, as soon as they
appear'd

Stern Anger enter'd. From his eyes (as if the
Day-Star rose)

A radiance, terrifying men, did all the state
enclose.

The eagle, the sublimest verse, the chief.

 

Secondly, Horace, Quintus Horatius Flaccus, the
satirist,

Et mihi res, non me rebus, submittere conor

(I mould circumstance to me, not myself to
circumstance.)

And many other clever thoughts,

 

Thirdly, Ovid, Publius Ovidius Naso,
labyrinthine and tricksy,

He liked to interweave, and what better subjects
than seduction, metamorphosis,

Impia sub dulci melle venena latent

(Poison can lie behind sweet honey).

 

Then Lucan, Marcus Annaeus Lucanus, tutored by
Seneca the Younger.

Voice against empirism, chronicler of civil war,
Pompey versus Caesar,

pares aquilas et pila minantia pilis,

Insulter of Nero and obliged to commit
suicide.

 

And Virgil:

 

—We share one calling,

They honour me, they honour poetry.

 

Having welcomed Virgil back in his true
circle,

And having talked among themselves for quite a
while,

They turned to me, doing me the honour of
requesting I joined them

A glance to Virgil, my principal, yes, the
junior member was invited.

 

I was the sixth in this meeting of minds,

As we went together towards the light,

Discussing matters best left there,

I shouldn't betray the confidence.

 

We arrived at a castle, walled seven times
round,

Like hell in microcosm, maybe a petit
anti-hell,

As for the allegory, not, I think, a
representation of the seven virtues,

Prudence, justice, restraint, courage and faith,
hope, charity,

Remember, this was still hell.

The seven gates more the clue here,

Academic discipline, education, as ward against
vice,

- the Trivium: Grammar, Logic, Rhetoric, (in
preparation for)

- the Quadrivium: Arithmetic, Geometry, Music,
and Astronomy.

 

And defended first by a flowing stream as
moat,

Eloquence, which we crossed without
difficulty,

Then through the seven gates,

To reach a keep of grassland, more serene than
anything before, or after.

That they should be given grass is a

 

You could see it their bearing - authority,
unruffled, due solemnity, measured tones.

We kept to the outskirts, the better to
observe,

And marvellous to observe…

 

On the gentle grass, brilliantly green,

The other Electra, daughter of Dardanus who
founded Troy,

And her descendants, Hector, Aeneas, (Paris was
not there),

Hector, the defender of Troy, solid,
family-values, uxorious? Perhaps a bit.

Aeneas, prone to deceit and the ends justifying
the means, at times,

The father of Rome, and subject of my
companion's work,

And also, by this descent, the triumvir Gaius
Julius Caesar,

Armed for battle, with a falcon's steady
stare.

 

I saw the two warrior maidens, Camilla of the
Volscii:

Who could run across the sea without wetting her
feet,

Or across a field of corn without breaking a
stalk.

And Penthesilea -
causing-men-to-mourn,

Skilled enough at warfare to take on even
Achilles.

 

As a group, Latinus, king of the Latins before
Aeneas arrived, Lavinia, his daughter,

The Brutus who drove out Tarquinius, last king
of Rome and a tyrant.

The ever-virtuous matron Lucretia - raped by
this Tarquinius, and catalyst for the revolution,

Julia - daughter of Caesar, but wife to
Pompey,

Cornelia, daughter of Scipio Africanus, mother
of the reforming Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus.

 

Next, off by himself, Saladin, the Muslim, a
chivalrous man.

 

Thick and fast, particularly favoured, the boss
of philosophy - Aristotle, founder of the Lyceum

We all have a debt to him.

The other greats, Socrates, Plato, closest to
him,

Then Democritus - determinist, everything
results from natural laws, the world is without mover, or
cause,

Diogenes, the cynic - self-sufficiency, a
natural life, unwarped by luxury.

Thales - Western philosophy begins with Thales,
science, predictor of eclipses…

Anaxagoras - who attempted to explain order out
of chaos,

Empedocles - codifier of the four elements,

Zeno - stoic Zeno, ascetic and lean,

Heraclitus - change is fundamental to the
universe.

 

Dioscorides - herbalist, pharmacologist,
taxonomist,

Orpheus - perhaps more on account of his
teaching humanity, medicine, writing,

agriculture, than music,

Though also, Linus, son of Apollo, teacher of
music to Orpheus,

Tully - Marcus Tullius Cicero - orator and prose
stylist,

Seneca, the moralist, Euclid, angles,
Ptolemy,

Hippocrates, Galen, Avicenna,

And Averroes, author of the commentary…

 

The obligation was to continue on our
journey,

For lack of time, I may have omitted some.

Our six became two again, sadly - and my
guide

Took me out another way, the wind beginning to
whip up,

To a place where no light is.

 

Chapter 5. Second Circle: The Wanton. Minos. Francesca
da Rimini.

 

We slip one rung on the ladder,

We let a little heat from the balloon,

Mind the doors please, going down,

 

To reach the Second Circle, but first,
Arraignments, Confessions, Verdicts,

Redder, hotter, brighter, smaller, (more
concentrated, more pain).

And here, Minos, son of Zeus, Magistrate of
Hell.

 

They cough it up in an orderly queue,

Reach the head, your turn next, come
forward,

Stand shaking in front of the magistrate,

A sudden Guilty I Am, they vomit, they
purge.

That part done, the other half,

Decorations thrown down, epaulettes torn
off,

Their earthly riches gone, their nakedness
complete.

Social equality, if nothing else.

 

Opus posthumous for the damned souls, they
confess, they hear, they go.

He's doing it now, no escaping it,

He's expert, he knows where they belong,

The tail whips out, wraps round, twice, four
times, nine times,

Force times action, all their sins integrated
under the curve,

Enough potential energy as their works
deserve,

And slingshots them far down, the despatcher,
Minos, aficionado of sin.

He's doing it now, except a pause in the
action…

It's us who've intruded.

 

—So you've come this far?

Well, mind how you go, careful who you
trust,

Perhaps we've kept it easy for you.

 

A reference to trusting Virgil? Not sure.

Except, been-there, done-that, he was straight
back at Minos:

 

—Don't give him all your usual bluster,

You know and I know,

A judge higher than you has decreed this,

A judge who makes laws as well as administers
them.

 

Minos shrugged - we'll have to see about
that,

Another sinner spun away in trebuchet arc,

The cartoon cat is off to the horizon.

 

And quickly we moved on,

The screams are starting to get to me,

To the second circle proper:-

 

A place where every light is dimmed, the theatre
is in the air,

The winds that rustle the leaves,

The winds that spin cocks on steeples,

The winds that move dunes,

Ripping the land, slicing our faces, churning
and shaking,

The Lustful - appetite had conquered reason in
them,

They let passions whirl them everywhere in life,
now they are whirled for eternity.

 

Starlings on the wing, round and round the
winter roost in rippling flocks,

But no fliers these, plucked unhappily to the
air,

The visceral taken to tilt nauseous on the
spirit level,

It's rest they crave, a pause, some solid
ground.

 

As the flock passed over again, obeying their
circle.

 

—Who are they?

 

—The first you should know, Assyrian
Semiramis,

Wife of Nisus, inheritor of his throne and
lands,

Armenia, Ethiopia, Syria, Egypt,

She had the lust, she remade the law to permit
it,

So you see how well that works.

 

Next, Dido of Carthage, who killed herself for
her sour love of Aeneas,

While expectations were good, kicked her
husband's ashes into the sea.

Her vow of eternal fidelity, that was
yesterday.

 

Cleopatra dined on male seduction,

Played off Marcus Antonius against Gaius Julius
Caesar,

Played off Marcus Antonius against great
Augustus,

Hiked her game into the deadly Battle of
Actium,

Which brought Minos many shades.

 

Helen, selfish to see only desire

And couldn't care less about the strife,

She chose Paris, not unwillingly.

 

See the great Achilles. Paris used Polyxena as a
honey trap

To lure him into Apollo's temple,

And in the temple of the enemy god, he could be
slain.

 

Disquisition in progress, Virgil called the
names,

All the signores and madaminas, the knights and
ladies of olden times,

Paris, Tristan, there's a few thousand to get
through,

All dragged down by Love incorrect,

And pity again clouded my judgment, I felt for
them.

 

—Master, I would speak with those two there,

—Then do.

 

Which I did. Like white doves called back to the
cote,

They battled down, fighting against the winds to
keep a level,

They could tell I was living, a sinner maybe,
but not a shade. She spoke:

 

—Living human, you are good to visit us,

Who caused our world to be stained with
blood,

And for the kindness you show towards our
plight, we thank you.

If our poor state counted for anything with the
Lord,

We'd ask him to protect you,

And give you peace and rest that we have
not.

 

I was born on the shoreline, the Po
wetlands,

Forests, dunes and salt pans, where the gentle
broad river,

Divides to delta when it meets the sea.

 

If you want to know of Love, we can speak of
Love.

Yes, why not…

The one who is loved cannot help loving,

And I am not free of it yet,

Love held me in a passion for him, he to me,

Love brought us to one death, we were united
then.

But at least Caïna waits for our murderer,

Only a few years now, I guess,

And then the treachery will be avenged.

 

Francesca da Polenta, of Rimini. I bowed my
head,

Still affected by the infatuation with Courtly
Love

Until Virgil:

 

—Well, speak to them.

 

And looking up:

 

—Francesca, I sympathise for your torture,

But tell me how and why?

 

This is something I know could be the same trap
for me,

If not already fallen in it.

 

—In grief, the greatest pain is to remember past
happiness,

As your guide knows,

But if you want to understand the root of our
love know this,

How we fell, reading together we were,

Into dangerous territory, the story of Lancelot
and Guinevere.

Just to pass the time, my husband was away -
yes, you can see -

Galehot was a go-between for Lancelot and
Guinevere,

The book did this for us.

As we read, we stopped, we looked up, both
blushed,

That day, we read no further.

 

And Paulo, whirled in another eddy, close at
times, but never embracing,

Wept all the time Francesca spoke.

 

Their sin, when balanced, is not the worst,
there's mitigation in it somewhere,

I hope they will be freed, and maybe together
some later day,

Pity again.

 

There's Love and there's Lust, and between them…
?

Textual versus emotional, there's a gap in
me,

I am the poet who sentenced them to this
place,

And now that I am here, I repent my actions,
starting to see.

I fainted again and fell. I had to toughen
up.

 

Chapter 6. Third Circle: The Gluttonous. Cerberus. The
Eternal Rain. Ciacco.

 

After the family that loved in strange
directions, senses returned,

And the power to feel,

To undergo,

Touch and taste and smell and hearing,

New sinners and their sufferings, my mosquito
eyes went everywhere,

 

No matter where, sinners of every earthly
generation,

Sinners daily,

Sinners the mucky chain gang,

Sinners to be the cabaret,

Having paid the penny, whatever you want to see
them do.

 

The third circle, rain, cold and heavy, barrage
and forage, rain,

Unchanging, Hell will not be fine tomorrow.
Stones,

Huge, hail, from the unstated above,

Creatures that move under the dispiriting rains,
monsoon,

Dissolving the matter of solid ground to
mud,

Rains, rains, here's cats and dogs, dancing on
the souls, with claws,

 

Cerberus, red in the eye, black fur,

Quivered and slaved, outhowling the sinners
there,

A planned punishment of the route, we have to
say,

The dog showed us three sets of yellow
fangs.

 

Aeneas, in the gaudy jamboree of bronze,

Took the same road, less pressed by feet,
stopped

By the same Cerberus. The Sibyl threw honey
cakes into the dog's mouth,

But we are modern, we have mud for a meal.

 

Virgil threw it and this gave the beast
something to chew on.

The beast was stopped in its tracks,

Attempting to figure, by which time, we were
past,

 

Worms eat their way through mud and leave it
behind them,

Across the marsh, we bounced on a mattress of
souls.

At Passchendaele, where particolour goes to
greyscale, and it's grey by the highest design,

At mudslidden shanties, where poor is evil and
evil is poor, that distinct pirouette,

At the third circle, where dissolution is the
waters constantly pouring on, dissolved,

In the murk, difficult not to step on
someone,

We were there.

 

One pulled himself up from the glue:

 

—You would remember me, surely… when you were
younger,

When we were both alive,

You were made before I was unmade… surely?

 

I wasn't sure… I couldn't say.

It's that curious game they play,

I knew you when you were two,

But you won't remember me,

That nasty little imposition - it crawls the
skin, to some extent.

 

—I'm sorry. You'd better tell me.

 

—It was your city that made me.

And it was your people who started up with
their

Ciacco the greedy, Ciacco with his snout in
the trough,

When it was envy to the brim of them.

 

I served my purpose, happy for someone to do
the

Not just me, you know, not just me,

It was the deal, the prevailing…

It was sunny in that city, the sun kept us
warm.

 

All political careers end in failure,
excoriated

He feels the opprobrium, it hit home,

You think they are so far above, but it hits
home,

 

Time to test again the hypothesis, whether

They have divination, foreknowledge,

I thought he might know the future, being
dead,

Not difficult to predict the picture,

The pendulum of party, arrivals and
passings,

But a few specifics would be useful,

 

I appreciate you have had a hard time,

I am sympathetic,

So do you know? What's going to happen?

To the divided state of Florence,

Is there some honesty among its leaders,
probity?

Why is it always in strife, contention,
disorder, discord?

 

The detached observer,

 

—There's more to come,

If I could say there wasn't, I would, but there
is,

Blood-letting, when politics ends, there's
war,

The Whites will drive out the Blacks,

But they'll only hang on for three years, the
Blacks will find a way back,

Someone who plays both sides - and you know him
well enough -

Will help them.

For a time, they will keep their heads above the
mud,

But never long. And so it goes, round and
round…

A couple are honest, but who listens to honesty
nowadays?

And what does it get you?

 

I fell into the greed to know:

 

—But Farinata and Teghiaio, Jacopo Rusticucci,
Arrigo, Mosca?

They were good men, honest men,

Weren't they honest men? What of them, their
fate..?.

 

—From where you are now, keep going down,

They are below you, each to their level,

Keep going and you'll definitely catch up with
them.

 

At which, from the mud-soaked sinner a small
laugh,

And from pagan Virgil a small laugh also.

 

He fixed me with eyes,

Eyes that slowly lose their focus,dying to
dimmed,

The blindness returns to him, his head nods
down,

Bewildered, he drifts back down to his
companions,

And their mumblings.

 

Virgil:

—He is back to his coma,

 

For him, next waking is Judgment Day,

To feel the softest touch of Armageddon,

The angel will blow a trumpet, the Judge will be
there,

Drawn back, each soul will be united with their
tomb,

Reunited with their flesh, remade, raised.

 

And then hear the verdict, which will resound
across eternity,

The final judgment on him,

The absolute truth of each man's relationship
with God

Laid bare.

 

The Afterlife, our general topic as we continued
along the trail,

Footsteps, increments, quintessentials,
building,

 

How does it work, the pleasure-pain
equilibrium?

By terms of the curse, many, most, will not
achieve salvation,

But after they have been judged,

Will they feel it more?

 

Science has taught us, reasonable to infer, they
will.

The damned will feel more pain,

The blessed will be closer to beatitude.

 

We break the circular rim again, another
descent,

Tipped out and trickling down to the next,

Where we would find Plutus, a grand nemesis.

 

Chapter 7. Fourth Circle: The Avaricious, The Prodigal.
5th Circle: The Irascible, The Sullen.

 

If you can tiptoe past a great evil

Or a sleeping dragon, as might a weeny
dwarf,

Or the sorcer's apprentice, while the gold is
heaping and piling itself

To the yellow wealth that is illogical,

You have a chance of escaping Plutus, material
and copious,

Being everywhere in strands

Due to the get-poor-quick schemes running
constantly,

Do you not see the money in our lives?

 

But you mustn't be is tempted - a goblet, just
the one,

Or that necklace winking at me so prettily,

The dragons, all of them, Fafnir, Smaug,
Beowulf's nemesis, sleep badly,

Being ratcheted to duodenal ulcer by constant
worry,

Being overworked into dreams horrific,

Of running and never arriving,

Or lateness guaranteed,

Mostly with dreams that someone is thieving the
gold,

Someone smallest made to largest by their
theft,

Educated early that alles ist
macht,

Something has to be done,

And now the dragon awakes as mad, claws air for
the theft,

The imagined theft of it - and a giantish roar
of gibberish sent.

 

To me, Virgil, who knows:

—Keep going, he cannot stop us, not with
that.

 

It's dragon's bluster, it seems.

There's no true gold under the dragon,

No true gold to be found anywhere in this
place,

You can't take it with you - and the love of
money being the root of all evil,

So on… and so forth…

 

While to it:

 

—Feed on the poison of your pointlessness,

This journey to the lowest has a logic,

A reason sent from heaven.

Heaven, where Michael oversees.

 

Puffed was the dreadnaught of the dragon,
prepared for action, but too much,

The mast cracked, the mains'l collapsed.

Having made our point, mock-epical, we passed
on.

 

To the start-point of the fourth Circle.

Why hoard? Why waste?

Why waste? Why hoard?

God's clever punishment, the harmony of the just
reverse,

One-two, for every wave Charybdis sends, Scylla
has a counter-wave.

So it's spendthrifts versus misers here, barren
blasted wastrels versus the over-sensible.

And here, more shades than before,

With bobbled beads on straining deltoid, they
rolled their radians,

At 100% effort extended, to what effect?

 

We could see what was going to happen,

But they, in their first lives so myopic,

Now, with the boulder in front, their task
itself blinded them again,

Jousting, 180 degrees, to crash against their
opponents on the narrow ledge,

Rebound, reverse, begin again, round the narrow
dial, or chapter ring,

Sisyphus on an Escher staircase, they had
nowhere to go

And they had to keep on doing it.

 

—So are they all priests?

 

I asked, only a small mischief.

Priests, cardinals, avarice seems to have found
them ok

Certainly, many there were tonsured,
shriven,

Their vow of penury being where exactly?

 

—Not all.

 

—I've known some like that in my time,

I'll recognize them, maybe…

 

—I doubt it, like some others we've met
before,

Their undistinguished life makes them hard to
distinguish now.

 

Why waste, why hoard, they butted up
against each other,

And crash went the boulders again,

 

—Humans squabble so much over all this,

To hear them go on, you would think it the most
important thing in the world.

But Fortuna can take it away in a moment.

 

All investments have an associated risk,

You should always consult a reputable financial
advisor, before…

Remember, Fortuna can go down as well as up,

 

—And so unsatisfied.

You could give them all the gold that lies under
the moon,

And they would not be content.

 

And when the spendthrifts look at what they have
amassed,

A mass of plastic rubbish.

 

Why hoard? Why waste? They were going to fight
out all over again,

Crash went the boulders, and they went over all
Keystone,

Hurled from the impact with broken limbs,
groaning,

But soon to go back to their obsession.

All wealth is in the hands of Fortuna,

 

—So who is this Fortuna?

 

A Latin matter, not a Christian -Virgil being a
pagan, let's not forget.

 

—The one who made all the heavenly spheres,

And gave each a guide. The laws of the
universe,

He, the creator, did this, but in our day

We knew it as a goddess of Fortune,

With a wheel to turn,

We saw it as if an engine, you would say
clockwork,

Driving the spheres, in an intricate but perfect
mechanism.

Each sphere shines on all the others, so the
light is equally spread:

So with the earthly splendours, Fortuna spreads
it around,

Rome one day, America the next, China the
next,

From country to country, from house to
house,

She sets up one and knocks down another.

We cannot predict, her judgement is a snake
hidden away in the grass,

Shock and surprise. But it has you, no going
back…

And there's never any point in blaming
Fortuna:

She is above the fray,

Immune from those who experience her
actions.

 

Latet anguis in herba, I remember,

Crash went the boulders.

 

Gold buys a lot, but not a guarantee - and never
peace of mind,

Look at them, crushed on Fortuna's wheel,

Necessity keeps it in constant motion, changing
and unchanging,

You play the lottery, if you want, but Fortuna
never does,

 

But, let's move on,

Chariots do not wait, triumvirs come and go,

The stars are setting on us.

 

It was the evening of the first day…

 

Let's keep going down the wretchedness
scale,

And across this circle, looking right and left
and right again,

To the next bank, past a stream that fed a
ditch, that fed a swamp,

Which will become the river Styx.

 

Contorted faces, bared teeth, in effort and
rage

People fought, to gain a tussock, small morsel
they would call their palace for a moment,

Before toppled by another, ejected, to begin
again,

Naked, their bodies smeared with mud,

They struck out, uppercut and right cross,

Constantly wriggling kicking biting,

The wrathful - they fight for the smallest
advantage

And their meaning is plain enough.

 

But Virgil hinted my glance away from the
wrestling

Towards the clearer parts, where tell-tale
signs,

Plump meniscusses in the lava, rise up, only to
pop into nothing,

The marsh had other inhabitants, completely
submerged.

 

Sunken, never reaching good air, or such in Hell
as there might be available to them,

These had opted out, given up. Listlessness or
torpor,

Of not caring or not being concerned with one's
condition in the world,

The Monastic disease, I may say.

 

Their existence hymn would be:

Sad we were,

in the air made bright by the sun,

Sluggish we were,

sloth made a smoke in our hearts,

And now we're stuck with it.

 

They had found fault with blue sky, always
something,

And now they were covered in the mud, begrimed,
amorphous,

No crystalline intertissued structure and space,
pearl sphericality,

Caught in shapeless glasses and emulsions,

Sloth, ennui, Weltschmerz, however you like to
approach it…

When faced with the world's challenges,

The easiest, always, is to find a good reason
why not,

And they had taken the easy way.

They had been morose when there was the
opportunity of some joy in God's creation

Bitter use of the if only, and the but what can
I do?

Until it coloured their whole hearts and
dealings,

They hadn't counted their blessings.

 

We picked a detour round the marsh, watching
them all the time,

Until we reached the foot of a tower.

 

Chapter 8. Phlegyas. Philippo Argenti. The Gate of the
City of Dis.

 

I forgot to say, it had slithered under the
mind,

Before, back then, at the top of the tower, two
small flames,

Or lights, signalling to a misty further down -
beacons of Napoleonic coming,

'Ware Frenchies, or as mundane as the bell-hop
summoned -

Which had signalled back.

 

To the great repository of wisdom, I now
applied:

 

—What was that?

 

—You should be able to see what it is,

Unless still hidden by the marsh gas.

 

What? Sublimity obscured by the filthy
exhalations of daily life,

Is this where we are again?

One could get tired of allegory.

 

Laser light, or any light, not faster, a
speeding bullet

Never faster from the peacebringer's
carbine,

Than this skimming craft and its single
steersman,

Carving an outboard white snail in the shallows
as it loops in,

Its engine cut to nothing. And Phlegyas:

 

—Got you! Thought you'd escape, did you?

 

Gleeful. But, patiently, Virgil:

 

—No, we're not part of the scheme,

You're only here to take us across,

And you'll have us for that long, no more.

 

At which, he wasn't delighted.

 

Phlegyas, overseer of the Wrathful and angry
enough himself,

Who arsoned the temple of Phoebus Apollo at
Delphi

In revenge for Apollo's rape of Coronis, his
daughter,

Sent to hell for setting his hand against the
property of a God.

Maybe should gain sanguinity, we all are under
the inclemencies of the skies,

Gods do this, sometimes we have to bite on the
humiliation,

Put your interests in the hands of the God
supreme,

Seethed more quietly now, a few thousand years
on the marsh had got to him,

Stifled into paranoia.

 

Virgil stepped into the boat and displaced no
water,

I had weight when I got in.

Slower than before, we set out,

Having missed the last crossing, I paid
attention,

 

In the channel, appearing like a bad sea spirit,
a bad dream, a shade

Addressing us, specifically:

 

—Who are you, come before your time?

 

—I come, but I'm not stopping.

Apart from in the mire, what or who are you?

 

A cold feeling but we're almost past him.

 

—I mourn.

 

—Then keep on mourning forever,

Despite your slime, I do recognize you… and
curse you

 

At which, he stretched, clutched the transom and
skied,

A white wash, he might have dragged us down.

But Virgil, with a boot against the knuckles,
scarred them.

 

—Down with the others, back with the dogs where
you belong,

 

And Virgil, uncharacteristically, embraced
me.

 

—Well done, your indignancy does you credit
here,

There's nothing wrong with anger in its
place

In the world, this man was arrogant beyond
belief,

And I can't think of anything good to say about
him at all.

 

This what really gets to him.

 

—They go through life thinking themselves
great,

Just you wait, scumbags, heaven's revenge,

Great kings reduced to swinefeeders,
trashpickers,

Cold hard reality, like we all have to do, when
you get here.

 

One day they won't be alive.

And not a problem, they think, sad to be dead,
but heaven waits,

And many think they really are walking through
the gates of Heaven…

Bit of a shock.

Big on Earth, but not so much in Heaven,

And what made them big up there is actually the
problem, they soon discover..

Prestige doesn't equal virtue, despite what
we're told on Earth.

 

Publicists, God doesn't hear them,

Ghost-writers, God doesn't read them

And when that ghost is you, the lies fall
away.

 

Filippo Argenti, wouldn't you just like to slap
him…

 

—I wouldn't mind seeing him suffer… really
suffer,

 

—You might just get lucky on that one.

 

I looked back, finishing the job of revenge,

And saw him grabbed, dunked, by another group of
sinners,

A celebrity fallen among hoi polloi,

Chocolate sleek in mud globous,

They did him over a little and then left him to
do himself,

Angered to insanity, we watched him biting
chunks out his own body.

 

A wailing noise, battering the ears. I looked
ahead,

And Virgil:

 

—You've heard of Dis, city of Hell,

High walls and the natives fierce… well, here it
is.

 

Minarets and towers, already I can see the glow
of the mosques,

Red hot metal, eternal fire,

Smithies, where they hammer out sinners.

 

To take a pause.

Here, we begin on the active sins, not the
passive, as we've seen up to now,

Bad as Filippo Argenti was, still a passive
sinner,

In the sense of being weak, caught up in the
temptations, money, sex, materialism,

Active sins are consciously undertaken… knowing,
with malice.

So, passive versus active, let's write this on
the board:-

 

Diabolus enim et alii dæmones a Deo quidem
natura creati sunt boni,

sed ipsi per se facti sunt mali.

 

The Devil and the other demons were created by
God in a state of innocence

But they by themselves have made themselves
evil.

 

Round the moat, the walls as if iron at our
side,

The boat took to an inlet, as a landing
stage

And obnoxious Phlegyas:-

 

—Here we are, out.

 

At least a thousand demons, gathered on the
parapet above the portcullis,

Flapping and raucous.

Angered to see a live one, and worse, one they
cannot immediately touch.

The fallen angels, those who fought with Lucifer
in the battle,

Are here, hanging over the ramparts to have a
look.

 

—Who dares come here alive?

 

Virgil waves a white flag, in metaphor, which
quietens them a little.

 

—You're not going to talk to them, are you?

 

They interrupted me:

 

—You can come through,

But leave the other one

The presumptuous one

Who thought he could walk straight in here,
no,

He can try to get back the way he came.

 

I'll never see the bright world again.

Lost, in Hell without a death,

Don't leave me…

 

—If we can't go forwards let's turn back… shall
we… ?

 

I regret I did suggest. But Virgil:

 

—They cannot obstruct our journey, it is the
will of God.

You can still have hope. Wait and
recuperate,

I won't leave you here.

 

Doubting, Yes no, yes no, that's all that
happens here,

Gone to parley, Virgil with the Demons.

I couldn't hear what he said to them - but soon
they rushed back inside,

Slammed all the shutters on him.

 

That went well.

 

He came back, disconcerted, and by the
insolence, discomposed,

Who are these to deny me, ordained by God, was
his muttering.

And an indistinct oath to Jupiter.

 

—Anyway, don't worry about me being annoyed,
that's just me,

We'll win, no matter what they try to do,

No matter how it seems at the moment,

Their insolence is misplaced and nothing
new.

They used it once at the main Gates, the ones
with the inscriptions

When Christ came down, he opened them,

And kept them open forever.

 

But we can get help from heaven, the messenger
comes already,

He drops down through the circles, the way we
came,

He will open the city for us.

 

Exiled, we rested, with nothing else to do,

I knew about symbols and their thrall,

Virgil knows about classical stiff upper
lip,

The minutes ticked…

 

Chapter 9. The Furies and Medusa. The Angel. The Sixth
Circle: Heresiarchs.

 

The help hasn't arrived yet. And words to loosen
a piton,

Most accidents happen on the descent,

 

The dawdling help of God, an uncertain,
occasional vision, reliability low,

My face scrubbed chalk cowardly white, when

I noticed my guide turning back, and I'm sure
fear whitened him also,

Though he dissembled into,

 

—We were supposed to win. Or yet betray'l,

The help was promised, but it takes its
time.

 

I thought I heard him substitute his words,
trying not to show his fear,

Betray'l, was it?

I'm sure he'd thought better and
substituted…

With two roped together, they shan't reach the
bottom simultaneously?

But perhaps my Fear had catastrophised the whole
thing.

Does one have enough strength for two?

Or are both always brought down?

 

He stood alert, straining to hear - his eyes
could not slice the murk.

Bent broken people, good-for-nothing,

Words hanging, precarious out near the
precipice,

 

And we sat with devils in standoff,

And still we sat. Eventually,

 

—So has anyone done this before, gone right to
the bottom?

 

—It's not a common thing.

 

(Now he tells me)

 

But I've done it before,

When I was just cool from the deadness of
it,

When I was recently naked from my old flesh,

The witch, Erichtho, who could reel spirits back
to their body,

Who could raise souls, like it or not, move
them, translocate them,

Forced me along this path, and further, right
down

To the pit of Judas, the lowest darkest furthest
in the scheme.

To fetch a spirit

 

Which spirit, whose? Statius?

 

Trust me, I know the road and have the means to
do it.

 

I saw at the top of the tower, arrived, Three
Furies,

Drenched in blood,

In body and manner female, green writhing hydras
wound round them,

Vipers as hair, cobras twined round, adders,

 

—The Erinnyes,

 

Said Virgil, knowing them from before,

The Queen of eternal woe, her servants

Megeara Tisiphone Alecto

The trinity malformed, subverted. Threes all
wrong, unholy.

Maria, Lucia, Beatrice. Cool and white and
soothing, so far away.

 

They tore at their own breasts with their nails,
they screeched,

I edged nearer Virgil,

 

—Come out Medusa and turn him to stone,

How wrong we were to let Theseus get away with
it,

If the Gorgon comes, you won't get back to the
world,

 

He quickly turned me round and put his own hands
over my eyes,

Just to be sure,

Use your eyes, how useful,

Anyone clever enough to see the hidden meaning
in my verse, look now,

A clue: it's either Orpheus or Perseus…

 

And just at that moment, coming over the
horizon, the cavalry,

A noise to tremble both banks, of gale, khamsin,
sirocco,

Laying down the forest like hedgehog quills.

 

Virgil lifted his hands from my eyes.

I think we will be ok.

 

The previous wrathful inhabitants of the
swamp,

Like frogs running from a water snake, scatter
and cower at the bottom,

And he came, walking the Styx, his feet dry on
the water, clever how he does it,

His left hand fanned the air away as if he
disliked the foul smell, but this was all,

No words to us,

The Heavenly Messenger, an Archangel,

I looked to Virgil, he made a sign of
silence

And bow, down, go on, hit the ground with
forehead.

 

Scornful, the Heavenly Messenger reached the
gate touched it, instantly flew open,

Open Sesame, the blast of the shofar to bust
Jericho,

He spoke to the disobedient inside:

 

—Again, the lesson seems unlearned,

Why do you resist Heaven all the time?

With this insolence you constantly harbour

You only give yourselves greater suffering.

You persist in fighting against a will that
cannot be denied.

 

True. Cerberus is still licking his wounds.

Pavlovian conditioning doesn't appear to be
working here,

Or perhaps only visible over a timescale longer
than long.

They butt their heads regularly, and suffer for
it.

Learn not to sin, that's a minimalist start.

 

And still without a single word to us, he went
back the way he had come,

As if detached from the present place he
was.

We didn't seem worthy.

 

The impasse sorted, our siege successful, we
entered the city,

Keen to see more, now that they had finally
gained entry,

 

I heard pain and anguish stretched out on every
side, a theatric as the audience

Lurching everywhere, the billowing sea of tombs,
a cemetery

Aslant, higgledy piggledy, off-kilter and not a
proper arrow to heaven,

Like at Arles, where the Rhône water is stagnant
and slow,

Or Pola, on the Quarnero, which marks the
eastern edge of our country,

Where tombs are built in the marshes,

Or New Orleans, which floats on a spongy
mattress of loam,

And there, coffins are weighted against their
buoyancy.

But I was struck by the image:

 

—Dead… banished to Hell… and still entombed

 

To go directly to Hell from the 13th century

Is to be reprovisioned with that classical
nourishment, irony.

If I could only package it up and sell it…

 

—The leaders of heresy, each with all their
followers,

 

Said Virgil, as the graves glowed in the
heat,

 

—Like is buried here with like,

But the thermostat varies.

 

The covers ajar, I couldn't see the souls, but
they were there,

For under the lids came screams as they were
cooked.

 

This time, he turned to the right, and pressed
on, down into it.

 

Chapter 10. Farinata and Cavalcanti. Discourse on the
Knowledge of the Damned.

 

Between the ramparts and the screams,

A clandestine path, picked by Virgil and all his
Fortuna,

Followed by me. So to our left, the impervious
justice,

While to our right,

 

Sopranino, baritono,

The anonymous several caught up in
machinery,

In lime before their time,

The alkali to their bones steeped, stopped,

Several more incandescent, doused with
petrol

And by God's inevitable recipe, set on gas mark
eight.

 

He is off on one of his museologues,

 

—On our right hand, are the prominent heretics
of the times, with their disciples,

Here and here, they are all carefully graded for
the pain, like with like,

 

So why can't we have a peek over the red braided
rope,

Since there's nobody actually looking,

The lids ajar, allowing this… Just so I can get
a better idea.

 

—Is there anyone actually watching us?

 

— … Some of the lids are open, awaiting
their occupants,

And will be shut forever when they arrive

From the vale of Josaphat, where the judgement
will be,

It is only their spirits here at the moment.

 

Which doesn't actually answer the question,

You've got to want to see someone cooked.

 

—Over here, we have Epicurus and his
adherents,

He announced that the soul dies with the
body,

As you can see, he has been able to change his
mind on that.

 

Pause for amusant joke, eight times a day,
Virgil the speaking clock,

 

I kicked a pebble against, the devil made me do
it,

To ding the earthenware as a cloche, glasshouse,
hothouse,

Terracotta to remind of the roofs with their
laundry,

The ochres and the Arno.

 

—And yes, I do know what you were thinking,

Patience, and you might get to see one.

 

—You told me not to talk too much.

 

—I did.

 

—Stop! You there! You are alive… ?

 

Startled. Interrupted by a stone voice. Very
refined and very xenophobic.

 

—By the sound of you, the young one, definitely
a Tuscan,

And born in Florence, I'd say.

I had dealings with that city, once.

 

Lord and it's Lord Snooty

By the workings of glottis and phoneme, by
fricative consonants, he's worked it out.

Pinpointed to the street, almost.

And never say the upper classes don't know where
they come from.

Off balance, I edged closer to Virgil,

 

—Farinata won't bite you.

 

Farinata di Jacopo degli Uberti. Who died a year
before I was born, I've read about him,

He went to the right school, he was the
Ghibelline blue-blood,

He's risen like risen Christ,

As far as his waist, anyway. Tall, disdainful,
that puffed-out chest,

He was in Hell, but wasn't going to let that
disturb him overly,

He had been taught to take his due share.

Virgil pushed me towards him. Farinata looked me
up and down,

 

—And you are?

 

I went through my affiliations, the history
weighed on me

From family ties.

I didn't mention I was from Roman stock,

But I did mention that my father was a White
Guelph.

 

—My enemies, yes, I scattered them once and
scattered them twice,

They were expelled, twice

 

Expelled returned, expelled returned,

I thought I'd better fill him in,

 

—But they found a way back.

If you'll excuse me for pointing out, something
your side didn't achieve,

You do realise they demolished all the Guelph
palaces

When they regained power

Just as your side had done after Montaperti to
them.

 

—Not so skilled in the art of politics,
Machiavelli could teach them a few things

 

Machiavelli. He did speak of this
Machiavelli.

A Florentine, I understood him to mean, either
one of his advisors,

Or, and this is a more reckless idea, a creature
of times to come.

He seemed very taken with this Machiavelli,

But in his flights of rhetoric, too absorbed to
notice our attention had moved on.

 

Another shade had made himself known.

This one poking his nose out from his jar, he
looked around

As if he expected,

Hoped

To see someone else with us.

 

This one I knew, straight away, his place
classified him, Cavalcante de' Cavalcanti

His son was given as political marriage to
Farinata's daughter,

Forced to meet and greet at feasts,

And now trapped next to his in-law for
eternity.

 

—Where is my son? I had hoped my son would be
here…

 

—There's only us. Myself, and my guide over
there.

 

And then I continued

 

—Perhaps your Guido declined his assistance.

He had his chance, I'm sure he did, the great
poet he was,

Perhaps your Guido didn't set his intellect
towards the Lord.

 

—Didn't? He is dead then… .?

 

But I said nothing, and looking at me,

He collapsed back into the tomb,

 

What? what's going on here?

You've never heard of Machiavelli, what do they
teach you people,

 

Farinata still burbling on regardless,

 

—To lose to such weak opposition

If they couldn't find some exile,

To me that feels worse than even this
punishment,

—A warning for you,

You'll have your own problems with that
city,

But fifty months of Proserpina,

Before you find out how difficult that'll
be,

You'll bang at the gates to be let in, and you
won't have any more luck.

 

And an afterthought:

 

—But why should everybody be so vindictive
against my party?

 

—The Arbia turned into a red ribbon, perhaps

Twenty thousand men taken from the lives,
perhaps,

That would be down to the massacre at
Montaperti, since you ask.

 

—But there were others there who were more
guilty,

I acted in good faith.

And when they wanted to burn and ransack
Florence,

I disagreed, spoke out in council at the time. I
did… .

 

I don't particularly hold a grudge in this,

Before I was born, after all…

And maybe your descendants and mine can live in
peace.

 

—But, anyway, resolve this for me, if you
please,

You seem to know a lot about the future

But have lost sight of the present…

 

—I suppose that is true,

We have glimpses of the future, but
longsighted,

That much the Lord does for us with his
optics,

Anything too close is vague and unresolved,

 

I wasn't even sure you are were a living man
when I saw you.

 

And, if you think about it, the future will
constrict,

The window will close, ready for the
Judgment,

The lid comes over and we'll be cemented in.

 

The idea that heretics are given a glimpse of
the future,

Daring to think… daring to make new
progress,

If I could sieve progress from heresy…

 

So they're here, and, providing they are
educated men, they know everything that's happened.

Some of them seem to know something of the
future,

In the flow of time, but kinks and coils give
them glimpses,

They would be able to tell me of flying machines
or automatic men,

If I could just understand more fully. Knowledge
is key,

 

I softened, a conscience caught up with me,

 

—Tell Cavalcante his son still lives,

And tell him also, if he took offence,

I was preoccupied with understanding these
things.

 

Virgil is preparing to move on - quickly
then:

 

—Tell me some of the names that are with
you,

 

—Over a thousand here, including Frederick
II,

The Cardinal Ottavio…

 

He started at the top of the Court Circular of
course,

But he was dropping back into his heretic's
tomb

And gone.

 

Virgil fixed me with:

 

—Later, you'll have the chance to learn the
whole of it,

You, your life, your journey and how it turns
out.

 

Suggesting I was trying to learn it all
here,

From the dubious mouths of heretics and not from
Divine Wisdom,

Too quickly for my own good.

 

No right turn, we left the walls, further into
the sixth circle,

A broad stench, rotting, decayed. Something that
used to be alive.

 

Chapter 11. The Broken Rocks. Pope Anastasius. General
Description of Inferno.

 

The battle is to go down.

Always 'gainst the prevailing, the boulders
jagged, biting against virtue

And blasted by the ammonia from below,

Heaven's down, remember, remember,

The struggle is to gain depth.

 

But for the now,

We stepped back to acclimatise, took cover
beside a useful tomb.

 

Here will lie

Anastasius for eternity

A Pope lured away

 

Here I lie, one who tried to reconcile Eastern
and Western Churches,

The Byzantine and Roman factions,

But conceded too much to the heretics in my
attempt.

 

Sometimes you have to stand for what you believe
in,

And sometimes, it's best to play a more
political game,

Even Popes, definitely Popes, don't always win
the struggle.

 

—So, to use our time here profitably…

 

Inside the ring of boulders are three more
circles,

Concentric down, many souls,

Maybe it's not enough to see them and be among
them, so an overview,

So that you know in advance and understand their
punishments,

Also the appropriacy as we go.

 

At which point, he took a deep breath:

 

Every sin has as its end injustice.

It harms someone else, either through violence
or fraud.

Fraud is peculiar to humans, God hates it
therefore.

Lower down, heavier punishment,

But the first of these three circles is:

 

Strutting, the ring-girl with her board held up
- round 7, The Violent:

It's phylum, genus, and taxonomy, he pins them
for dissection

Does Virgil, almost a soul-collector in his own
right.

 

—In three subdivisions,

 

Violent against others -

Robbers, banditi, marauders, all their
group,

 

Violent against their selves -

Suicides,

Gamblers who throw away their wealth

And weep to see their debt never repaid,

Too weak to resist the roulette.

 

Violent against God -

The disbelievers, cursers of God,

The despisers of Nature and God's bounty to
humans,

Sodom and Cahors.

 

(Note this can also apply to property of the
injured party, in tort.)

 

Moving on, Fraud, which bites the conscience,
can be used against

Those who trust,

Those who have no special trust,

Fraud is a destroyer of the bonds Nature
provides between humans,

 

So to round 8:

 

—The generally fraudulent,

Hypocrites, phonies, et cetera,

Flatterers, sycophants, crawlers,
yes-people,

Sorcerers, alchemists, crystal-healers,
aromatherapists, et cetera.

Falsifiers, liars, cheats,

Thieves, embezzlers, speculators,
peculators,

Simonists, Barrators…

 

—What's a barrator?

 

—Misuse of public office,

Selling honours, patronage, that sort of
thing,

In with the procurers, pimps, seducers,
lotharios, et cetera.

 

Sotto voce, myself - if utterly
misconstrued.

And Paris, presumably,

Don Giovanni definitely, fallen all the way down
from Sevilla,

All the whoremasters, whoremongers in all the
world, and all the procuresses.

 

But Virgil, quietly:

 

—And in the smallest of the circles, the
lowest,

La Crème de la Crème, the traitors, the
treasonous,

Traitors who deserve no possibility of
redemption,

Left tortured at the throne of Satan,

Their ally who has deceived them,
permanently.

 

We stopped to ponder. He'd laid it all out,

Those that can still work, to work - all the
others straight to the Cyclone.

 

I wanted to understand the divisions, the
sinners varied in their organisation:

 

—But in the circles we've seen so far - the
second to the sixth - we have mortals who have sinned, and God is
angry to punish them for that sin. What I have a difficulty with
is, well, these divisions, as compared with what we are taught
about the ineffable nature of God.

 

If they've sinned and God is angry to punish
them,

Their offence is identical, yet they seem to get
off more lightly,

Isn't God's wrath total - and doesn't take a
qualifier… does it?

 

—You're not really paying attention, are
you…

 

From the overly-enunciated tones, the great,
established, Roman misses my point.

 

—To come back to Aristotle - The Ethics
considers in detail the three qualities the Gods abhor.

Incontinence, Malice and Barbarity,

Incontinence is the lesser evil. Here, there is
no malice aforethought. Just as with the legal concept, mens rea, a
guilty act requires a guilty mind. So these are the lesser
punished. This we can visualise as a passivity, a weakness, kept
outside the city of Dis, as we have recently seen. Malice is the
next step down, the active principle taking over.

 

—To take a specific example… usury - how does
that work?

 

—Nature, the natural scheme of things, takes its
laws according to Divine Order. It is, in fact, the material
demonstration of Divine Order. In Aristotle again, the Physics, as
a theory, very near the beginning. As a theory, but the Christian
way is to accept the correctness of the proposition as an article
of faith… Anyway…

So we have God, Nature, Your life, in that
order,

Your life should take its instruction from
Nature, with you becoming the grandchild of God, and always
remaining in tune with that Order.

And so by Nature, you gain your daily bread,
just as it says in Genesis. By the sweat of the brow, by the dust
of harvest, an honest day's work for an honest day's pay.

Except the usurer doesn't do that.

He or she earns by little work, having imposed
unnatural rules of their own devising. They prey specifically on
the weakness - this in itself a manifestation of sin - of their
debtors, often to the extent of trickery.

You feel a natural anger at this, don't you… ?
And so does God.

 

And so does God. Genesis is the beginning,

The nascence, back to that. A cradle and a load
carried forward,

The offer of accepting by faith,

The DNA or the environment. And as for
Exodus?

 

—Pisces appears over the horizon,

Ursa Major in the north-west, we must break
camp.

The best way down this slope is further on. It's
not far - I'm ready if you are…

 

Go, rucksacks to the back, plod on, go, ice-axes
at the ready,

Virgil couldn't actually see the stars - because
there weren't any stars.

 

Chapter 12. The Minotaur. The Seventh Circle: The
Violent. Phlegethon. Tyrants.

 

The landslip rocks allowed a tricky descent,
trickling, in instalments,

We picked our path, the looser stuff to
deceive,

The edges to lacerate,

Like the landslide in 883 that diverted the
Àdige this side of Trento,

Craggy, overhung, but we had to find a way down,
always down,

Inching serpentine. Chaos, entropy.

 

Eyes would wish to flicker away first from the
shame of Crete,

Prone, prostrate, the Minotaur conceived by
Pasiphaë

When she put herself to apparatus sculpted like
a cow

And the bull mounting her, too far from God's
plan for virtue,

Far too far.

 

When he saw us, it seemed to create a frenzy in
the monster

He bit himself, selfharms, crazy,

 

Virgil:

—It's Theseus you see, isn't it?

Come into the world to kill you.

But this one isn't led by clues that your sister
Ariadne gave,

Just here to see your punishment.

 

Torero has done his job,

The cape to fluster and distract,

No sight of the sword until it's too late. At
the feria,

Toro knows his extremis, staggers, falls.

 

—Now's our chance, take the pass, quick, go,

 

And we nip past the monster.

 

Place a foot and test, find see-saw danger,

Try another way,

Ready to rick or break an ankle, if such is
possible, I don't know,

Living rock, natural quoins and ashlar

Born into organic harmony, broken to this
chaos,

Not yet given up to the mason's care.

 

—When I first came to the lowest Hell,

This landslip had not occurred.

 

Virgil, your shade is very very old.

 

But this is the relic of the earthquake that
convulsed all Hell

At the hour of crucifixion and death,

Prelude to our Saviour's journey through.

Uprooting, sweeping up,

Taking the virtuous pagans, Adam, Abraham up to
heaven,

Because, as we know, born before the opportunity
of salvation,

A fairness to them.

 

—And I heard the rumble, felt the shake,

When the universe first felt Love

 

Harmonia, at the Beginning, shall we infer?

Hate may interrupt the original harmony, create
a perturbation,

But Love is the unifier, the bonding force,

See Inferno, see Love, strange…

 

—Look down, into the abyss,

 

The River of Blood. The violent souls, who have
injured others.

Choleric in mind and they are boiled in the soul
now,

The river seemed to build a moat, running the
perimeter of its circle,

Curved, cuspid and tense,

It would have to be crossed.

 

But coming towards us, a pack, a group, a
flock,

A platoon of centaurs, cantering in military
file,

Hunting down their rabbit, corvine, deer, human
prey, as they used to on Earth.

A fearsome sight, warlike and powerful,

And as soon as they saw us, a party of three
broke out to engage the enemy,

Arrows notched, ready,

 

—You there, coming down the slope!

Where are you supposed to be?

 

—If you don't mind,

We'll speak to your commanding officer, when he
gets here.

 

We don't want an arrow at us… but Virgil
continued:

 

—Still impetuous, I see, Nessus - and full of
yourself.

 

Amazingly, they held fire.

 

—That's Nessus - love-rival of Hercules, both
competing for Dejanira,

Knew he was fighting a losing game,

But found a way to poison his own blood, so that
in the moment of triumph

His assailant sprayed, soaked, in victory,

He took down Hercules from beyond the grave.

Chiron is the one in the middle

He raised Achilles, trained him in
battle-craft,

Instilled the warlike nature.

The third is Pholus, known for his drunken
furies,

Rapist of brides and the occasional Lapith.

 

These Centaurs line the bank, thousands of
them,

Picking off any sinner who dares rise above
their apportioned guilt.

 

It's a shooting-gallery.

By now, they were upon us. Chiron, too, had an
arrow notched,

Parting his beard, his lips caressing the taut
string.

But, slowly, he let the bow come down.

And said to his companions:

 

—The cowardly one, behind… Yes, him…

He can move things when he touches them.

 

Another thing that dead souls don't do. Dislodge
pebbles.

Place foot-prints in the blood.

The conspicuity of a live 'un.

And my tour guide - square on to the Centaur's
chest,

Where the two halves join up - began:

 

—He is indeed alive - and alone -

So it falls to me to show him this dark
valley.

Necessity has brought us here, not pleasure,

I was given this task by an inhabitant of
Heaven,

So we are on a mission from God.

 

By y'r leave, one of you to guide us through
this section

Would be good… ?

If you could show us where to ford the
ditch,

And perhaps, if you could,

Have him bear this man upon his back,

He isn't going to fly over in a hurry.

 

Virgil's speech worked the trick. With less
difficulty than I'd thought.

Chiron, mollified, wheeled a little dressage,
pesade from piaffe,

To Nessus, second-in-command,

 

—That'll be for you, Nessus. Return and be their
guide.

If other troops disturb you, you know what to
do… fend them off.

 

So we set out along the blood-red banks,

Passing the piercing cries of the boiled.

I saw some who were sunk up to their brows,

And that huge Centaur - who had also relaxed -
informed us as we went:

 

—These are the tyrants, who plundered worse than
simple murder

Blood on their hands, more than any necessary
monarchy work,

Alexander of Macedon,

And the fierce Dionysius of Syracuse, who
started fairly low

Rose through field-marshal to tyrant,

Killed thousands. Apparently another taken down
by physicians

At the son's behest.

 

The one with the black hair, Ezzelino, you know
him,

That other one there, the blonde one, is Obizzo
II of Este,

Margrave of Ferrara assassinated by Azzo
VIII,

Son, or half son, he who was indeed undone.

 

A little farther on, the Centaur stopped above
another group -

Who were clearly allowed only to keep their
mouth above the surface.

He pointed out one shade, apart, alone:

 

—Guy de Montfort…

Son of Simon. During Mass, in a church in
Viterbo,

He stabbed Henry, cousin of Edward I

While he was clutching the actual altar cross
itself.

In revenge for the death of de Montfort's father
at the battle of Evesham, it was.

And, the story is, Henry's heart

- Poor lost Henry, a fine prince in the making
-

Still beats, unavenged,

Dripping its wasted blood upon the Thames.

 

But the river was shallowing out as we went.

The less-punished, some could keep their heads
free,

And for some now, coming me halfway up their
torso, even,

Many of these, household names.

 

And it continued to bottom out, until it only
scorched the feet,

Here - this is the fording-point.

The Centaur spoke again:

 

—So that you know, the river bed continues on
the other side,

Deepening as it reaches out for more
tyrants.

 

And there, divine justice torments Àttila,

Who caused such pain on earth, the Scourge of
God, Flagellus Dei,

And Pyrrhus, the despoiler of Troy, son of
Achilles,

Murderer of women, children, looter,
sacrilegious.

And Sextus also, younger son of Pompey,

Who turned political struggle into simple
piracy.

And Rinier of Corneto, Rinier Pazzo,
empaired,

Those warlord bandits, who waged such war on the
high-roads.

 

Heaven takes its revenge.

To eternity, the boiling stream milks tears from
the tyrants.

 

But we were across the river of Blood,

And Nessus returned the way he came.

 

Chapter 13. The Wood of Thorns. The Harpies. The Violent
against Themselves. Suicides.

 

And post haste to another wooded area, echo

Of formerly before, unlucky for some,

With no apparent path, where to go? how to get
there?

 

No past travellers to point to noose or
salvation,

No less or more travelled ways,

Dividing safety and danger by the making of
paths, mined, unmined,

To alert us, their last feeble failing don'ts,
called History.

I'm becoming low - and the road has replaced
psychosis with neurosis.

 

Coarse ferns, grating at the ankles like
volcanic pumice,

Over roots like Earth's hawthorn and hazel,

Wooded, as I said, trees, bushes,

But the leaves we brushed against didn't have
the green of leaf,

(A clue: it's not a wood, because these aren't
trees),

Blackened, whether charred or grown that way, I
don't know,

The branches didn't have a organic curve of
growth,

More twisted and convoluted, scarred, nothing
like it on Earth,

And instead of fruits, crab-apples, as one might
expect to see, thorns grew,

Poisoned, stinging, aconite or belladonna.

 

Some animals make wilderness their choice,

Wolves and boar can evade the hunting parties,
make superb lairs,

I've seen the unforgiving terrain between Cecina
and Corneto,

The Tuscan Maremma, been through it, but this
Godforsaken place…

 

We were given them in glimpses - birds not birds
in the trees,

A rustle of leaf, a strangulated evil, not loud,
a trickle of chords,

Last of the hybrids, the Harpies.

The heads are human, female, with features,
eyes, nose, mouth,

But the neck leads to an avian body, feathered,
great wings, huge span,

And claws, dinosaur-like hooked,

 

A subtle evil, flitting, never seen fully,
insidious, calculating and stealthy,

More subtly presented than a guillemot colony
screeching,

Squabbling on their cliffs,

Something to be encountered by slipping, or
thinking too hard, or too delicate the enquiry,

Of that which we should pass over, gnawed at
again and again,

Because, through the interstices of the
unnatural wood,

As a background to the Harpies' calls, there
were also whispers.

 

Where are they coming from?

Perhaps shades in the trees, hidden inside the
trunks,

Watching us, ready to pounce.

 

It's not a wood because these aren't trees,

Virgil once wrote of the Harpies, how they, like
Cassandra, threw out prophecies of doom

That undermined the resolve and drove Aeneas and
his Troyan crew

From the Strophades islands,

He also wrote of the murdered Polydorus, his
spirit revealing the site of his grave

When Aeneas broke one of the branches of the
olive tree that grew over it,

A shape reused in the Bible myth, but there
attached to Moishe or Moses,

 

—Try snapping off a twig, not too big…

 

And I, before thought, wrenched at more than a
twig, a branch,

The sap ran dark, not the silent tapping of
rubber,

A green log in the fire, spluttering, the
hissing was the issue of words,

And a sense of desolate outrage, anger at
weakness,

Affront

Drink it all in, get the scene in your head,

The shades weren't in the trees, they were the
trees,

Their blood now this sap, blood in their words
flowing.

 

Virgil said:

—I apologise to you - it was my fault, I
suggested it to him,

If we can make amends perhaps,

By hearing of you and sharing… ?

 

Calmer, but the grievance though:

 

—If you are prepared to hear my story, then
yes,

I was the chief advisor to Frederick the
Emperor,

I had the key to his heart, the yea or the nay
of it,

And locked and unlocked him with a certain
skill,

Diplomacy, discreetness, a Walsingham, totally
trusted,

I gave myself in service to that man.

 

And for what? Envy came, the ruination of every
court circle,

It's the hothouse atmosphere, it did for
Caesar,

From simple gossip, to scandal, to
defamation,

All the plotting in corners, and so even our
Emperor, our Augustus,

He succumbed to it, because it was
everywhere.

 

The dishonour of that association,

Disdainful, leading me to escape disdain by
death,

Therefore unjust to my just existence,

 

I took my own life, a signal, if you like,

Of the only dissent I could make,

And put my faith in the historian.

 

But mark this - I must not blame my Emperor,

I swear it, believe me, by the peculiar position
I'm found,

I never broke my faith.

 

Virgil to me:

 

—Don't waste this chance, ask him more.

 

Shamed by the desecration, the pain I had
done,

I don't know what to say, counselling to be
offered,

Redemption passed, transaction passed,

 

—Explain a little more, if you please, of your
situation here.

 

At this, the trunk shivered noticeably,

 

—As soon as our souls - which by our actions
were torn from our bodies -

Arrive in the vestibule of Hell, Minos sentences
us straight to the seventh circle.

Our souls, still incorporeal, spin out and fall
to this wood,

Lying where they land, random, haphazard,

But as seeds, germinate, take root,

Into this claustrophobic, slower-than-slow,
rending existence,

Slowly, seedling to sapling, finally, to
tree.

 

Always the Harpies are here with their
claws,

To continue the suffering, although…
perhaps…

Providing an outlet for the pain.

 

Virgil:

 

—Are any here ever released from their
confinement?

 

—We would love nothing more than to get our
bodies back,

To walk, to breathe, to turn out of this
strait-jacket,

Too late, too late,

We threw away our physical existence - we'll
never get it back.

Even on the Day of Judgement, when the dead are
raised

And reclaim their bodies,

We cannot have what we once rejected, no second
chance,

The most we'll do is hang each soulless body on
a branch,

All through this forest, an avenue of
corpses.

 

Interrupted by a noise behind us, blundering
through the thickets,

Snapping branches, bringing up more wails from
the Suicides,

As if a boar chased in the hunt, appeared two
sinners,

Deep welts on their naked flesh, and the one in
front:

 

—Let Death attend, come quickly on!

 

Profligate - but violently so, more than the
spendthrifts of the third circle.

Driven morbidly to throw it all away.

The other sinner, who couldn't keep pace,

Shouted at his departing back,

 

—Lano, you never ran so fast at Arezzo,

When you stayed on the field pointlessly, to
fight and lose,

Took others to Hell,

Because you had squandered your fortune and had
nothing left to live for.

 

Breathless, unable to go on, this one dived for
cover into one of the bushes,

Pulling the thorns around his body, causing more
injury.

 

And then the hunting-pack - two black bitches,
ridgebacks as fast as greyhounds,

On the scene, immediately scenting him, his
hidingplace useless,

They dived in and dragged him out.

Implacable, while he wormed, corkscrewed on the
forest floor,

Their mouths took chunks,

Savage, certain, those dogs took their prey.

Exeunt with an arm and a leg.

 

—Jacopo da Sant' Andrea, why here?

Why this tree for your hidingplace?

Was it to blame for you and your sins,

When you threw away the Paduan taxes?

 

The sinner beyond reply or assistance,
temporarily.

But the mangled thorn bush was released to
speak, also to bemoan,

As Virgil approached, like the others, it wept
its sap.

He asked:

 

—So who were you?

 

But no direct reply to his question.

Maybe not a person at all, maybe a symbol, a
concept,

From the manner of the speech, a beacon, more
aptly in shining marble,

As if the Unknown Florentine,

 

—Help, at least, by collecting the branches back
to us,

If you can… and our tragedy, you can tell of
that.

 

Florence, once ruled by the Roman Gods,

And special among these to us, Mars -

Then, the city taking on Christianity, new gods,
John the Baptist

Was the likeness on the florins - but as if,
somehow,

In deserting our first patron,

With only a broken statue left on the Ponte
Vecchio,

We were not true to ourselves.

 

As if the God of War took his revenge,

Even with the city rebuilt, made new after
Attila laid waste,

Still unable to renounce, always engaging in
war,

And worse, civil war, if no external threat was
found, citizen on citizen.

To watch it happen is to despair at the
futility,

 

And as if in our own home,

We looped hemp over beam and made a gallows for
ourselves;

Florence, the city that killed itself.

 

Chapter 14. The Violent against God. Capaneus. The
Statue of Time and the Four Infernal Rivers.

 

 

Simpatico - because we share a tribe, of a
connection,

Dressed by the same god or prince, we have to
share

A history and a geography - siamo intesi, we are
of a womb.

 

He'd no more breath, and little to be done about
it,

I collected the leaves torn off in the
melee,

And sort of placed them, a vague decoration to
the trunk,

 

To new vista, from second to third circlet,

The haunted forest was a laurel wreath to an
expanse of burning sands,

Where God's justice had hurtled across the
plain, laid waste,

Evaporated, scorched, The sterile sands

Should equal the sterility of their behaviour,
from which nothing springs.

 

Cato led a floundering army across the Libyan
Sahara,

Hungry grains rode up their ankles, mirage
threatened to take,

Desert rats ensured, shaved with tea, the Eighth
Army battled on.

 

We paused on the brink,

This is Revenge, be in no doubt. Justified
affront,

Turned to plan, turned to execution and here
served hot,

Perky vivacious Vendetta, enacted as a
bonanza.

 

The sinners here, herded by quality,
partitioned, differently punished,

 

Blasphemers stretched out on their backs,
supine, some pegged out, they cried out more,

 

Usurers, crouching, bent over and crabbed, their
bodies screwed up into holding what they have, pent,

 

Sodomites, and many, pleading their case, roamed
and wandered,

 

Steady flakes of fire as if a snow storm, big
flakes, to settle on the skin

The sand itself, seemed to, did catch fire and
burn a little.

(Like cinnamon, when finely divided which can
take fire from a spark)

 

It's said of Alexander's expedition into India,
this was so,

That snow could be followed immediately by fire
rain,

As they progressed through the torrid lands.

 

So with these sinners, with only their hands to
fend off the worst flakes of fire,

Constantly brushing, if they could,

As nervous tic, constantly a flutter of hands,
this side, that side,

To catch the flames.

 

—Virgil, you have a plan for everything you come
to,

 

(we'll forget the demons at the gates of Dis for
now)

 

Who's the big one there?

 

There's braggadocio with that one,

The firerain hasn't softened him up yet.

But, problem, the big one, he'd heard me
talking

 

—Dead or alive, so what…

A little matter like death isn't going to change
things.

 

Jupiter can keep on going, throwing his weather
at me,

He can wear out his blacksmith making the
thunderbolts,

The others may have fallen away now, one by
one,

But I will not be tamed by Jove.

 

Capaneus, king of Argos.

Textually, he uses the appellation Jove.

Although in the actual event Capaneus would have
blasphemed Zeus,

But Capaneus is his histoire, is he not?

 

And he'd got to Virgil, he lost his cool a
little,

With the show of defiance,

Virgil does like everything just so.

 

—And it's been a thousand years

So all your arrogance has done is give you
longer.

 

To me:

 

—He was one of the seven kings at Thebes,

Seems he doesn't like authority,

Unarmoured, he stood at the walls, prior to
scaling,

Shouted that Jove himself could not stop
him,

But was struck down by a thunderbolt,

Jove, Zeus, Deus or God, he's still
contemptuous.

 

All his decorations are sins,

He still takes a pride, so must go on,

We can go on for as long as it takes.

 

—I will not be tamed! Never!

Two thousand years, whatever it takes…

 

—We'll have to skirt round the sands,

Keep near the forest where it's a bit
easier.

 

And so we continued.

There's a stream of blood out of the forest and
around,

A tributary of Phlegethon, the river of
blood

A spa, a watering hole, hot springs,
sulphuric

Like the Bulicame, where there's a pickup point
for tarts,

Made to a canal, in some way - pavingstones
laid,

 

—You may not think so, but,

Since you came through the Gates,

This is actually the most remarkable thing
you've yet seen.

 

Go on then - having made me curious,

Explain yourself a little, having been so
gnomic,

It's about symbolism, is it? Jungian?

The river that flows from spring to ocean… ?

Where is the home of a river, at its source or
its cease?

I do have an appetite to learn, so please, go
on.

 

—In the middle of the Mediterranean, there lies
Crete

An island, wild and this even in the olden
days,

When humans had an innocence,

And Mount Ida, once wooded and with streams

Now barren, and worn out.

Rhea, wife of Cronos went there, to hide her son
from the Father's anger,

Her servants made noise to conceal the sound of
the child crying,

And that son Zeus.

 

On that mountain, a statue, The Old Man, as is
it called,

He keeps his back to Damietta, in Egypt,
primitive Africa,

But his face towards Rome, as if to soak up that
dubious civilisation,

His head is high-carat gold

His chest and arms silver

His lower torso brass

His legs iron

Except his right foot is made of baked clay.

 

The foundation and it is the weakest part, the
fatal flaw.

 

—Fissured, right up to the gold, and the
sadness, the misery,

The statue weeps, and tears channel down,

They collect and flow through underground
caverns,

Into this vale of tears,

To form the three rivers, Acheron, Styx and
Phlegethon.

 

In Hell, they are channelled down this
ravine,

A straight line to the bottom, to the pool of
Cocytus,

Which, in due time, you may well see.

 

I asked him:

 

—But if the rivulet follows its course down from
our world,

Why have we only just seen it here?

And not in the other circles..

 

He to me:

 

—You know already that Hell is circular

And we've spiralled down, always turning to the
left

We still haven't done a 360,

You haven't seen it all yet, so don't be
surprised…

 

And I again:

 

—Where's Phlegethon and where's Lethe?

You omit the second and say this rain of tears
has formed the first.

 

—All your questions…

And yet one of them might well have found its
answer already

When you saw the red stream boiling… .

 

So this is Phlegethon. I recalibrated,

Readjusted my whole self by knowledge.

 

—You shall see Lethe, but not in this realm.

The river of memories where the spirits go to
cleanse themselves

When their repented guilt is set aside.

 

This is the last of the wood, stay close.

You can see the margins, stay on these

And you should be safe enough from the
flames.

 

Chapter 15. The Violent against Nature. Brunetto
Latini.

 

A tightrope path

Along the spinal cord of the levee,

The river mist curdled to sheet-wearing ghosts,
in and out of view,

But despite the shuddering sense brought, a
shield against the fire.

Keep to this moist air and we are protected.

 

When the levee breaks,

When the sea advancing will not stay in its
saucer,

And the Low Countries relive their indundation
the Flood,

Between Wissant and Bruges,

The Flamands in terror of the tide (any night
might be the night),

Constantly building their dykes to daunt the
sea;

Thinking on wickedness and punishment.

 

Also the Paduans, along the Brenta,

Build bulwarks to defend their towns and
castles

Before the sun beats down on Chiarentana's
mountains to melt the snows,

The water flowing its leagues

To send waves in the night, blasting the
dwellings, and sending many innocent souls to death.

 

Whoever made this in Hell,

The artificial structure, the paviours, it
brought remembrance of Earth,

The product of an engineer, with theodolite and
staff,

Except, let it be said, not as large as many on
Earth.

 

By now we were so distant from the wood, lost
behind us,

If I'd dared to turn round, I'd certainly miss
some new horror creeping up,

Fearful, or even cautious, of the past, no… Keep
facing the future.

 

Going our way, but lower… A knot of sinners
craned up at us,

Suspicious,

Trying to figure us out,

Pale-faced us, clearly not ones sentenced the
fire and brimstone,

Me in the blanch of panic, Virgil in his cool
Limbo pallor, too laid back to care,

 

One waved, he jumped up and grabbed at the
feet

(Or the hem of the garment, another pleased to
see me)

Scorched by his sunbed, a hide wrinkled, leather
and tannin,

 

—How wonderful to see you again.

 

I deigned,

Squinted down at the old gent, tried to pierce
the wilderness years,

The bad years,

And also recognised… Surprised? Un poco
pocissimo,

 

—So they put you here, Ser Brunetto?

 

They very clearly had.

 

—You wouldn't mind if I let the others go
ahead

And join you for a while?

 

—No, you're very welcome,

I'm sure my guide here won't mind.

 

Fingering a wineglass by bowl, then stem, then
back,

Looking at the buffet - no, you, please,

Interesting those sausage rolls - interesting
that quiche lorraine,

Yes, we have it sometimes at home,

Always a little difficult - when it's been a
while…

 

And yes - we do have hanging over the reason
you're here;

Which we may have alluded to sufficiently
already.

 

Once, you were on a pedestal, the old professor,
respected,

Here, liverspotted, fluked of the skin,

Hands clasped over the privates, hoping to
preserve the old dignity,

Here, at the burning sands.

 

—We will have to keep walking though,

Because if I stop and anyone sees…

 

He flicked around him for devils

 

… I'll have another hundred years to do,

So let's keep it moving, we can talk for a short
time,

But then I must get back to my penance.

 

I wasn't coming off the causeway, down with
him,

I sort of crabbed along, put a bend in my
neck,

Trying some reverence - when itching to
name-drop

New mates, you see, things move on, sorry and
all…

He, too, can see I'm not dead.

 

—Some destiny, or chance, but what brings you
here

Before your time? Which I've never seen
before…

… And who is guiding you through this?

 

I answered:

 

—In the sunlit life, I took a wrong turning,

Yes, before my allotted time I ended in the lost
state.

Yesterday, at dawn, I resolved to change
myself

And this one here appeared,

To guide me home again along this path.

 

(Only yesterday… )

So doesn't he recognise Virgil, I would
infer.

 

The childhood, it's all there. He's not the
total genius,

As we thought of him then, back then, when he
was forbidding,

But levelled, everything smaller now,

And he seemed like a hundred years old.

 

—Follow your path…

 

Brunetto mused;

Follow your star, boy, and you won't go
wrong

That was a long time ago,

 

—I thought you had something, I hope I conveyed
this, encouraging you,

And if I hadn't been taken as early as I
was,

Might have helped you in your work.

 

As for me, it was the foreigners - they did for
me

Our lords and masters, the ingrates, corrupt
bastards,

Those ones from Fiesole, they brought the
Hunnish with them,

 

He meant the Uberti family,

Who are supposed to have their origins in
Germany, it's true…

 

—The world has long since seen through them, I'm
sure,

A presumptuous people, avaricious, just plain
unpleasant.

Be sure to cleanse yourself of their foul
ways.

 

Because they will come for you, try to tempt
you,

Both parties, over to their side.

You've got talent - you're useful to them.

But keep yourself to yourself,

Even if it makes you into an enemy in their
eyes,

Stand strong.

Leave our lords and masters to their own
crapulence,

And do keep a trust in its people, because

Florence has a remnant left - Roman bred in the
genes, and that remains.

 

He did have that slightly elitist part to him,
well, actually elitist…

Very good at deciding that a German ancestry
wasn't a good thing to have,

But we won't make a thing of it here,

I to Ser Brunetto,

 

—Well, it was desperately sad …

You were banished from humanity too early, with
much still to give,

I have good and bad memories of you,

I have good and useful memories of you, and they
do influence me.

I suppose at the moment you aren't terribly
highly regarded,

If you'll excuse me for saying it…

You are seen as workaday - solid, but no
spark,

But that can change, I'm sure it will
change.

You taught me how a man, even a flimsy creature
like Man can make himself eternal;

And I'm always grateful for what you did.

 

I have absorbed from you, both of you,

If I ever get to Beatrice,

If I reach the enlightenment I hope for,

I keep it for another text.

 

I'm strong to take on whatever Fortune throws at
me,

Let the plebeians and chavs do their worst, the
dumb fucks,

I can take exile and anything,

 

My new teacher, Virgil, peered to the right,
downwards,

Already planning our next advance, then back to
me:

 

—Wise words. Too much to hope that something
might be rubbing off… ?

 

And to conclude, I asked of Messer Brunetto whom
it was he found himself with now:

 

—Some I could speak of,

And some, probably best if I don't,

I certainly haven't got time to tell you about
them all,

Clerics, men of letters, men of earthly repute,
they're all there,

All dragged down by adhering to that same
sin,

Priscian …

 

(I think he was referring to the Greek Priscian,
not the Roman).

 

… Francesco d'Accorso, the well-known lawyer for
hire,

Who went to England, to the court of King
Edward,

And here, even, if you were minded to meet him…
I suppose not,

That Bishop of Florence whom Boniface
transferred to Vicenza,

He of the clumsy sermons, you know,

Who certainly left something ruptured when he
shuffled off.

 

I'd tell you more, but as I say, I have to
go,

By the look of that smoke you see over
there,

There's people coming I don't want to see,

If know what I mean,

Perhaps I can ask this of you, look kindly on my
Tesoro,

The memory of me is in there,

My gift to the world, if you can excuse the
sentimentality,

And I can ask no more than that.

 

In Hell, no sentimentality to drag down, emotion
can be pure.

We looked at each other,

More we could speak of,

But in the end, he turned, went his way,

 

And so we leave him, buttocks bare to Hell,

Bringing to mind those who race at Verona in the
Corsa del Palio

And of those, he appeared to be the winner, not
the loser.

 

Chapter 16. Guido Guerra, Aldobrandi, and Rusticucci.
Cataract of the River of Blood.

 

A humming, beehives far away, stinging swarms,
fuzzy death,

No, a waterfall's rumble, dashed on stones,
Phlegethon dropping to the next circle,

Never so far off, the next trial and
tribulation,

 

Not finished with this one.

Addendum, with energy to burn, apparently fit
and healthy,

Three shades ran with common idea,

Splitting off from the pack of sinners doing
their punishment,

Quickly covering the ground, intercepting and
accosting:

 

—Hold on, by your costume you seem to be of our
time,

And not far off in geography, something
Italian

Someone who comes from our faded and less than
glorious country.

 

The industrious wound production, to be seen on
their limbs,

Carved, engraved, a spade might fill an old scar
only with a new,

Wounds open to catch a fiery flake, it pains me
now.

 

And Virgil, pausing us and looking across:

 

—Give them the respect due - if it wasn't for
the firerain,

You should probably be doing the honour of
approaching them.

 

When they reached us, they formed a ring, all
three of them together.

Threatening, made so by the environment,
wrestlers, pugilists,

Javelin throwers, eyeing up, muggers looking for
an opening,

Hell sharpens the reflexes, but behind their
menace,

Prepared for injury, scared,

The first one:

 

—Forgive our present condition,

The squalor of this shifting sand,

Together with our baked and barren features,

Makes us and our requests contemptible.

 

The second of them:

 

—You had better tell us who you are.

Tripping through Hell so lightly,

It would respect us better,

My colleague here, though sadly reduced, was a
miracle.

 

Do you know, he was once Guido Guerra,

The flashing blade, a name spoken all
around.

His sword and his good sense accomplished
much.

A grandson of the good Gualdrada.

 

The other who, behind me, tramples sand:

Tegghiaio Aldobrandi, who might have been paid
more heed while alive

His sensible advice, during the time

When others went again and burned their
bridges,

 

And I was Jacopo Rusticucci

Who share this punishment with them,

Mainly brought down by the breakdown of my
marriage.

 

Rather too fond of the changing-room and the
cold showers

TE Lawrence, The Riddle of the Sands, Casement
in the Congo,

These sunbaked contestants,

A sorrow to see their athleticism gone to
waste.

These are greats, a lost generation, I felt like
joining them,

Virgil might have permitted… But… fear of the
fire prevented.

Then I began:

 

—No, I am not condemning, or repulsed,

You are worthy people, and something to call
good.

I'll remember this meeting,

My companion was speaking of you just now as men
of value.

You certainly aren't forgotten,

I am of your city; and with fondness,

I've always told and heard the others tell

Of both your actions and your honoured
names.

 

Haven't we all some sin in us?

 

—I'm trying to get away from the bitterness and
the poison

But I must go to the bottom, only then to be
cleansed.

 

—Then success attend you,

 

Graciously, from Jacopo:

 

—I hope you make it,

And keep your own story going thereby.

But you speak of Florence…

Is there anything left of honour and decency
left?

What of the politics and the politicians?

I know… how stupid of me…

But I have to ask,

Guglielmo Borsiere, recently arrived,

Brought only sadness with his recent
reports.

 

—No better - in fact, it's worse, I suppose.

 

And filled them in, the general picture, as
cynical me would see it

Nouveau-riches…

Young people today…

Infantilization of the population,

People barely able to get a coherent sentence
out fêted to the heights,

For no other reason than their exposure,

Celebritous for being celebritous…

 

Not like you people, when heroes were
heroes,

But then I'm not in touch, I'm an older man
now,

What was big in my day has slipped away.

 

Excess and hubris - the truth, they knew it
-

And it did them little pleasure. They made the
best of it.

 

—Well at least there's someone telling it as it
is.

So, please, if you do escape these lands of
darkness

And get to see the earthly stars on your
return,

And you happen to be spinning the odd yarn of
your adventures,

When you come to 'I was there,'

Be sure that you mention us as well.

 

And so I do.

 

At this they broke their wheel;

Trotted away, getting their legs going, until
sprinting, fast,

And in the blink of an eye, they were dots in
the distance.

 

There's always Virgil to suggest moving on.

He walked. I followed. The sound of that
waterfall swelled,

Words between us difficult,

We hardly could have heard each other speak.

 

I've seen a great waterfall before.

From Monte Veso, the river sent easterly and
skirting the left flank of the Apennines,

Called there the Acquacheta, before it reaches
its lower valley bed

And flows beyond Forlì

Above San Benedetto dell'Alpe, as it cascades in
one leap,

A great arch, making a church space for a
thousand -

So we heard that blackened water roar

As it plunged down a steep bank.

Said Virgil:

 

—We need a rope,

 

—I have my belt…

 

(Yes, I was going to lasso the leopard - brave I
was).

But it's too short. A rope of three foot does
what?

Although I passed it over to him, knotted and
coiled.

He wafted the end over the ravine, then lobbed
it down.

Well, I just couldn't figure it out,

Strange, and must precipitate something strange
back.

While Virgil gazed in the direction of the
vanished belt,

Or tested me.

 

God, and the wise, can pierce us, we should be
careful,

They see our actions not only,

They also have their pleasure among our
inscape,

When and where they choose it,

Maybe we should find a polish to reflect
them.

 

He only said:

 

—Soon, my expectation and your worst
imagination,

Soon discovered to your sight.

 

Here, it is truth that carries the face of
falsehood

There are times when it's bizarre, silly even,
to attempt to explain,

Better to keep quiet when the truth would only
seem a lie,

But here I am, telling the story,

My renaissance, reconciliation with myself, goes
on.

 

Very gingerly peering over that lip, into the
murky depths,

I saw a vague shape, de Profundis regained, a
lurking shadow growing,

A diver ascending, or anchor retrieved in
streams, or Kraken, unfed,

Or ghostly Davy Jones, barnacled, returned,

Unsure what's it's going to turn into, a seal or
shark,

In the place where you know it's going to be a
shark.

 

Chapter 17. Geryon. The Violent against Art. Usurers.
Descent into Malebolge.

 

Observe the beast with a pointed tail, immune to
weapons and walls.

Observe the beast who pollutes the whole
world.

Observe the beast which should not be.

 

Meaning Fraud.

As Virgil declares, even while guiding the beast
to the runway,

Setting the plane down on the precarious
ledge.

 

Something monstrous, massive, the body of a
serpent,

But limbs, two paws, with hair up to the
armpits, like a lion

Sunning himself in the cold-blooded age, a
dinosaurus,

His back and chest, as well as both his
flanks

Adorned with twining knots and circlets,

Turkshead and sheepshank and bimini twist,

No Turks or Tartars ever fashioned fabrics

More colorful in background and relief,

Nor had Arachne ever loomed webs.

 

Except Fraud must carry the face of an honest
human,

Open, the features - as if friendly, in
semblance at least.

 

The beast landed, found a place to perch on the
ledge.

A fishing boat, half-beached.

A beaver in its dam, half in half out, as in
Germany.

His tail was quivering in the void,

While pointing upwards, like a scorpion's,

Envenomed, with lash and sting.

 

My guide said:

 

—We'd better curve our path and hang a
right,

Keep the malicious beast in our sight.

 

So we descended on the right hand side,

And moved ten, twenty, paces or so along the
brink,

In order to avoid the burning sands.

But when we reached the sprawling beast, I
saw,

Even at the brink of the precipice,

Some sinners, the last of the seventh
circle.

 

—Go, complete your knowledge of this circle,

Go and enter into their situation.

 

Existential.

 

—Keep your conversation with them brief;

I'll be with this animal, to see whether he can
be trusted

For what I have in mind.

Tame enough, I don't know…

 

So, alone for once, I approached the group of
sinners.

 

No doubt, when they had first arrived,

Like dogs, terriers wriggling, in the summer
against gnats, fleas,

Rubbing the snout in the dirt, scratching,
frenetic, their hands were everywhere,

Flicking away the fire flakes.

Now,

Idly, a flick of a cow's tail,

The sheep's slow blink against the gnats and
flies,

They could leave a flake to burn on skin for a
goodly time,

Sent bovine and ovine.

 

In the situation otherwise, only their purses
were prominent.

Or, with lion azure

Gules, a goose blanc

Blanc, an azure sow pregnant,

Hung round each neck,

Which they fixed on, each on the other, Mexican
stand-off,

Greedy remained their gazes, but the mouths were
slow.

 

—What are you doing here?

—You shouldn't be here.

—You shouldn't have arrived.

 

—I wouldn't have thought he would still be
alive.

—There's many strange things in Hell.

—But not that strange.

 

—Perhaps it isn't him.

—I'm starting to think it isn't.

—I suppose we could ask him.

 

—Ask him what?

—Ask him why he is alive.

(Sighs) —No good will come of that.

 

So I asked them instead:

 

—What are you doing in this pit?

 

A fleck lands.

 

—We're waiting for Vitaliano.

—What does it look like?

—What else should we do?

 

And pats the imaginary place next to him.

For Vitaliano del Dente - Paduan banker,

Podestà of Vicenza and of Padua. Usurer.

 

And is flicked.

 

—You'd better go.

—Yes, you'd better go.

—Since you're still alive.

 

Another fleck.

 

—We're waiting for the one with three goats.

—Send him next time.

—It would help us.

 

—So long as one knows.

—One can bide one's time.

One knows what to expect.

 

—No need to worry about it.

—Simply wait.

—We're used to it.

 

—I'm not one of these,I'm from Padua,

—But we're Florentini,

—We're usurers.

 

—We've been lending out our money,

—We're waiting for it to come back.

—We've been waiting for a while.

 

He nodded mournful:

 

—That's what my two friends here say often,

—Wait until Buiamonte comes,

—He'll bring the purse with the three goats.

 

He thought to try to touch his nose with his
tongue,

The minor interest took him away.

 

Hell, a play in which nothing happens,
twice.

And knowing Virgil had said to be brief,

I left them to it,

 

He had already climbed aboard,

 

—This is how we're going to do it,

You get up in front of me - just in case the
tail lashes out.

 

Bravery from the shame of showing fear,

I got aboard the shoulders.

And really felt like saying - Just don't let me
go,

But he who - other times, in other dangers -

Sustained, just as soon as I had mounted,

Clasped me within his arms and propped me
up.

He spoke into the animal's ear,

Whether it made much difference, who knows…

 

—Keep your circles wide,

And when we come to it, your landing slow.

Remember the extra weight you're carrying.

 

Nudging itself, a lumbering jumbo, taxi-ing, to
the runway

Paused

And whoosh, his greedy paws gathered the air to
him.

 

Fear, like nothing else.

Phaeton hijacked the chariot and drove in
blasphemy,

Icarus, drawn upwards to disaster, because the
sun was seductive warm,

I was in the air like a bird and couldn't look
down,

Dared not, clung hard,

More fires down there, glimpses of them, but
wasn't the time.

 

Seen from afar, the monster slowly wheels, I'm
sure,

With some condor majesty, the thermals
controlling,

But, close-up, the wind is violent.

 

A falcon who has been tricked and descends far
from the falconer,

Such, at the bottom of the jagged rock,

Was Geryon, when he had set us down.

 

But we were there - and scrambled off.

Once our weight was lifted from his back,

He vanished like an arrow from a bow.

 

Chapter 18. The Eighth Circle, Malebolge: The
Fraudulent, Malicious. Seducers, Flatterers.

 

There once was a place called Malebolge,

And this made up the eighth circle, the
penultimate,

So the people here must have been pretty
bad.

Built in red stone, crude iron, rust,
hydroxide,

Warlike Mars, you can see the clear
reference,

Although, as you may wish to recall, in
alchemy,

Iron is always associated with the Operation of
Separation.

The outer wall, the cliffs we had flown down, of
this grim colour,

So everything took on its rubescence.

 

Right in its centre, a sink and its plughole,
the Abyss,

Of which, more later,

Moving back towards the outer wall,

The terrain divided into ten corrugations,
valleys,

Concentric, of course, ten moats to protect, ten
graves to retain,

But with several, maybe six, seven, causeways,
bridges,

Call them what you will,

Radiating as spokes across them, these providing
our way down.

 

This was where we found ourselves,

When Geryon had dropped us off,

Find solid ground - and vertigo will lurch for a
second,

Left turn, clockwise, to our point of view,

Though anticlock, if someone was looking down on
us from Heaven at the time,

If you think about it.

 

New miseries, more devious, more apposite,
prettier the contrapassi,

And for the first valley:

Two files of sinners, briskly walking their
wheel in opposition,

Rotating clockwise round,

Or anticlockwise round, widdershins to all
that's right and decent,

One line meeting us, the other line overtaking
us, as we went.

 

Just like when you filed through to see Lenin's
casket,

And met another loop of the queue,

Marshalled and directed by ropes and signs,

Didn't know when that was going to end,
either.

 

Both left and right, along the line, I saw
horned demons with whips,

Who lashed those spirits cruelly from
behind.

Running the gauntlet,

Pick up those feet, you're in the army now,

One of the whiplashes was enough.

 

As I moved ahead, my eyes picked out one
soul,

I know this one from somewhere, stopped to study
him.

He'd thought he'd keep his head down,

Which didn't save him from the whip.

 

—Your face is familiar,

You, who cast your eyes upon the ground,

If your features are not false,

Must be Venèdico Caccianemico -

But what brings you to such a pretty
predicament?

 

And he to me:

 

—I speak unwillingly. But your plain speech,

Brings memory of the old world to me. This
compels me.

For it was I who led Ghisolabella

To do as the Marquis would have her do.

The tale has grown too far,

But the basic fact I cannot deny.

 

A procurer for Obizzo II d'Este, Marquis of
Ferrara

The delightful Ghisolabella, his sister
-

Why ever not? Ruin a sister's prospects, her
whole existence,

If it suit your own prospects.

And perhaps I get the pre-Raphaelite image,

Plotting poisonings and any other intrigues,

'Mongst capon-leg toting courtiers with velvet
doublets

And lecherous Marquis,

And maybe I'm too hung-up on courtly love,

But your sister, man!

 

—Bologna.

I'm not the only Bolognese who finds himself
here,

The place is crammed full of us

If you want faith and testament of that,

Just call to mind our general nature.

 

And as he spoke, a demon used his horsewhip:

 

—Keep up, pimp,

Where are all your bitches now, then?

 

I rejoined Virgil, and with a few steps,

We found the bridge down to the next valley of
Malebolge.

 

Up and over, into the next valley,

We climbed quite easily along that height

And, turning right onto its jagged back,

The circling may remind of the souls whirled by
the winds in canto III,

They were subject to carnal whims,

And seem altogether more innocent creatures
now.

These lower scum had to do their own
marching.

 

When we got the centre of the arch, where the
files passed underneath,

Their trains going upline, downline,

We could spit on their heads, if we chose,

Or we could do worse.

 

Virgil said:

 

—Stop here and check out the ones coming in the
opposite direction,

You haven't seen them yet.

 

So we did:

 

—Look at that one coming through now,

He acts like a king, he looks like a king,

He's not going to let any suffering show,

It's all about the show.

 

—That's Jason, who with heart and head

Deprived the men of Colchis of their ram.

Filched the golden Fleece,

The pirate, the plunderer, the seeker after
gold.

 

He made a landfall on Lemnos,

Finding an island of women alone,

All the males, they had put to death.

He deceived Hypsipyle

- Deceiver herself, of the other women -

Telling her just what he knew she wanted to
hear

Only to abandon her, alone and pregnant;

Such guilt condemns him to such punishment.

And for Medea, too, revenge is taken.

 

With him go those others who cheated in affairs
of the heart.

 

Cheating on their partner, conning them,

Talking them into different people, seducers for
that,

Talking them away from what God made them.

 

—We've seen enough of the first valley,

And the souls it clamps in its jaws.

 

So over the bridge, reaching the second
valley,

We were already where the narrow path

Reaches and intersects the second bank

And serves as shoulder for another bridge.

 

We heard the whimpering agony of the next
ditch.

Heard them as they snorted with their
snouts;

We heard them use their palms to beat
themselves.

Flagellation here. And they do it to
themselves.

 

Getting the distinct opinion it was best to stay
on the bridge,

The smell not so good - a curdling crud that
hung on the banks,

But a human component, the brown sludge tells
it,

An open sewer.

 

My eyes had found that abysmal sight, the
flatterers.

Talked about Beauty, flattering and sly,

Talked about the great virtues of their
lord,

Talked a load of shit and ended up in it.

 

I saw one there, I thought he might be a
cleric

With a head so smeared with shit, impossible to
say.

 

Not so keen to be viewed now,

He howled about the unfairness:

 

—Why do you stare more greedily at me

Than at the others who are just as filthy?

 

And I:

 

—Well, that's I've seen you before.

Though without the shit all over you,

You are Alessio Interminei of Lucca.

 

Banging his head against the bank:

 

Don't look at me! Don't keep looking at me!

I know it doesn't pay, now.

 

Virgil nudges me:

 

—Over there…

Lean out a bit more, that's probably enough.

You can get a good sight of her face,

That besmirched, bedraggled harridan

Who scratches at herself with shit-filled
nails,

Now crouching, now standing, restless with
sin.

 

Thaïs, who returned her lover's question,

Having been sent a slave by him,

'Are you very grateful to me?'

'Not very, just hugely,'

The start of their mad career.

 

So… Thaïs is a character in a play, a conception
of Cicero,

Just a character - but where better to see
persona?

Because humans slide into display,

They seem unable to impede the formation of the
screen;

When the face should be mirror to the soul,

They act their features to their mask.

 

Virgil doesn't especially like these things,

Very conscious of his civilisation,

And he does like to keep himself
high-culture,

Couldn't write a sex scene, that one.

 

The vulgarity,

We've probably seen enough, and he beckons me
on.

 

Chapter 19. The Third Bolgia: Simoniacs. Pope Nicholas
III.

 

Some kind of amuse-bouche for the altar of Canto
Nineteen,

And Malebolge parts three, four, five, coming
seriatim…

 

Yo there, roll up, roll up,

You'll see psychics burned to crisps,

You'll see quacks turned to dust

Roll up, roll up, to see sorcerers!

But most, here will be cardinals,

Here will be popes stashed upside down, what
better?

 

Tawdry, but all the fun o' the fair.

And first of Simon Magus, who gives his name to
the sin here,

Approaching the Apostles,

He offered payment in return for his
initiation.

 

Therefore, his name blackened… ?

It's said he later had a magician's shootout
with Simon Peter,

Simon, he levitated himself, which was
impressive,

But Simon Peter prayed to his God, according to
that gospel,

And was given the power to perform some even
better tricks.

 

We were on the bridge, at its keystone, exactly
over the middle of the ditch, perfect,

Up and over the saddlepoint, the col, next,
there's rhythm, there's plan,

I like this.

They get exactly what they deserve,

Delivered with wit and style, the irony and
skill of highest Wisdom, I like this,

It's clever justice, the punishment just right
to fit the crime.

 

Along the sides and on its floor, the garish
rock punched with portholes,

Accurately, or basins, pockets, niches,

 

(Baptismal basins, very like those in San
Giovanni, I remember,

A few years ago, someone, no names, got
drunk,

And may have decided to have a paddle in one of
them, his decision,

I had to break it, otherwise he would have
drowned.

So that's how it happened - if you were
wondering -

Just to set the faulty human record
straight.)

 

A sinner dropped into each hole, head first, and
only the feet and ankles visible,

Both soles of every sinner were on fire;

They wriggled well enough, they kicked a
jig,

How they danced, and they shoot horses,

Couldn't have been tied with anything less with
steel,

To keep them in place.

 

—That one - there - the flame's largest, he's
got to be the most punished,

Let's go and find him.

 

And we went down to the next valley - this, the
Simoniacs.

Virgil, steadying me as we went down into the
fourth embankment,

We turned to the left.

 

Interviewing sinners

Hallo there, how y' doing in there?

A muffled screech. Just a yes or no, would be
good to start with, if you can.

Confess how you got it wrong, could you… ?

And do you know any better now?

No long elaborate confessions, no need to delay
the execution…

 

—Is that you already, Boniface?

 

Crept in as a small fuzzy voice, echoed,

 

—Because if it is, history's been lying to me,
by several years.

 

Is the Divine Plan of Events lying? Let's ask
the audience…

 

—Or are you bored with the trappings?

Are you so swiftly sated with those profits

For which you did not fear to take by guile

When you curried favour with Naples

And wrecked, outraged, the virtuous Church.

 

Flabbergasted - I didn't know what to say,

Trying to think of something, but

Just standing there and taking it,

Think, think… but nothing comes out

 

Virgil prompted me:

 

—Enlighten him at once. You need to set this
straight.

You're not the one, go on.

 

I got myself together and replied as I was told,
somehow…

At this the spirit twisted both his feet, as if
wringing his hands,

Sighing, despairing, slipped back

And flatlined back to his standard state.

He's dead.

 

—So what do you want, then?

You do know who I am?

I assume you must know who I am,

If you've come all this way to meet me,

Or maybe you haven't.

I am Nicholas III, vicar of Rome.

 

You were Nicholas, yes.

And it seems you did pocket the loot,

But only to provide for some of less prosperous
members of your family,

As I'm sure you will be quick to point out,

Well, you bought your whole throne, and you sold
it on.

 

And he explained the principle of his
punishment,

A long succession of Popes

 

—We are in a line, squeezed more and more
tightly

Into the cracks

All those before me,

Well, not all, just those that were corrupt,

When our time comes, we are replaced by the
next,

For greater or lesser time in that position
until replaced,

I expect Boniface,

But his time on top is going to be quite a lot
shorter than mine,

And the next one after that… very ugly.

 

Referring to Clement V - bought off by Philip of
France

Moved from Rome to Avignon, he caused the schism
of Antipopes

We know, yes, even cramped up as you are,

You've been given the gift of future sight.

 

I have, it's true, been in the presence of the
Holy Father on Earth.

And maybe I didn't show enough respect here,

Sinner he may have been, but still a Pope.

But I had to reply:

 

—You remember your keys of office, do you?

When Jesus handed these over to Peter,

His hand came back with a slip of gold in the
palm,

Did it?

 

And St. Peter, when he went to Rome

When he worked to start up Christianity?

Dangerous work, that he did in the hope of huge
reward,

Didn't he just…

 

I don't think any of the Apostles took anything
for it,

When they elected Matthias to replace Judas.

They did it by drawing lots, so it was God's
will…

 

You're in your rightful place - better guard all
the money

That made you so powerful,

Or have you figured out yet you can't take it
with you?

Granted you stood firm against Charles

But only because the ill-gotten money helped you
there as well.

 

That you did hold the office… that stays my
tongue

And keeps me to some reverence, when I could
give vent

To dark gutter opinions,

Nothing so dark I think as undeserved.

 

The stain affects the people in their lives,

It exalts the wicked, there is my particular
anger,

And the good, where is their preferment… ?

And those I might prefer, where are they?

 

Think on the Relevation and the prophet's
image:-

She sits upon the waters and fornicates with
kings.

She is the whore of Babylon,

And a whore I see,

Gold and silvern scales to cover her
nakedness.

 

Full rhetoric restored,

My way with words come back to me, the power of
them, if I may say so.

And their effect pierced him - the soles
quick-stepped more.

Maybe the guilt, or maybe just the fact he
couldn't get at me.

 

For once, I think Virgil approved my pilgrim's
progress,

He certainly nodded a few times, while was in
the middle of it.

And a sly kick was it I noticed, something extra
for Pope Nicholas,

Or was he just jumping across to steady me when
I slipped a little

On our way back to the bridge.

 

Take a deep breath, soldier, and continue,

Another valley, the fifth, was ripe for the
inquiry.

 

Chapter 20. The Fourth Bolgia: Soothsayers. Amphiaraus,
Tiresias, Aruns, Manto.

 

Twenty, twenty is so round and simple and when
the lewd question is popped,

The temptation so simple, make money while you
can,

Not tomorrow, carve it and grow it and love it
now,

Put good hard cash in your pocket,

Get the pension seen to and sorted,

By offering them their aching dreams in a
bottle.

 

These sorcerers, these psychics, and
what-not,

Reiki and yoga, aromatherapists,

And definitely all their disciples,
proselytisers,

Guardians of the Mysterie, them as
breaststroke

Around in sacredism, bleating come on in,

The water's lovely. Rapacious ones, who take the
things of God

And twist them, prey on weakness, break the
universe's beauty,

But they have the cure for everything.

 

The futurologists, the experts, alectomancers,
cheiromancers,

The doom-sayers, the formers and wielders of
opinion,

They are so glib and so deceiving in their
rants,

Forever asked - for centuries - when will they
get their come-uppance?

But still here, slid to a new con.

 

Time for the trumpet and the walls of
Jericho,

For you, your place is the eighth circle,

Maybe one day it will happen.

 

Canyon curved, I saw souls solemn,

A slow slow march advancing, mute,

At the pace that holy processions take

At sober Easter in our world.

 

And why? On closer inspection, toes and heads
were faced different.

They'd had their heads twisted round to face the
way they'd come

(Maybe it's possible with palsy or ataxia, or
dystonia up there,

But I don't think so).

 

So backwards they took for their forwards,

And, when they wept, not to put too fine a point
on it,

The tears ran down their arses.

 

Of course, sympathetic to a fault, leaning
against the nearest rock,

I caught the same sin,

 

So that Virgil enquired:-

 

—Your pity rather goes against the Law

Impious enough to set yourself against your
God?

As foolish as the rest of them?

 

Raise your head! And see it all!

 

See Amphiaraus, sucked down into the earth,
chariot and hooves flailing,

The dry earth turned into a quicksand

A giant's mouth sucking clean and spitting out
nothing,

While the Thebans watched on,

They thought he'd quit the war, the Seven
against Thebes expedition

No, straight to Minos, who judges all,

Amphiaraus of Argos, like Palamedes, too clever
by half,

Too skilled at seeing problems,

Failure came out too often from him and morale
dropped,

But Zeus changed matters, the earth opened.

 

—Look at him, his back is now his chest.

Because he strained to catch a glimpse.

 

Look, here's Tiresias, prophet of Apollo,

Blind soothsayer who was transformed into a
woman

Then back into a man, seven years later.

He struck two entwining cobras with his wand

And became a man again.

Remember the Moses story, so struggle all
soothsayers.

 

And Aruns of Eturia, there look, who treads on
the toes of Tiresias,

Impatient, can't just wait to find out,

Aruns, who inhabited a cave in the Carrera
hills,

Lived among Luna marble, maker of David, and
others.

Stars and sea envistaed him,

He is the Etruscan seer who prophesied the Civil
war of Rome,

Caesar's victory over Pompey.

 

Like father, like daughter, here's Manto,

Keeping herself covered up - attempting to -
with hand darts

And fan dances with tresses,

Hiding her former charms,

Who left Greece and captivity, took the road
through many countries,

Then settled in the place where I was born.

 

On this, I'd have you hear me a little
further,

It won't take too long.

 

Statius writes of her, Isidore writes of her,
and I write of her.

To the north, below the Alps that enclose
Germania

Above the Tyrol, lies a lake known as
Benaco.

A sapphire against the white,

 

A thousand springs and more, I think, must
flow

Out of the waters of that lake to bathe

Pennino, Garda, Val Camonica.

 

And at its middle is a place where three -

The bishops of Verona, Brescia, Trento -

May bless if they should chance to come that
way.

 

Peschiera, strong and handsome fortress,
built

To face the Brescians and the Bergamasques

Stands where the circling shore is at its
lowest.

 

There, as Benaco overflows in the spring
rush

A river carries the waters through soft
meadows.

Named the Mincio, until it reaches Govèrnolo,
where it joins the Po.

 

It has not flowed far before it finds flat
land,

And there it stretches out to form a fen,

That in the summer can at times be fetid.

And when she passed that way, the savage
virgin

Saw land along the middle of the swamp,

Untilled and stripped of its inhabitants.

To escape the world, maybe a world that did
not

There she halted, with her slaves to build a
commune,

And there she lived on until age and death.

 

Then seeing the marshland surrounding,

The people gathered there,

A keep, a motte sprang up, was fortified

Until they had transformed it to Mantua, that
city

Named for her, round her shrine.

Unlike (they cast no lots) they voted.

 

Fallen on abject times, since the weak
governance

Of Alberto da Casalodi

Him ousted by Pinamonte dei Bonacolsi

Shrewd to understand the divisions and
feuding,

Came through the middle and ruled.

 

And you might hear some disagree with that
version,

But believe me, that it is the fact of it.

 

He finished his long speech at his home.

Certainly the best guide I could have.

 

—Point me out the important ones

Let's just do them, with time and history not on
our side.

 

Then he to me:

 

—See Eurypylus, long-haired hippy type…

When Greece was so stripped of males by war,

People like him rose, they always do,

At Aulis, he and Calchas predicted the best time
to cut the cables,

I wrote of him too.

Which, of course, you know already.

 

That other there, the famished neurotic,

See Michael Scot, augur at Frederick's
court.

A man who certainly knew how to play the game of
fraud.

An abracadabra and a trick with dust.

 

See there, Guido Bonatti,

He is famous for having boasted of being
responsible

For the Siennese victory at Montaperti in
1260.

Astrologer.

 

See Mastro Benvenuto, The
Toothless,

A shoemaker, famous for his prophecies against
Frederick II.

Who now may well wish he kept to the
cobbling,

Except it's a repentance too late.

 

And yes, it's a gender thing,

When you can make a coupla scudi with the
needle, or washing taken in,

See those sad women who deserted homely
work,

Left shuttle and spindle to become diviners,

Cheap tawdry market sellers, hawkers of
dollies,

They cast their spells with herbs and
effigies.

 

But let us move on.

The Moon is passing across the hemispheres

To the Iberian west, and dips into the
waves.

The lunar light was your help in the dark
wood.

 

Somehow he has the stars in mind again,

His curious comments to me, as we went.

 

Chapter 21. The Fifth Bolgia: Peculators. The Elder of
Santa Zita. Malacoda and other Devils.

 

Of this and that, from bridge to bridge,
talking,

At the height of feathered wings, the judges
(we'd become) peered on penalty.

 

And next in Malebolge, more light removed, the
sauce reduced,

A tar pit - I'd judge it black - rolling pitch
at the double bubble,

Viscous foreverness, In the bituminous fumes,
smoaks and emanations,

The lees laid of charred remains,

 

To caulk Venetian keels, galleon or smack,

I've seen, in their shipyards, a great cauldron
that boils all months of winter through,

While they re-equip for another touch of piracy
or trade,

The shipwrights industrious,

One picking the cordage to fibrous, dipping in
that cauldron to first quality oakum,

To make perfect the flotation, the seal, after
many voyages,

While others around them,

One busy jointing in place new rails and
yards,

One at the patching of staysails,

One shaving up a new oar for the Ligurian
sea.

Sadness for shipwrights who never skim the clear
blue,

Trapped in the hibernal building, never the
acting.

 

Not by any extra infernal calorific input, a tar
pit boiled by God.

 

I saw, but I could not see into it, except
boiling bubbles,

Gravid to burst, the pregnancy of the pitch,

Eruptions that splattered the sides.

Matt, to glossy jewel, the carbuncle lanced for
gases

 

—Look out!

 

What? Another sin I'm supposed to have done?

But, inattention, trying to see the problem and
flee at the same time,

It might help if I knew what I was fleeing,

During which Virgil had already barged me to one
side,

 

—No, look out!

 

A devil, wings unfurled and bestial,
inexorable,

As he came racing down the crags.

His feet pattered, but it was the wings that
powered,

Drove him in dynamo for superhuman.

He had a sinner over one shoulder, lugged by the
ankles,

Limp swag in the talons,

A devil racing towards us,

 

Once at our bridge, he called out, voice up and
over:

 

—Malebranche! I've got a priest for you!

A high priest, a good one, from Lucca,

Dump this one in for me and I'll go back for
some more,

 

Happy hunting and certainly racking up the
points

In Lucca, that corrupt town, where many priests
are,

Where a no becomes a yes by a palm-press of
notes,

(Excusing of course Bonturo Dati, who swears he
doesn't take a bribe).

 

Dropped his sinner and grinned, success of the
chase,

Then turned, as good as his word, wheeled
along

The stony cliff - no stifflegged mastiff ever
managed as well - one devil

No detection necessary, only the punishment,

Unleashed with so much haste to chase a
thief.

 

They dunked him, they dunked him good,

The sinner plunged, then bobbed up, besmirched
with pitch,

He paddled, his arms outstretched,

The demons beneath the bridge taunted in a
chorus:

 

—Look at our new little Jesus,

Sorry, no crucifixion allowed,

Not like the good old days in the Serchio

Where you could float in the clear water

Arms outstretched and not die,

Instead examine the bowl of the sky,

If you don't want some steel,

If you don't want to feel our forks again,

Back down, please, well below the level of the
pitch.

 

They pricked him with three times thirty-three
prongs and more,

They punctured him and like a dinghy he sank,
devilish, no?

 

—You've got do your time below,

See how graft works in the darkness,

If you can.

 

These demons same-minded as any cook

Who sets his scullions to prodding at the
buoyant dumplings,

Down, down, into the casserole

To coat nicely and take on the sauce.

 

Then Virgil:

 

—Don't let them see you behind this rock,

Head down, crouch, that's it.

I'm going to have a word,

Whatever they do… or threaten to do… don't come
out,

I can handle them.

 

He showed himself, and calmly, coolly on the
sixth embankment,

Went to meet them.

 

Estate dogs charging an itinerant, to fetch up
as yowling mess

Against the grubby tired ankles, snapping,
snarling

So that there's a backwards dance,

Begging on the moderate retreat,

The demons charged him, toasting forks to within
an inch,

 

—Can't you forget your savagery?

Before you try to maul me,

Just let one of your troop step forward.

Hear me out and then decide if I am to be
hooked.

 

At this, they howled, —Malacoda, you go!

And he moved out of the huddle - the others
stayed

 

—You reckon I'd be stupid enough to come through
here, unarmed,

And if you do stop to think, I've come quite a
way,

And there may be have been the odd ambush

You reckon I've come this far without something
on my side… ?

 

Destiny and God is with us on a mission,

And there's nothing you can do,

My mission is to show my companion through
Hell.

 

The prongs dropped to the ground…

 

Malacoda caught in two minds,

He turned back:- I know, I know, in miming
protestation,

Them still urging him on,

 

—We'd better not, just on case,

Since that's the way things stand.

 

Turning point… it had worked.

My guide then called back to me:

 

—You can come out now

 

(but stay close)

When I did the devils edged forward again, as if
to have another go.

A tricky situation, walking under the white flag
of truce,

Hair-trigger, I did stay close to Virgil,

I didn't let the devils out of my sight at any
time. They just glowered.

 

Safe-conduct pass signed, pale, tense,

The company at Caprona, seige succesful,
resigned,

Coming out under truce, passing through the
ranks

Untouched by the powerful army, which simply
stood.

 

They still had a sinner to have fun with,

Gook can have it good - by all means let him
have it,

They waved their tridents and shouted to each
other:

Shall I give it to him?

And all of them at once: Let him have it!

 

But Malacoda, still in conversation

With my good guide, turned quickly to his
squadron

And said:

 

—Hold, Scarmiglione! Stand easy there!

 

To Virgil:

 

—If you're looking going down, you won't get
much further

Along this line, the sixth bridge is down,

Take the traverse a bit further on

And there's another bridge, a couple of
clicks,

 

He became a fantastic instrument to speak the
flowing time,

As if nouns, verbs, particles, at the tick,
solemn,

 

—Five hours from this hour yesterday,

One thousand and two hundred sixty-six years
ago

That bridge fell.

 

Since the roadway was shattered.

 

—Ten of mine are off to check for sinners,

Make sure they're not using it to get air.

You can go with, I suppose,

Salt of the earth, my boys - no malice in
'em.

 

He selected the party:

 

—Out front, Alichino and Calcabrina,

You too, Cagnazzo,

Barbariccia, you're in charge.

 

Libicocco, you can go, and Draghignazzo,

 

He's running out of reliables,

 

—Ciriatto and Graffiacane… Farfarello… .

Yes, and I suppose you too, Rubicante.

 

Search all around the stew of pitch,

Hunt them in the rockpools, they're good at
hiding,

You know what to do with any you find -

And keep these two safe and sound till the next
ridge,

Then let them go off on their way.

 

I, mouth behind hand:

 

—But Virgil, you know the way to go, don't
you…

It's not as if we need them, is it.

I'm sure you've noticed the winks…

 

And he to me:

 

—For now, just leave them be,

Once they see some sinners, they'll be much more
interested in them.

It'll all work out.

 

Barbariccia mustering, they break camp and
prepare to march out,

Along the left hand bank, numbering off,

Each whistled, his tongue between his teeth,

And when done, Malacoda gave them signal to move
off,

Using no bugle, instead, his arse.

 

Chapter 22. Ciampolo, Friar Gomita, and Michael Zanche.
The Malabranche quarrel.

 

Horses, silver on the withers plated, also with
riders steeled,

I've seen, assembled to cavalry ranks by cornet
boys,

Seen hunting parties eager to bust thickets in
their whirlwind,

Plunging off to scent and blood by horn
call,

The hue and cry, handbells, sticks, posse
comitatus raised,

The piercing bosun's whistle, planks lifted,
anchor weighed,

Seen the panoply of tourneys, mantlings
psychedelic, colour,

Excitement, launched by heralds' fanfare,
glittering trumpets,

The joust begins, a roll of drums and thudding
hooves accelerate,

By clanging rail, the main event, melee, gnarled
knights go one more time,

Time to go, all aboard, the chariot waiting for
no man,

But nothing ever marshalled by a bugle like
that.

 

So we had ten demons of Hell with us -

And just walked along, as if…

Right next to them, but that's the way of
it,

Go to a church and meet the saints,

Go to a tavern and meet the drunks,

Less distracted as we went, I tried to take the
lesson of the pitch.

Maybe more, the lesson of the sinners there,

As they incessantly poach.

 

Dolphins gambol the surface of the sea - and may
signal storms ahead,

Their games, their truths,

Every so often, look, there's one over
there,

Just to gain a moment of ease,

An arch rising, the briefest of a sinner's
back.

 

Other signs became clear as we went,

Frog eyes peeping above the surface, as much as
they dare,

A flash and gone when Barbariccia thudded the
bank.

 

Like sticklebacks in the ponds,

Like flies, grabbed at, darting away,

 

Except for one, dilatory, mosquito stupid,

There's always one left, who didn't move fast
enough when the time came,

And Graffiacane, closest, hooked him by his
matted hair and hauled him in.

Sleeked by the pitch to a wriggling otter,

Dumped to the bank,

 

By now I knew the names of all those demons
-

I'd paid attention when the fiends were
chosen,

I'd watched as they stepped forward one by
one.

They formed a circle round him, their catch,

Ten cats on a mouse,

Fun with sinners.

 

—Rubicante, dig your talons right into him!

Scalp him and flay him, go on!

 

Hopping fervour in hullabaloo

Ripping away pieces,

And the voyeur I had to be - still cataloguing,
I:

 

—I think we should find out,

If there's an opportunity to save… the victim…
you know…

 

While he lay groaning, waiting the next
assault

My guide bent down, who are you, where are you
from, et cetera,

 

—Navarrese… The kingdom of Navarre…

My mother, who had me by a profligate, a
wastrel,

Who ran though his whole inheritance,

Then ran through himself.

She placed me in the service of a lord.

 

He can't seem to bring himself to supply a name,
any names,

 

—From there, I rose to the personal service of
good King Thibault,

There I started taking the bribes, I confess
it,

I understand my punishment, yes,

I know why I'm here,

 

With boar tusks, perfect for the purpose,
Ciriatto gored him in the side

How does that feel?

Stand clear, here comes the trident again,

Oh yes, that's got to hurt,

The mouse ringed by the cat circus.

 

Barbariccia, arms across the eager, cautioned
them hold:

 

—Wait, I'm in charge here,

Wait I say, he's my prisoner,

 

And turning to my master:

 

—A little more time for your interrogation,

But quickly now, before I have my crack at
him,

 

At which, Virgil:

 

—Tell me about your fellow sinners under the
pitch,

Are any there Italian?

 

Gasped out, among spittle and tar:

 

—I have just left one who was nearby there,

More cautious of the talons, he stays
hidden,

If I'd done the same…

 

Libicocco, far too eager:

 

—I'm not waiting for this… Time for another
go!

 

And with his grapple, dug into an arm, ripping,
took off a steak.

Draghignazzo also looked as if to grab his
legs,

Again their corporal threatened, lashed out,

Quelled them back to military discipline.

 

The Navarrese sadly, slowly, disconcerted at
another wound,

Eyed it.

 

—Who was it that you were talking about just
then? A name… ?

 

I'm not sure we should be doing this…

 

—Fra Gomita of Gallura, the sort capable of
absorbing any fraud,

He took backhanders to let people off fines

His master fined them, he took a little bit less
to write it off,

Good little carousel, to write it all off until
next time,

A platinum swindler, yep.

 

He always associates with Don Michael Zanche

They are always on about Sardinia together,

They can still talk, punishment hasn't slowed
them down that much.

But the demons are coming for me again, …
so if it's all right with you,

 

Barbariccia holding off Farfarello,

Eager to strike, pupils dilated, eyes
rolling:

 

—Off him, we'll have some order here,

Back off! Now!

 

—Actually, if you do have something going with
friend demon here,

I'd be happy to tell you more,

If you, you know, could get them off my case…
?

Lombards, Tuscans, anyone from down your way

I can whistle up all my friends,

Which we do when the coast is clear and we get
out of the pitch

For a quick ten minutes cooling.

 

At that, Cagnazzo lifted up his snout,

Shook his head, and said:

 

—We're not going to fall for that one.

 

Well, frankly, yes, they could have known,

Who are we dealing with here, if not a slippery
customer?

His days had taught the unknown Navarrese.

 

—I suppose… when I say friends, not sure I meant
it quite that way,

In fact, I don't think so, I don't like them
that much at all,

Not a problem to me if they get some as
well…

So, maybe I could bring some more out to
you,

If you let go of me, leave me on the bank,

Hid behind that bank there

They might come out…

 

One in the hand, but he offered what, six, eight
sinners?

Alichino warm to the idea, despite the
others:

 

—If he did try to get back to the pit,

I'd have him well before, my wings can cover the
ground,

We could leave the bank and hide behind that
sloping part there,

One of you on ten of us,

He wouldn't have a chance,

 

They looked back at the hiding place, turned and
started to assess

But with one bound,

The one from Navarre took his chance,

Freed himself, evaded the claws,

Chasséed to the left, dodged right,

And made for the now safety of his
punishment.

 

Calcabrina, knowing it was down to him, made a
lunge but too late,

Wings into action, quicker, one, two beats, he's
close on him,

 

The sinner dived, hit the pitch, submerged,

And the devil skimmed onto nothing.

 

Talons missing by centimetres, curved up and
away, the falcon thwarted,

The brute force defeated by the wily.

 

Calcabrina furious, not interested in the sinner
now,

More interested in Alichino, this is all your
fault, your fucking fault,

Alichino in return, my fault, how's it my
fault?

Demon on demon internecine,

Stepping towards, neither backing down, they
met,

Fought, flurried, in a kicking scratching
mess,

Rising to the air by wing beats, trying to get
purchase,

Slip inside for biting, rending, entangled, wing
caught on wing,

 

Both of them dropped, bang in the middle of the
boiling pitch.

 

The shock of it split them, but no way they
could get out.

Dragged against the clinging, surface, heave of
wing going nowhere,

In the glue, they were stuck,

Reduced from mighty falcons, eagles even, to
feeble flies.

 

Taking all of the other eight to extract the
two,

Four flown round to haul from the other
side,

Haul the cooked devils from the pitch's
grasp,

Bedraggled, soiled, disconsolate,

And the butt of the joke.

 

While we quietly took our cue to leave.

 

Chapter 23. Escape from the Malabranche. The Sixth
Bolgia: Hypocrites. Caiaphas.

 

Hearts slowing, returning to something like,

As if the haunted house, examined and decided
against,

With creak of great oaken door, quietly close
and retreat,

Something black behind, a shadow, a flicker,

Rising, rising, what's that chord,
augmented?

Diminished? Minor third plus minor third…
diminished seventh…

Tiptoeing away,

Single file, like Franciscans, Capuchins,

The ones who take on the petrified, cowed

When they do their humble road.

 

So, anyway, this mouse and a frog and a fable
from Aesop:

The mouse gets a lift across the river from the
frog,

But the frog attempts to drown the mouse,

When all of a sudden, a falcon plucks the frog
away,

And the mouse is home free.

 

Which is what we had just been through,

A chain of events - and even as one thought
springs from another,

Cause and effect, even as one emotion climbs on
top of the first,

Lifted, aufbau - so out of thoughts, thoughts
must be born,

Which doubled the fear,

And not forgetting nous poietikos…
redoubled.

 

I think they're after us… But I really don't
want to look behind,

Just keep walking. We've made them look
stupid,

We've enraged them,

And these are malicious creatures to start
with,

They're not going to forget,

The hair on the back of the neck,

The goosebumps coming,

Nothing behind at the moment,

Cold hand of fate - yes, cold hand clamped to
pumping aorta,

I just know it's going to happen,

 

—We need to do something,

 

I gasped to Virgil, in terror,

As in water or mirror, face equals face,

Two hearts moving two faces, despite,

Arrived at one pinnacle thought,

Virgil and I agree.

 

—If we can get down that bank, see there, to the
right,

It might get us to the next valley,

 

Now they are coming - a flash of wings
wide, closing fast to intercept,

Action, he pushed me straight off the
hillside.

 

Woken by smoke and flames invading the
house,

Not a moment to lose,

No, leave that dressing, just go,

The doors, cannot reach them, the brass handles
too hot,

The windows then,

And the child dropped safely to the fireman
below,

Break a leg, but preserve a life,

Dignity and decency be regained by the living
later,

Without thinking, without caring for the
niceties,

Racing from the volcano at Sicilia, you just
go,

Racing from lava, you don't analyse,

 

We both slithered down in clouds of dust,

Surfed the gravel, scraping the back,

The garments frayed and shredded,

And hit the bottom in a heap - last pebbles
pinged,

To look back and see them lined up…

 

They're coming no further, strange, look at
them, they can't, they're stuck,

Which is fine and dandy, I think we're ok,

I think we really are ok, at last we can
actually relax.

 

They were made trusties, even up to strutting as
kings,

Monarchs of the fifth valley, but nothing in the
sixth,

Kings can never truly leave their kingdom,

You can't step out of the circle, God says
so,

Shouldn't even try.

 

So they strained at the border, those ten
demons,

Screaming their abuse, insults bloodcurdling,
but impotent.

 

In the sixth valley, we found a golden
people,

Glittering and dazzling, sparkling highlights
leapt,

Weeping from fatigue, dragging, tramping,

Trudging in slowest motion, as if sound slowed,
light slowed,

Tired unto death, which couldn't be done
again.

 

Dressed in cloaks, pulled low of cowl to hide
the features

(Actually, just like the Benedictines at
Cluny,

The ones rolling in wealth, taxes, tithes,

The one who don't do the daily labours, but
subcontract,

Eating roast chicken among the candlebras,
cheeses, wines from silver goblets,

Hey hey, it's the Cluniac way).

 

So these had clothes, unlike the rest of all the
sinners - however, a poisoned charity

Their peacock show wasn't joy, happiness,
exuberance of soul,

A laquer, painted on, just a veneer,

Always an outer and inner,

The punishment was lead cloaks,

Which had made their ponderous stagger,

Calculated so they could stand, just about, but
then having to march…

 

Legend or not, that, Frederick, Emperor
Frederick, had his traitors

- A plentiful supply if he wasn't having a good
Thursday -

Dressed into lead roll, to be melted in the
flames,

And say goodnight that way,

Agonising - but quick,

Or this - less pain perhaps, infinitely more
time.

 

We got up, dusted ourselves down, scratches
minor considering what could have been,

And turned again,

As always, to the left, to do their treadmill
with them,

We couldn't but overtake them, meeting more at
every step,

 

At which I told my guide:

 

—If we could find someone whose name or deed I
recognize…

 

No sooner said,

One who'd taken in my Tuscan speech

Called out from behind, in snatches between
breaths:

 

—If you'd just slow down a bit,

Perhaps I can help…

But don't race ahead… please…

 

My guide turned to me:

 

—Let him catch up, we 'll have to
sychronise.

 

I stopped and I saw actually a pair of them
showing signs of wanting to talk

As usual, they stared at us in incomprehension,
a while,

Silent, until they began to confer, a little
furtively,

 

—He breathes… the throat, look…

—And probably has a pulse…

—And seems alive…

—They haven't got the cloaks we have, neither of
them,

 

The first came out with it and asked me:

 

—Native of Tuscany, tell us who you are?

 

I trod water:

 

—I was born and raised where the Arno flows,

I'm with the body I have always had, not
separated yet,

But who are you?

 

And one of them replied:

 

—We were both from Bologna, orginally,

Knights of Saint Mary, the Jovial Friars by
nickname,

My name was Catalano, his was Loderingo,
Loderingo degli Andalò,

Jointly appointed as mayors of your city, by
Clement IV, the soldier Pope,

To keep the peace, keep the factions, one of
each,

They did feel a Gueph and a Ghibelline working
together was the right way.

 

And the result of their doomed tenure can still
be seen,

Around the Palazzo Vecchio, remains of the
palace of the Uberti,

Razed in the 1266 rising.

Any more to add than that, politician?

 

—Obviously, there were successes we can point
to…

But, overall, our tenure was not what it might
have been.

I have to admit…

 

Jovial friars, absolutely,

A reputation for carelessness with respect to
their vows,

And quite likely a few indiscretions down there
in the kitchens,

Suck on a capon leg

And bounce suggestion towards the wenches…

Later the rewards of indiscretion set to the
spits and chopping,

I could see them all back there with the grease
and cholesterol.

 

The monks lording it in their comfort,

Tricking the peasants with their learning,

Soaking up tithes, telling them to obey,

But maybe not so obedient themselves.

 

I had 'misdeeds' on the tip of my tongue,

But before that, we came to one staked out on
the ground,

Three stakes, arms outstretched, crucified.

Couldn't move his head much,

When he saw me, that sinner writhed all
over,

As if to speak, but couldn't.

 

Fra Catalano said:

 

—That one you see impaled there - Caiaphas.

He carried the Pharisees in the debate,

Better to give up one man, for the sake of the
many.

Too high the priest and too much of a
trimmer,

The pragmatic decision.

 

Hypocrite? Not prepared to stand on first
principles, yes, expediency,

But hypocrite?

 

—He has been stretched across the path, as you
can see,

We all have to step on him as we march
round.

Father-in-law Annas, who gave up Jesus to
him,

And every member of that council are stations
along our path,

Their actions have brought much evil on the
Jews.

 

I noticed Virgil double-take here,

Of course, this would have been the first time
he'd seen Caiaphas.

 

And he addressed the friar:

 

—If you'd be so kind, there should be an exit
for us,

A passageway down, on the right perhaps,

 

He answered:

 

—There is a ridge that cuts down through the
circles…

Except for this one, it's collapsed,

I suppose you'll have to clamber among the
remains,

You'll probably be ok.

 

My leader stood a moment, staring at the ground,
thinking,

Counting to ten, perhaps, then said:

 

—Well, Malacoda lied to us back there,

About which bridge was down.

 

At which the Friar - and a definite edge:

 

—When I was in Bologna, I always heard tell

That lying is just one of the Devil's many
vices

The Father of all Lies, I've even heard him
called…

 

Virgil didn't trouble himself to respond to the
sarcasm.

But demonstrated something by striding off
ahead.

Disturbed, annoyance in his eyes.

I hurried after him - whatever the case, I'm
with Virgil,

Following in his footsteps.

 

Chapter 24. The Seventh Bolgia: Thieves. Vanni Fucci.
Serpents.

 

Virgil troubled, which is hardly unusual.

Trouble is, he's usually right.

 

In the year's early part, that adolescent part,
precarious part,

When the feeble sun reaches Aquarius and begins
to unlock water,

But so slowly - and the days battling to gain
against the nights,

So feeble their progress, there's a doubt of
Spring at all,

With fodder beginning to exhaust, yields down
again last fall,

Subsidies hardly worth filling out the forms
for,

Market prices rock bottom,

If we don't get something moving, some barley in
there soon…

The farmer looks across the fields all white,
turns back to the house,

And over coffee, says,

Never known it so bad,

Yanks his seed cap, agribusiness free gift, to
furious grump,

I thought the snow was gone from the top
field?

Ground's as solid as a lump of coal,

But a couple of hours later, he's gone out again
and gathered up new hope from somewhere.

On seeing that the world has changed its
face

There's work to be done,

Has fired up the tractor, getting down to
sowing, drilling, concreting, spraying,

whatever it is these country types do,

 

Like the farmer, Virgil can go from winter to
spring in a moment,

If the going's good.

His mood eased as soon as we were on the broken
bridge.

And mine too, connected in marriage,

When he gave me that the look of quiet
determination

Seen at the foot of the mountain, at the
beginning of our journey.

 

He examined carefully the ruin, picking the way
we would ascend,

From one boulder to the next,

He opened up his arms and thrust me forward with
him,

On here, next here, Plotting up a route.

The needles, crags and spurs, try this with
care,

Test it first, put your weight to it, ever so
gently,

The weight he didn't have, but inertia, force,
he could still push me up.

 

Irony of course, the cloaks of lead weren't
going anywhere fast,

Not an escape route they could ever have
considered.

 

No breath for words, effort,

Not sure I could have made it,

But given the assistance of the topology,

if you think about the conical descent of
Malebolge

and the gouging of each terrace, meaning one
bank high and have the other short;

 

We reached, at last, the seventh niche,

Made it to where the last jumbled stone of the
ruined bridge breaks off.

And we'd found the smooth boulevard again

Panting. Hang on

I'd sat down,

 

—No time to waste, keep going,

 

Sloth - lie in bed while others are getting
famous,

Nabbing the helium reward of renown, ahead of
you,

Whoever spends their life without renown,
nothing,

A smoke soon vanished, foam on a beer,

Like it or not,

The mind is stronger, and will always defeat the
body,

The stuff about fame got me to my feet.

Come on then. Confidence, all you need is
confidence.

 

We took our upward way upon the ridge,

With crags more jagged, narrow, difficult,

And even more steep than we had crossed
before.

 

My talking, just for something to say,

Just to appear strong despite the low
reserves,

Alerted a shade, underneath, from the next
niched gloom

 

Croaking into action, no words recently for this
one, unintelligible,

Tantalising, can't make out… .

I could tell he was running, from the voice
trailing off,

 

—Can we get down there,

There's things going on that I can't see…

 

—The answer is obtained in the doing.

 

We had to go almost as far as where the bridge
joins the eighth embankment,

Where there was a side-trail, rough
staircase-like down,

 

And now it was plain to see,

Snakes - adders, vipers, asps,

Cobras, kraits, mambas,

Copperheads, bushmasters,

More than the Libyan desert, more than the
Australian ranges, the Amazon jungle,

More.

 

In the Libyan taxonomy:

Chelydri, jaculi, phareae, cenchres, and
amphisbaena,

Amphisbaena, mythical, I think, a snake with a
head at both ends,

So many, such malignant, pestilences.

 

Forced into the middle of this storm, people who
were naked again,

Nowhere to go, they might try to fight them
off,

But hands constricted by the serpents,

Their legs mixed up, spiralled round the legs,
around

had thrust their head and tail right through the
loins,

Serpents drilled through them, and tied elegant
knots,

Serpents ready to strike, lithe and so
violent,

The quickest strike, a flick of the divine pen,
a tick in his column,

No antivenom, the heliotrope, to find in this
godforsaken ditch.

 

More than that, into the realm of fantastic,

I saw one sinner, clearly, on the run as others
were,

But straight into the trap of a cobra,

Super swift, the serpent reared out, set fang
into his neck,

vena jugularis, the poison must have
been injected

Sped round the shade,

And the frail soul caught fire, a brilliant
magnesium flash,

Burned for an instant and fell, the form
dissolved to soft rain of ashes,

 

That was it for a few seconds, but then, a shake
and a shiver,

The dust crept into itself,

An organisation, collecting, rebuilding,
raising, reanimation,

And the shape began to appear, crudely to finely
detailed,

A shake of the head, and off again,

As the sinner had to be returned to his
torment.

 

Like a phoenix, after five hundred years, the
cycle obeyed,

The phoenix which never feeds on solid food,
lifelong never grass or grain,

Only on drops of incense and frankinense,

Its final winding sheets are nard and myrrh,

Remade for another go at this death.

 

A shake of the head, and off again,

Like someone having the falling sickness, an
epilpetic fit,

A seizure, looks around him, shakes off the
dizziness,

Bewildered, knowing hit by something
insuperable,

Stares at anything that might be
responsible,

Feeling the hurt, a brilliant proof of God's
power.

 

My guide then asked the sinner who he was:

 

—Not long ago, I fell from Tuscany into this
savagery.

Illegitimate, that I was, tatooed with that,

The bestial life suited me and not the
human,

An enforcer, a capo, I am Vanni Fucci, the
beast,

And Pistoia was the slum that suited me
best.

 

I to Virgil:

 

—Don't let him get away quite so easily,

Definitely not without confessing his sin
fully,

I certainly knew him as a man of plain
anger,

Which would get him as far as the circle of the
Wrathful,

But he hasn't told it all yet, there's a greater
sin,

Which has brought him lower,

 

The sinner heard and did not try to
dissemble,

Turned his attention toward me and actually
coloured with shame,

Forced to cough it up,

 

—You've seen me like this, reduced,
miserable,

Which is worse than dying, frankly.

 

My crime was the theft of the reliquary of San
Jacopo from the sacristy,

At Pistoia, my town,

And laying the blame on someone else, Rampino
Foresi,

The authorities, stupid enough to imprison
him,

And nearly execute him, truth be told.

 

Tiny casket in the brute mitt,

Cackles in the taverns, the wrong man has the
rope at his neck,

What a world, above, up there.

 

—But just so you don't take too much pleasure in
looking at me down here,

Even if, I'm not quite sure how, you're just
passing through

And may find your way back to the light,

Listen to this, you've asked for it.

 

And here his damnable pride began a steady
improvement,

The venom still in him, recycling.

 

—Pistoia first will cleanse herself of Black
Guelfs,

They will come back to Florence, where else
would they go?

Joining up with the Black faction that still
follows the Pope,

Even with that fool Boniface VII,

And with the assistance of Charles de Valois,
force out the White Guelfs,

 

And more, Mars on the side of the Blacks,

Will neutralize the thunderbolt of Val di
Magra,

With his Lucchese dogs of war,

The dark clouds will enfold him, surround
him,

Bring him down.

 

So no need to look quite so smug.

 

Chapter 25. Vanni Fucci's Punishment. Agnello
Brunelleschi, Buoso degli Abati, Guercio Cavalcanti.

 

Flicked a V into his victory, the blustering
thief and yesterday's futurologist,

 

—Damn you to hell, God!

 

A mortal sin in the place of correction,

And when lifers go against the rules, what
sanction, what?

Freedom is when there's nothing left to
lose.

 

Except, God can use a serpent - nothing in the
rules to say He can't,

And one slithering snake in the grass, viper as
asphixiant

Came to our assistance, coiling itself around
his neck,

By the garotta, you shall speak no more.

 

Another clamped his arms and held him fast,

Knotting itself so tight across his chest

He could not even twitch his arms.

The constrictors cracked his bones a little.

 

Pistoia, Pistoia, why don't you decide to turn
yourself to ashes and end it all,

Since you possess even more wickedness and
pride

Was it really the founding plan to adopt these
evils?

 

In all the circles of Hell,

I saw no other soul so prideful against God,

Not even Capaneus, back at the burning sands.
Vanni Fucci staggered off.

 

And then I saw a centaur spitting, come shouting
the odds:

 

—Where is that untamed soul? Hercules, I want
him,

 

Think of the viper pits of Kalkhota

This green and brown of no natural earth

Of cobras, reptiles, scaly and coldblooded,

Garter snakes, copulated into squirming
balls.

On this centaur's back,

A dragon, eastern reptile, with wings
displayed,

Spurts fire everywhere around,

The centaur going breakneck pace, running away
from the dragon on his back

 

My master said:

 

—Cacus this is, son of Vulcan, who lived in a
cave set into the Aventine Hill,

And a devourer of human flesh, call him a
cannibal, I don't know,

Nailing the heads of victims to the doors of his
cave.

He is not with his brothers who guard the first
round of the Seventh circle,

Because he stole.

He stole the cattle Hercules stole from
Geryon,

Leading the cattle backward to disguise their
path.

Taking a thief to catch a thief,

The strongman's club came down a hundred
times,

Mashing to pulp the body,

The body having felt, I guess, ten at the
most,

 

While my companion spoke, the centaur rushed
past,

Nowhere to nowhere, how much of nothing is
nothing, how futile,

The hellish merry-go-round, the hellish Petri
dish.

 

Below us, three new souls crept up,

 

—You, who are you two there?

 

At that, Virgil stopped his tale

And we gave heed to them alone.

I knew none of them, and yet it happened

- As often happens by some chance-

That one had cause to speak another's name,

Asking: 'What's become of … ?'

Came across the air the name: 'Cianfa'

 

And then it came to me.

Sssh, these I know.

 

Dear reader, another chance for surreality to
trapeze in through the door,

Carrying its burden of unnatural, how we slither
down the watches of Dali,

How much we have to fight distorting
perspective,

An olive reptile with six legs propelled itself
along,

Like a kimodo dragon, or something,

Some reptilian from Alien Planet 9

 

Fastened itself to him, one of the sinners,

Grabbed his belly with its middle claws,

Held then, with its forepaws, back his arms,

Stretched hind feet down the other's thighs,

Thrusting its tail between them and curled it up
behind, above the buttocks.

And began to bite him on both cheeks.

At which, a transformation began.

 

Clasping copula clinging ivy in flux fixed
itself with darkest green,

Vinous tendrils of tan and olivine

Commingled, their colours licking into paper a
flame running across parchment,

The brownish chrysolite, the liquid travel of
scorch

They were fusing together, as if made of molten
wax, mixing their colors,

Thigh calves haunches merged, coalesced,

Conflated cranium united, two sets of features
blending,

Both lost into a single face.

 

—Agnello, you are lost.

 

They said, bitterly, but did nothing,

Nothing they could do.

 

Parasitic bloodsucking leech ringworm,
flowing

So tight upon as did that fearsome beast

Entwine itself around the other's limbs,

Until it was more lizard, the shape shifter,

Just like the green lizard of Earth, beneath the
scorching lash

Of dog-day heat, between one hedge and the
next,

Seems lightning as it streaks across the
road,

 

Already the two heads had been united,

Four separate limbs combined to form two
arms.

The thighs and calves, the stomach and the
chest

Turned into members never seen before.

 

All trace of the first aspects was erased,

And the unnatural figure seemed at the same both
two and none,

Off it went, at its slow pace.

 

There's more. Just as the chimaera was
departing,

Appeared - darting towards the other two - a
little fiery reptile,

Black and shiny as a peppercorn.

Bit into the navel

 

The navel, Omphalos, that part where first we
are nourished

Of one of them and then the fell prone before
him.

 

The one transfixed just stared, said
nothing.

Indeed, he yawned, as if it was nothing that had
just happened,

As if he fancied a sleep,

 

But I noticed then, his face and that of the
reptile

They were locked into a stone stare,

 

But an ectoplasm, two, began to flow,

From the human's navel,

From the reptile's mouth… .

 

Others have spoken of metamorphosis,

Lucan - when some of Cato's army were bitten by
poisonous snakes in the Libyan desert,

Nassidius, swelling until he popped his coat of
mail and burst,

Sabellus: melted into a putrid mass,

Ovid - the story of Cadmus, who became a
serpent

Or Arethusa, who become a fountain - many
stories by Ovid.

Middleton, the Changeling - Here's beauty
chang'd

To ugly whoredom, here servant
obedience

To a master sin,

Kafka, the beetle, the house will hold the
terrors,

Protean, metamorphosis, so quickly done,

But this is something else, reciprocal
change.

 

First, as the reptile split at the tail to a
fork, the human drew its legs together,

The thighs melding, they could not else, the
calves joined,

And his skin was turning soft, while the other's
hardened.

His arms shrivelled, but the hands grew longer
into paws,

 

Then the hind-paws, twisting together,

Became the privates,

And from his own the wretch had grown two
paws.

 

Where was hair and skin knobbled, now to
smoother,

The seesaw, the flow was smooth, a drift,

While the smoke veils one

And then the other,

Growing hair here, elsewhere stripping it
off,

 

One of them climbed to his feet, the other
dropped to the ground,

But still they were locked in the stare.

 

Each jaw, or muzzle, changed,

In the one standing, was-reptile, it drew back
into the temples,

And, using the excess, two ears were
extruded.

 

Flesh does not simply disappear, to reappear in
a new form,

But rather is made a malleable substance, like
wax or clay.

Sent to comminuted mush,

 

The one prone on the ground, was-human,
elongates at the jaw,

His ears sink away into the skull, like a snail
draws in its horns,

And his tongue, up to now fit for speech,
splits,

The other's forked tongue fuses, and the smoke
stops… .

 

The soul was-human, now-beast, takes flight,

Skitters off with the pain.

While the human flexes its new-made
shoulders,

And spits after it:

 

—That's it, Buoso,

You run on all fours, just like I've had to!

 

These of the seventh bolgia, the thieves,

I had seen them change and change about, jostle
each other out of their body,

Holding nothing for long, the cheapness of their
existence,

Holding a few hours to one shape, only to lose
it, have it ripped from them.

Puccio Sciancato (the lame) was from a noble
Ghibelline family in Galigai

The only one of the original three to escape
being usurped,

The rending and the pain of it,

The second sinner was Francesco dei
Cavalcanti,

He was killed by the people of Gaville.

And is called Gaville's reason to
mourn,

Because the Cavalcanti avenged him by the death
of many more.

 

Chapter 26. The Eighth Bolgia: Evil Counsellors. Ulysses
and Diomed. Ulysses' Last Voyage.

 

For Florence to be so magnificent,

Excellent, and such fame, echoing to the four
imagined corners,

Excellent, and with its dark wings casting
shadows across land and sea,

Excellent, and so well represented here,

Among the thieves, excellent.

 

Ashamed to see five of you, five well-regarded,
stalwart citizens

On the civic roll of honour graven, lauded,

Among the thieves, ashamed.

 

But if there's any truth in the sleepless debate
at dawn,

It won't be long before it catches up,

Prato, to name just the one, has this in mind
for you,

Overdue and inevitable.

 

It drags me back, the further I go on the
road,

Future and past, the future does draw up,

The past does drag down

 

We ascended, for a moment, a curious thing,

Climbing back up the rubble,

Which had caused fear the first time,

 

Cue, sometimes you have to go back to go
forward,

Or some such wisdom from him,

But Virgil went first, among the juts and crags
of the escarpment,

Needing to use our hands, back to the
bridge.

 

As for Florence,

Pain then and pain now, as I reconsider what I
saw,

And best if I speak no more on it,

Don't want to get myself somewhere where virtue
isn't with me.

It's not for me to judge.

 

Lying against the sky with a grass stalk to be
sucked,

In summer dusk twilight and the midges,
mosquitos taking over from bees and flies,

And maybe, glimmering in the valley, a city of
fireflies…

 

The eighth crevasse was everywhere aglow,

Dazzling the sight - as was Elisha's, when
Elijah was taken up to heaven

In a fiery chariot, and he tried to follow the
path of his mentor -

Flames running in the gullies, a hidden sinner
in every one.

I peered over, leaning out from the bridge,

Making sure I held onto a projecting crag of
rock,

 

Virgil, when he saw me so intent:

 

—The spirits stand inside their flames, each
one,

So wrapped by burning in that in which he
burns.

 

I had already figured it out,

Growing, or just better attuned to the
environment

 

—I was just going to ask you who that was
there,

There, see, the bigger flame, that's split into
two, over there.

 

Like the weirdness, or sympathy, or hatred, of
twins

 

—That is Ulysses and Diomedes.

They are paired in God's revenge

Because they earned his wrath together.

In their flame, they repent their various
stratagems

That seemed so clever at the time.

For the Wooden Horse, of course,

For the trick that took Achilles away from
Deidamìa,

Which desolated that decent, if a bit misguided,
woman,

And amends for thieving the Palladium from
Troy.

 

And I:

 

—If they can speak from inside the flames,

I'd be very keen to hear what they have to
say,

Let's stop here and wait for them to reach
us.

 

And he to me:

 

—Fine, but leave the talking to me,

I know what you want to find out, so let me
try,

They were Greeks, and might not be so keen to
talk to you,

Since you've always represented yourself as a
Troyan.

 

Once the flame had come near us, and he thought
the moment right:

 

—Wrapped in a single fire, two illustrious
souls,

If I merit any recognition from you,

I was a poet who told something of your great
exploits,

While in the world,

Please stop a moment and say something of
yourselves…

Tell us, where did you die?

For I know there's no city or town that has a
memorial to you.

 

And the flame's larger branch, as if shivered by
a breeze,

As if the quivering tip were a tongue

It brought out a voice, pentecostal - Ulysses,
the Greek chieftain.

 

—When I made my escape from Circe,

For a year and more detained, not far from
Gaëta,

(Before Aeneas named it so)

Too soon came my second travelling.

I was driven to do it,

Not the responsibility I owed my son
Telemachus,

Nor the duty toward my father Laertes,

Nor the love I owed Penelope,

Nothing could prevent me,

I had to know the value of a human, his
measurement,

By gaining experience of the world.

 

I set out on the ocean again,

With one ship only, with only the few crew that
had not deserted.

I saw Morocco, the African coast of Algeria,

Sardinia, and other islands set into that sea,
Corsica.

I reached Spain,

Many years spent, we were old

By the time we reached the narrow strait.

 

At the pillars of Hercules, Seville and Gib to
the right

Ceüta to our left, I gathered up the crew,

We've come a long way together,

We've seen a lot of dangers and overcome
them,

We've reached the gates of the western
world,

And now I ask you to go beyond.

 

Brief the span from eye open, eye closed,

Let's pack it all into the time, one last
hurrah,

We have the chance to know the unknown
world.

Do not let fear prevent.

 

We must follow the Sun down,

It is the purpose of humans to discover,

This is in our souls, and is what sets us apart
from animals,

Knowledge, therefore virtue, this is our
voyage.

 

The Gods praise them, they were all keen, not
one dropped out,

The speech had worked on them, I couldn't have
prevented them now,

And setting our prow to sunset, westward we went
on,

Pulling hard to discover soonest good or
ill.

 

Remember, we had no lodestone,

Far south, further than any one had been,

Strange constellations now ruled,

And the northern ones we knew, low on the
horizon,

Barely lifting themselves into the sphere.

 

Five months since we'd begun,

When came the rudder-man's call - the shape of a
mountain ahead, shadowy,

Seeming higher than any I had seen before -
landfall, it was.

 

But just when we thought we were saved,

A whirlwind came up from the land,

Striking the ship hard on the bows.

Three times it spun her round,

At the fourth, our stern reared up,

The prow went down - the eye was closed,

As was Zeus' pleasure, the sea gathered us.

 

For pirates, the yearning never allows them
peace. Yes, interesting,

But somehow, that wasn't as interesting as it
started out.

The pre-Christian interest in destiny was
highlighted, certainly,

But turns out his destiny not so interesting as
his life before it.

So where was Diomedes?

Where was the Palladium you stole from the
citadel?

Where were all those exciting stories?

 

Sure, old men forget, and he's been here two
thousand years,

But somehow fetched up run aground, a hulk,

A man who is about as exciting as Nestor.

 

Chapter 27. Guido da Montefeltro. His deception by Pope
Boniface VIII.

 

The column of fire, now deciding on aloof,

Light but no heat, or heat but no light, in
Hell's commutation,

Shuffled off by its own apparent leave and kind
permission of Virgil.

 

To be replaced by another shimmering
will-o'-the-wisp,

Causing our eyes to fix on its tip,

The words in the sinner, slowly released up the
ribbon,

At first hard to understand, we got the hang of
it,

Tuning in to some strange synaesthesia of
ripples, colors,

Until words streamed from it, no need to coax
this one out.

 

Back in the old days, Phalaris, despot of
Agrigentum in Sicily,

Commissioned a torture machine, a bronze bull,
which you could put a sinner in,

And roast over a fire, so it was the bull making
all the bellows,

To the pleasure of all around.

And, just to make sure of his money's worth, the
king tried it first on the designer.

 

—I heard you, whoever you are, talking
Lombard,

And saying go your way then, to that other
sinner,

And although I was nervous about approaching
you, (I've arrived late)

Talk to me, if you'd do me the honour,

I'm in the flames but it doesn't do me any great
trouble.

 

He'd grown used, I think he means, which I
wasn't aware was an option.

 

—If you've only just arrived in Hell, from
Italy,

That's where I hauled all my sins from, if you
think about it,

So tell me whether Romagna is at peace or fallen
to war again?

I'm from there, the mountains and Urbino, and
the source of the Tiber

Who's up, who's down, what's the state of play…
?

 

I was just waiting for Virgil to… when my leader
nudged me:

 

—No, you speak to him

Do you think I know what's going on up
there?

 

And having not been allowed to speak to
Ulysses:

 

—What can I say… When is Romagna ever free of
war,

With such warlike leaders? But it's not war on
the field at the moment.

Ravenna is much as it was, under the control of
the eagle of Polenta,

The father of Francesca da Rimini, his arms are
an eagle,

The Polenta family, they also hold Cervia.

 

Forlì held out against the besieging French,
until they were piled up in heaps,

Is now again beneath the green claws of the
lion, the Ordelaffi family

Promotion, relegation, what matters it, the
money dictates,

Maybe Fiorentina one year can live with the big
guys.

 

Rimini is under Malatesta, and his son, little
Malatesta,

The father imprisons them, son assassinates
them,

Both Faenza and Imola are controlled by
Maghinardo,

Who is a Guelph or Ghibelline depending on
summer or winter.

 

Cesena - that's more democratic, slightly… not
great, but better than most,

The people have some say, with Galasso da
Montefeltro in charge.

 

But now, we've told you how it stands,

It seems only fair you tell us who you are,

So that we can put you into history.

 

The fire still roared, the point then quivered a
little,

He doesn't name himself immediately, he doesn't
actually do it at all…

 

—If I thought there was any point, I would,

But since, up from these depths, no one has yet
returned alive,

If what they say round here is to be
trusted…

It really doesn't matter, I can say what I
like,

You won't be going up to the world to tell
them.

 

I started at soldier, and went to priest,

reckoned to atone for it in some way,

Repentant and shriven, I became a friar.

I know found god is a difficulty -

I'd seen some of those and knew to be a bit
suspicious

I could have carried it off, I could have ended
my days like that,

which would have been fine except for the High
Priest…

… Pope Boniface…

Who got me back into soldiering, my old
ways.

 

While I still kept my form in flesh and
bones

The one my mother gave me..

My deeds were not of a lion but a fox.

Cunning stratagems and covert schemes,

I knew them all, and was so skilled in them

That my fame rang out to the ends of the
earth.

Known in Gaul and known all over, as cunning as
Ulysses,

So there you go…

 

When old, and should have learnt some sense,

I became restless for one last go,

Boniface, he didn't come to the papacy and start
on the usual crusade,

Let's go and get the Saracens, or the Jews,

Off to Acre, try emulate the great doings of
Godfrey de Bouillon,

No, he thought to settle old scores with the
Colonna family at Palestrina,

So it was Christian on Christian.

Popes used to pay some respect to the
position,

Or even the vows taken - they don't now…

 

He wanted me as his military strategist,

I had commanded at the seige of Forlì, when we
defeated the French

He wanted me as advisor, offering good
counsel,

He wanted me as priest, good to ally yourself
with sanctity

He wanted me for his doctor, but a doctor to
create, at the same time, illness and cure.

 

'Just get me old man Colonna,' he said to
me.

'Do I need to remind you,' with a wave towards
the tapestries

The keys, gold and silver, courtesy of Peter,
the power to unlock Heaven,

'Celestine, that idiot hermit, may not have
known how to use them,

Rest very assured, I do.'

 

Did I have a choice? Not really, there was
threat behind him,

At that point, the worse course seemed
silence.

 

So I said: 'Father, since you cleanse meof the
sin that I must even now commit… '

I paused… the unwilling capo,

'Promise much, deliver little, would be my
advice'.

There's irony. Me, a soldier, reminding a
politician.

 

'We can start by offering the Colonnas
safety,

That safety, well… it might expire at some
point… '

Those mad words, made in me by a mad tyrant's
atmosphere

 

I lived out my days a Franciscan, in the
monastery at Assisi,

And as the veil came down, I thought I heard the
saintly Francis himself coming for me,

But also a second pair of feet - one of the dark
Cherubim,

To tap Francis on the shoulder and say: 'No, one
of ours, I think.'

 

'I've had my eye on him for a while now,

You can't repent a sin and resolve to commit at
the same time,

You can't be pardoned in advance,

Sorry, but no, that would create far too many
paradoxes.'

 

And the Cherub, to me: You didn't think we did
logic, eh?

Was what he said. An icy shiver, as I was
dragged before Minos.

Another sinner for the fire, false counsel came
the verdict,

Eight coils of the tail, impetus and hurled,

And I went spinning down here,

And so you see me, I am damned,

Rest assured, I regret my actions.

 

Oldened, he too shuffled off, the weeping flame
quit,

Twisting and tossing its pointed horn.

Guido da Montefeltro, mixture of piety and
sin.

 

We kept going, over the ridge and onto the arch
across the next,

Next? The schismatics, those who took
metaphorical knife, slashed with it,

And their punishment.

 

Chapter 28. The Ninth Bolgia: Schismatics. Mahomet and
Ali. Bertrand de Born.

 

Speech cannot hold it,

Because the Thought cannot hold it,

It's hard.

Even practised and attemptedly perfected.

Reporters try to bring sheer taste of the action
on the ground,

Rough and raw and nothing left out,

Punditi recite from safety rearwards, presenters
witter,

Even historians sometimes have their day in the
sun.

Maybe even Poetry can't hold it,

It's hard, it's below.

 

Bring back the fallen, yes, return them forcibly
to life,

From the Somme or Hiroshima, and could the
corpses stand again?

From Waterloo and Bull Run, could they stand
again?

The burned, the maimed, the green-gassed, the
cannon-blasted,

If they could, they would show their
mutilation,

And it would be nothing compared with that of
the ninth pit.

 

One cleft through from chin to coccyx,

By a perfect scimitar slashed in half,

A barrel burst, a stave removed and zambezi of
blood,

Hanging the rich grey and violet of intestines
between the legs,

His heart smeared in filth, colon and stomach
burst open,

And with his own hands - putting fingers to the
gash and wrenching:

 

—Look, I'm doing it to myself,

Mangled is Mohammed.

 

And look at Alì…

 

Ahead of him proceeds Alì, in tears,

His head split open from his chin to scalp.

 

—Two faces have been made for Alì.

And all the rest you see here,

We sowed scandal and schism while we lived,

And that is why a devilish angel is posted for
us,

As the wounds begin heal,

Another slash with the scimitar, every time we
go round,

Just make sure.

 

But why are you hanging around here?

Perhaps you're putting off your punishment,

Confessed, sentenced, but finding some delaying
tactic…

 

My guide replied,

 

—He has not paid his penny to the ferryman

So Death does not have him at all - yet,

Nor is his guilt punished at present,

He journeys, to give him greater knowledge.

 

I, on other hand, am dead, and must be the good
shepherd

As we spiral, circle to circle, down.

That's the truth of it.

 

So Virgil, with his flair and drama, has to tell
everybody, as per usual,

And the news spreads, a hundred shades or
more

Gathering in the ditch to stare at me

In wonderment - and forgetting to feel their
pain.

So will I wither when looked at by a load of
sinners?

 

Mohammed again,

A thought had occurred to him:

 

—If you have a way back,

If you're not going to be trapped in hell,

You, who perhaps will shortly see the sun,

Warn the guerrilla Fra Dolcino to provision
himself,

Unless he'd like to join me here quite soon,

The Novarese will have the snows on their
side,

He will driven out of his mountain hiding-place,
if not careful,

The only thing that can defeat him is bad
preparation.

 

Though why Mohammed would interest himself

With the fallings-out of the Apostolic Brothers
at Novara …

As sure as eggs is eggs, they'll be others,

They carelessly sow schism, without any
thought,

They do it for the aggrandisement.

And Mohamed now hunting for a means to wobbly
walk,

His arms might place his feet,

But the arms as unreliable. He had to do his
circle,

(For how long yet we do not know)

He did his best, and off he went.

 

From out of the rest of them, gaping,

Another, amateur laryngectomy applied by some
razor,

Nose hacked off clean, one ear gone,

And, before the others had the chance,

One wheezed, bubbled, from a windpipe, scarlet
foam:

 

—I'm Piero da Medicina

With your own sins yet to be accounted,

And you I saw above, in the air,

I think we have met before,

Should you ever see that gentle plain again

That slopes from Vercelli down to Marcabò,

Spare a thought.

 

I am being loaded up

The carrier pigeon won't get off the ground,

Their foresight, combined with natural skill at
politicking,

Almost as if they tricked me into betraying the
laws of Earth,

And I almost fell for it.

 

—And let the two chief men of Fano know,

Messers Guido and Angiolello, both,

That, unless our foresight here is completely
wrong,

Near La Cattolica, somewhere about,

They'll be dropped overboard, with some
lead,

Courtesy of a tyrant with one eye.

Little Malatesta of Rimini.

 

There's one here, who wishes he'd never seen
that place.

 

Not even that stretch of the Mediterranean,

Between Cyprus and Majorca, where Greeks,

Pirates, committed terrible crimes

Will have seen anything as evil and
treacherous.

Having invited them to parley

He'll ensure they never need to think politics
again.

 

But would the future be changed?

If I had spoken earlier… well, we will never
know, will we.

And I:

 

—Who is the one who wishes he'd never seen
Rimini?

Tell me that.

 

There was another of his own next to him,

He grabbed hold of the jaw, worked it a
little:

 

—See, nothing comes out,

This is the one, but he doesn't talk.

Banished by Pompey, he went to the other
side,

Urged Caesar on, successfully,

Strike now, every day prepared and not attacking
is a day lost,

We cannot wait forever.

He doesn't talk now,

His tongue sliced off deep in his throat,

 

Curio, who'd been so quick to speak up.

He it was who persuaded Caesar to cross the
Rubicon

Near Rimini. From cis-Alpine Gaul into Italy,
breaking the treaty,

And precipitated war.

Iacta alea est. Now silenced.

 

Another, whose hands had been chopped off,

Raised his stumps to the air,

Uninterested in the blood falling on his
face:

 

—But you'll remember Mosca de' Lamberti, won't
you?

It rebounded on me, when I said:

'The action will bring its
purpose',

When I suggested the murder of the Guelph
Buondelmonte,

For breaking his marriage engagement.

That brought the Guelphs and Ghibellines to
civil war,

Close to home, in dark green and terracotta
Tuscany,

 

'And share the death out between all of
us',

I might have added.

But he knew his griefs,

Away he went, incomplete, weighed under.

 

I know what I saw,

And you can doubt it if you want. You have not
been there,

I stand by my memory, I can still see it
now.

Lastly, Hell's scientists had their crowning
glory,

 

A body, a man, nothing unusual in that,

Walking no differently to its colleague
sinners,

Except in his hand he was swinging a
lantern,

And there was the head.

 

Holofernes walking and talking.

The body, the mind, dissected, one made two, but
still one,

Impossible, except here. Except here.

 

He reached the start of the bridge,

And even, to make it easier for him to be
heard,

He held up his head.

 

—You, who view the dead with breath yet in your
body,

See the punishment, think on it,

Is any other as terrible as this?

 

And, regathering,

 

—I am Bertran de Born, a baron, and you might
say a simple troubadour,

But politics entered, I waded in,

Urged the young prince Henri on, with bad
advice.

Urged him against his father, the king, Henri
Plantagenet

- Of Anjou, Normandy and England, the same

As fostered by Beckett, only to turn against
him.

In fact, I exploited the whole situation with
brothers, Richard

Like Ahitophel when he goaded Absalom to rebel
against David,

I broke the sacred bond between parent and
child,

And so must be severed myself, carry my own evil
brain with me

In me, you see schism.

 

Chapter 29. Geri del Bello. The Tenth Bolgia:
Alchemists. Griffolino d'Arezzo and Capocchino.

 

The many people and their ghastly wounds,

So they now own mounts and rift valleys on their
person,

The fascination of disfigurement observed, the
otherness,

Did so paralyse the eyes,

And best they should apologise to the brain for
any betrayal caused.

I was minded to mourn the people:

 

But Virgil:

 

—What are you staring at?

Why rapt on mutilated shades?

It's been some time since you felt their pain…
.

So what of it… ? … Hmm?

If you plan an audit, think carefully,

Twenty-two miles round this circle,

The time we are allotted soon expires,

The moon already lies beneath our feet

And there is more to see here than this.

 

Maybe if you could just stop a minute and let me
be,

Maybe if you could just understand,

I have a life outside this, you know. You live
here.

 

But he was still going, off to the next one, off
to the next.

At the point ready to rebel and sit down, a
flash of anger,

I, loath to keep up, but having to:

 

—I think I saw a relative back there.

Someone who had fallen to anger.

 

At which, he did stop:

 

—I know, you did. But let it go.

I saw him there as well,

He came and went while you were engrossed with
old Bertram

And you missed him.

Geri del Bello, and if I'm not wrong,

He wasn't very pleased.

He pointed straight at you, and gave out what he
was going to do, when…

 

I never spoke to him when I had the chance…

I know, he is unavenged.

And I haven't spoken to him, for a second time,
when I had the chance,

He died violently - and no-one has avenged
him,

I'm sure he isn't too pleased with me,

It's up to his family to take revenge, I don't
know how I will now.

And all the while Virgil kept walking.

We had had another of our fallings-out, fell to
morose

And had to leave the matter behind.

Stickily, we talked the mundane various until
the next pit,

Up, over the bridge,

And if the light had been better we might have
seen the bottom,

But the moans were there.

 

Finally in Malebolge, the tenth cloister,

Where the cries are iron tipped, not loud

They pierce, the lamentations do.

So that I kept my hands pressed against my
ears.

 

Like a malaria hospital in the hot hot
midsummer,

Or if about ten hospitals of malaria, dysentery,
cholera,

All the plague places, Valdichiana, Maremma,
Sardinia,

In hottest July through September,

The smell of gangrene and rot and pus and
putrefaction,

Bacteria reign, ebola and lassar fever are on
the menu.

 

Grim to be on this island, of the ghastly
wounds,

Grim to be in this hospital, around invalids
permanently,

And very little room to squeeze between their
malodorous beds,

Grim, where is the linen and where are the
nurses,

Dove sono le infermiere?

 

God is a hospital without nurses, it seems, or
leeches,

Diagnosis is simple, but the cure… the
redemption, the salvation,

I have not yet seen any of this.

 

Leftwards we screwed down into the dip

Decay floats in the air, tangible, such
corruption.

 

Supine, or with the strength only to drag slowly
around,

All fours in the plague pit. Too close and the
plague can waltz between,

It breeds itself,

Cannot lift the head, the head hung, they
couldn't lift themselves,

In silence now, we went along.

 

Two had propped them each other into
sitting,

They scratched the lesions, not knowing any
other remedy,

They moulted scales of skin, as a knife lifts
fish scales,

 

—And you, scrabbling and stripping, with fingers
never still,

You could tell us whether any here are Italian…
?

 

Obsessive at their task,

The divine cacoethes, you cannot scratch the
itch,

It could be that it's burrowing mites today,

Could be psoriasis tomorrow, obsession

To match the obsession of those they duped,

Those they played around with so fulsomely.

 

—We were human once, so owned the minor detail
of Italian, yes

But who are you, that you inquire of us?'

 

—I'm here to be a humble guide is all,

Intention was to show him perfect Hell.

 

The prop snapped, and each turned in my
direction,

As did others who'd overheard.

The good master drew up close to me,

 

—Ask anything of them and take your fill.

 

And I began, nervous again, but he had okayed
it:

 

—Let me document your suffering,

Hard I know, but if I present a snapshot, it
will help those others.

No need for reticence, it should all be
told,

Even though you may be ashamed for your present
condition.

 

The first said:

 

Italian, yes, I am Griffolino, given the birth
of Arezzo.

Not so much later, Albero of Siena had me burned
at the stake,

It so happens, not for the crime that has
brought me here.

An occupational hazard…

—Yes, I can, I told him, having been challenged
in open court,

And instantly regretting,

I do know the secrets of flight, how a man can
rise up and fly,

Here! Now! Make me rise off the ground, he came
back with,

And I was thinking more metaphorically, more
scientifically,

Really, he didn't have a great deal of
imagination,

And, being in with the bosses, could get me
clapped in chains,

Then it was the fire.

 

I overreached my audience, slipped up, fair
enough,

The gullible wanted it, they could demand
it,

Down here, my true sin, in the Minos verdict,
was alchemy,

I believed in this, more I promoted it and ended
here

 

And I said to the poet, thinking of those from
Sienna:

 

—Was there ever a people quite so asinine?

Not even the French reach their heights.

 

The other leper had something to say then:

 

Brigata Spendereccia, the Spendthrift
Brigade, they called them in Sienna,

With Stricca, who found ever more ingenious ways
to part with his inherited fortune,

And Niccolò, with the expensive dishes, full of
Cathay spices,

Which didn't actually taste that great for all
the show,

Caccia d'Asciano, with the vineyards, who
managed to drink himself to debt,

Bartolommeo the Foolish - he got the name
quickly enough/

 

So who is culpable, the hunter or the prey?

The rabbits or the dogs

They convinced them with stories of gold,

They sold remedies, diet pills and the
phentermine and hoodia,

In natural remedies in the receptive fertile
ground for growing…

But the deluded people,

The other one hadn't finished:

 

I'm on your side against the Siennese,

- for reasons that might be obvious,

I would have thought you could see who I am,

Go on, use your perception,

I am the shade of Capocchio the alchemist,

You will recall how effortlessly I fooled the
people.

 

You can see who I am…

If metal is hard to transmute, why not change
the people's minds,

The reverse will work as well for quackery,

Since a left hand will be a right hand in the
mirror,

Alchemists, they do not turn metal, they turn
the people,

A softer, simpler, material to work.

 

Chapter 30. Other Falsifiers or Forgers. Gianni
Schicchi, Myrrha, Potiphar's Wife, Sinon.

 

Dysfunctional Juno, furious at Semele, who had
been seduced by dysfunctional Zeus,

Went to war against the house of Thebes,

Sent Athamas mad,

Caused him to see things as they weren't,

He concealed himself, waiting for his wife to
pass by, his wife with a child on each hip

Whom he'd thought into a lioness.

Athamas grabbed a cub, the older, Learchus,

And smashed its brains out on a rock

At which, the wife drowned herself with her
other burden.

 

And when Fortuna had subdued the proud,
confident Troyans,

(The dysgenetic Troyans at a loss how to deal
with the Paris they'd gained),

So that king and kingdom were both brought
down,

And Hecuba, the old queen, captive, crushed,

had seen Polyxena slaughtered at the command of
Neoptolemus,

had seen Polydorus lying dead upon the
shore,

Started barking like a dog, believing that was
what she now was.

 

The next scene imitated the cruelty and delusion
of those occurrences.

 

These two bleached shades I saw,

Snapping their jaws as they rushed towards,
tossing their heads,

Like boars charging from an opened sty,

Boars thinking they were bulls,

One charged at Capocchio the alchemist, set its
teeth into his neck,

Shook him, then dragged him, so his belly
scraped the rock-hard ground,

Leaving a crimson trail.

Griffolino, still there from the previous canto,
said:

 

He's Gianni Schicchi,

And in his rabid rage he mauls the others.

Rabies, hydrophobia, he's got it bad.

 

Tell the story, though:

 

—We all know the story…

He disguised himself as the Florentine Buoso
Donati,

Who had just died, and he dictated a false
will,

Bequeathing to himself Donati's best mare.

 

—And who's the other one, the woman?

 

And he answered:

 

—That's the wicked Myrrha of Cyprus, or her
soul,

Who harboured an incestuous madness

To reach the bed of her father, the king of
Cyprus,

Which plan she succeeded in by shapeshifting, a
changeling,

Disguising herself as a new concubine.

 

Should we point out that she is punished here,
in the Falsifiers?

The deception outweighs the unnatural lust,

Dysmorphia, changed horribly: to be a bug, a
tree, a fountain,

Yearning to be what thou art never to be,

Gain what thou should never have,

Have a sense, have a humility.

 

With those two safely gone, I could examine the
next,

Under the microscope, please slide…

One shaped like a lute, totally, if someone had
troubled to saw off his legs,

Swollen, so you have this dysmorphia,

The dropsy throws everything out, and they can
never see

Da Vinci and the harmonious proportion of Man?
Never again for him.

 

He gasped with parched lips, strained about
him

For any imaginary water,

The thirst was his punishment,

Saw us and envied,

 

—You aren't punished, you go freely,

Why not, I don't know - but you should hear my
own story,

And decide its fairness. I am Adamo of
Brescia,

Alive, I had everything I could ever wish
for,

Now, all I want is a single drop of water.

 

Every picture in my mind is of water,

Mountained ragged streams like those in the
Casentino,

Run down green hillsides to the gathering
Arno,

Channels cool and welcoming.

It's the image that makes me thirst more than
the illness itself.

 

Memories are the method of God,

Justice shows him the kinema and he has to step
back into it;

Is what he seems to be saying.

 

—I was a counterfeitor, a deceiver, I admit
it,

That was where I worked, the valley Casentino in
the province of Arezzo,

Bibbiena, Capolona, Castel San Niccolò,

But mainly Pratovecchio, round about
43.783333,11.716667,

There I forged, decent work, John the Baptist on
the coins,

Prospered for a time, then met the stake.

 

But, what I would say, I was put up to it by
evil,

Guido, Alessandro, and Aghinolfo, the Conti
Guidi of Romena,

If I could see them again down here,

Revenge, I'd even swap a fountain of water for a
crack at them.

 

And one of them is here already, so I'm
told,

If the movers aren't lying to me,

But what good is that to me, whose limbs are
bound?

 

Dyskinesia holds him fast.

 

—I would though… .

If I could drag

myself to him at

an inch a century

I would have started

the journey by now.

I'd hunt him down,

I'd find him

in this pit,

half a mile

across

eleven miles

round.

 

Eleven miles round but only half a mile across.
That's quite a circle.

 

—They made me strike the florins

That held three carats of copper.

 

—So who are the two with the steam coming off
them?

Just next to you, on your right.

 

—They were like that when I got here…

I think that's them for eternity.

The woman is Potiphar's wife, who perjured
herself when accusing Joseph,

The man is Sinon, the lying Greek from Troy.

They are the source of the stench round
here.

 

Sinon, the perfidious Greek, who allowed himself
to be taken prisoner by the Troyans,

Just to get into their camp and to spread false
intelligence about the Horse,

No, it's not acceptable, even in war…

The Achaeans, they lied and lied, and might all
be in here,

Ripped apart by Gianni Schicchi, on the hour
every hour,

Read Homer again, if you don't believe me, they
continually lied,

I am proud to be a Troyan - we conducted the war
with honour.

 

Sinon took offence,

Lashed out a fist, right into Adamo's
paunch.

It boomed like a kettle drum.

Adamo struck back, hitting Sinon in the
face.

 

—I can't move my legs, but I can move my
arms.

 

Sinon:

Couldn't move your legs so quickly

When it was men with torches in their hands.

 

Adamo:

True, but you were hardly so a truthful
witness

When asked at Troy.

 

Sinon:

I may have lied once, and with justification, I
still say,

But you were a liar in so many ways.

 

Adamo:

Just remember the Horse,

And that the whole world knows your one
evil.

 

The tennis battle forth and back, all intent,
when Virgil said:

 

—Leave them now!

 

I regretted my gawking,

And the shame can come back to bite even
now,

waking from a dream in a sweat,

The images we are all slaves to, all deceived
by.

 

—There are times when you wallow in their
unhappiness,

And take to much pleasure from the sinners
falling out among themselves.

You are still too much the voyeur sometimes.

 

I was genuinely sorry and apologised.

He saw my contrition:

 

—Fair enough, let's put it to one side.

And, I know, the liars are still shouting the
odds

If they are falling out, don't interfere, don't
even stay to hear it,

The details are meaningless now, they have been
judged.

 

Chapter 31. The Giants, Nimrod, Ephialtes, and Antaeus.
Descent to Cocytus.

 

Shame is the squirm, quickly it runs up,
unmans,

The electric lash until it dissolves, salve is
supplied,

The same tongue had stung me so that both my
cheeks turned red,

Had also brought my cure. The shame is
instructive,

My pride is shot through, a blessing in
disguise, I suppose,

With Virgil cruel to be kind.

 

Achilles' spear, handed to him by his father
Peleus,

Had the power to heal the wound just inflicted,
homeopathic, like with like.

 

We turned our backs on the valley,

First climbing the boundary, a dry bank, that
circles it,

In cold silence,

You might think ecstasy to some extent, out of
Malebolge forever,

Straight to the pit of Hell, the ninth
circle.

 

Refuses both night and day the region and we
semi-see

A golden hour in haze expressionist, probably
our last,

But heard a horn-blast louder than thunder,

Louder than ocean-going liner,

Louder than the routed Roland, when, at
Roncevaux, Charlemagne lost his paladins.

I turned to find the source.

I thought it was a city, with tower blocks,

 

—Is it a city we're going to?

 

—Deceived in the place of treason,

 

Replied Virgil,

In the semizone, peering into the gloom,

 

—Because you try from too far away,

Credence, all in yourself,

 

Approach, carry on fleshing out,

 

—What you will learn, when we get there,

Is how deceived the senses can be.

 

And now the smoke clears, error and its bravado
left me,

That part of the purgation done,

Ready for the final part of Hell, the empty
vessel filled up with fear.

 

—Can you make them out now?

You should be able to see their top halves,

Up to their chests, the giants are.

 

Monteriggioni, that fortress town, has rooted
towers inset to its walls,

Against the embankment walls ringing the lowest
circle, loomed just half the bulk of giants,

Great muscles once, now saggy drapery of
renaissance,

The strong man gone too long, and has no
leopardskin,

Now I could discern the face of one, his chest
and shoulders,

A portion of paunch and, hanging at his sides,
his arms.

 

Nature used to make giants (when we saw all
adults as such,

Back then when everything was much bigger… )

Back in Genesis, those giants even after the
Flood,

The Nephilim, the Titans, they could only make
war and discord,

They were not a good creation,

 

Elephants and whales are vast - but have no
intellect compared to humans,

Nature might well repent their making and cease,
depriving Mars of an army.

But if strength were ever combined with cunning
and cleverness,

It is too much - the hubris, stepping into the
titanic,

Then, collision course, necessity, nothing left
but to challenge God,

 

You have seen La Pigna, the bronze pine cone

Left over from Roman days at the cathedral of St
Peter,

His face appeared to me as long and broad at
that great lump

His other parts as large in like degree,

Although it should be said, the bank made an
apron for his lower half…

But so much of him above that,

Three lanky Dutchmen might boast of having
reached his hair.

Twenty foot of him above the bank to his
head,

 

But this one is crazed.

The crude mouth, unfit for psalms or songs to
the Lord, began to shout.

 

—Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi!

 

And Virgil taunting him back, too easily,
really:-

 

—O go play with your horn - you'll find it
there,

There look, they tied it to you with a piece of
string,

Use that to calm yourself down.

 

Because of his vile plan, the world no longer
speaks a single tongue,

Division is driven between human and human
because of him.

How will the tower ever touch Heaven?

Not by emulation or majesty or vain
demonstration

And Nimrod, king of Shinar, is his own
accuser.

 

Talking in tongues like an evangelical,

He's in a world of his own, leave him,

He can reach no-one and no-one can reach him

A semi-poet in the semi-zone, because of Babel
and babble,

 

No right turn, we continued a stone's-throw
further,

To find the next, bigger and more savage,

And who would be powerful enough to subdue this
giant? A divine proof,

Strait-jacket and Houdini has lost,

 

—This one decided on to test his strength
against almighty Jupiter

And this is his reward, so perish all
traitors,

Ephialtes, he hasn't moved those arms in the
time he's been here.

 

Designed, conspired,

Otus with an eye on Artemis for himself,

Ephialtes with an eye on even Queen Hera for
himself

The brothers tipped a mountain Ossa onto Pelion
to reach up to Olympus.

 

And I to him:

 

—If possible I'd like to see with my own
eyes

Briareus, who also took part in the revolt
against Zeus.

 

Zeus, Deus, Jupiter, Dyaus-Pitar, it's all the
same source…

Eucumenical.

They are Promethean and bound, as all Titans and
Giants end up,

A race almost to challenge God - and God should
not be challenged,

 

He replied:

 

—We are looking for Antaeus, the Libyan, who
should be somewhere here,

He is not fettered, he speaks,

He can be of help to us in our journey,

 

Briareus is further on down the wall,

Chained up also, just like puny Ephialtes
here,

Except with more reason, I guess,

 

Virgil's insult is easy - knowing the Titan
bound.

I would have been scared to heart-stopping,

And Ephialtes could wrench at his manacles,
produce all manner of earthquakes,

While the minuscule man could fairly assume the
chains were going to hold,

A conclusion I hadn't taken five thousand years
to reach.

Ephialtes collapsed in exhaustion.

 

Ells and furlongs and chains poles perches, they
were measured and found wanting,

In comparison with God, the tall wheat was cut
down.

Going further, we came upon Antaeus, even more
extreme.

To his shoulders, he stood a five full
arms-lengths above the pit.

And then further to his head,

 

The wrestler, who challenged anyone,

Who wanted a temple of their skulls to his
father Poseidon,

With the fatal flaw, he had to keep his feet on
the ground,

Lifted, he had no strength, as Hercules had the
wit to show.

 

Flattery, a little, from Virgil:-

 

—You, who killed a thousand lions in the Libyan
desert,

Where, later, Scipio Africanus would defeat
Hannibal

When all his men displayed their backs,

 

And if your strength had been added to the
forces besieging the Almighty, people do say,

The outcome for the Sons of Earth would have
been very different,

Take us down to icebound Cocytus.

Don't make us ask Tityus or Typhon,

Your chance to bend down and be gracious,

This man can give what everyone here longs
for.

He can make you famous in the world,

Because he is alive and has every hope of
continuing,

God willing, of course…

 

Hands, arms that had wrestled Hercules,

Scooped and gathered Virgil, who then secured me
in our brief cradle,

 

—Hop aboard, come on, grab hold of me,

 

Head upturned, the view of the giant,

By relative frame, as if falling against the
sky,

Immobile stone campanile creaks to move against
the passing clouds

Unless the clouds are locked, which is
impossible,

Impossible, so much has been impossible, on the
way.

 

I wasn't at all sure about this,

We could have found another path, slower,
safer,

Despite, he set us gently at the bottom, he did
us right,

And for us it is Judas and Lucifer next.

 

But first, Antaeus pulled himself straight
again,

A ship escaping the billow, its mast
reviving

A simple toy that returns and returns,
self-righting.

 

Chapter 32. The Ninth Circle: Traitors. The Frozen Lake
of Cocytus. Caina, Antenora.

 

If I had words and could make plosives against
these boulders

To batter the dirt and cleanse, or make spirants
rasp,

Fricatives to drive from olives or orchard fruit
their juices,

Make my triolets turbocharged as to befit the
scene,

More fully my creation might arrive and
flow.

 

This is the fundament, this pit, this cess-hole,
everything built of pressure,

I lack - and haven't the confidence,

No light enterprise describing the universe's
hub,

When recently, I was announcing 'mummy' and
gaining simple praise,

I lack and I'm angry, despondent.

 

But, inspiration, this may be built
accurately,

Given the story of Amphion who played the lute
so expertly,

The stones themselves moved, by agency of the
nine Muses,

To build the walls of Thebes, which stood for
five hundred years.

At the rise and dip of the book, at the
penultimate,

Tell of the people here - and they were humans,
once -

There was a day when they owned this wonderful
gift.

Animals, at least, haven't a humanity to
betray,

Though better these had been kept at sheep or
goats,

Than permitted the divine offer.

 

We stumbled on, down in that ditch's
darkness,

Below the giants' feet, I was taking a last look
back,

When I heard a croaking voice:

 

—Watch where you're going - please -

Try not to step on our heads,

Our weary weary heads.

 

A lake, ice everlasting, not Siberia, not
Yukon,

Not Arctic nor Antarctic, vast, static,
complete,

Underfoot so frozen, all free water, which could
have flowed,

Secured, it seemed more glass.

Bulletproof, no creak of this ice from bomb and
cannon…

Drop a mountain on it, without effect.

The realm of Caïna - named for Cain, treacherous
to his brother Abel.

 

These will not go to Purgatorio,

With heads amphibian, torso legs trapped,

With heads reptilian, alligator, to fight to
maintain the air

Clatter in the their only strength,

Their teeth a-clatter like the bills of
storks.

So shades, ashen with cold, were grieving,

Trapped in ice up to their cheeks, some of
them,

Their faces downturned and grim informed as to
the cold,

Their mouths gave out the clown's dismay,
tattooed on,

Their eyes signalled the last testimony of their
woeful hearts.

 

I took in the scene for a time, then I looked
down

And saw two shades shackled to each other.

They fought conjoined Siamese, ram and butt,
chest to chest,

Conjoined, commingled, vice and clamp, screwed
coffin lid down together,

 

—Who are you?

 

They were broken out of themselves a moment,

By effort they raised their faces, their eyes,
till then moist only to the rims,

As soon as they wept, their tears froze them
together,

 

And one of the other shades, one who had lost
both ears to the cold,

Although he couldn't turn round to us,

Was speaking:

 

—Why reflect on us so long? Do you see yourself
at all?

If you would like to know who these two are,

The valley out of which Bisenzio flows

Belonged once to their father, Albert, and to
them.

Twins Napoleone and Alessandro

From a single womb they sprang, and though you
seek

Throughout Caïna, you will find no shade

More fit to be fixed in the ice.

 

Not Mordred - treasonous nephew of Arthur,

Who caused the last battle, and the barge to
Avalon,

Before he was felled by the mortally wounded
Arthur.

 

Nor Focaccia of Pistoia, who assassinated his
own cousin,

Nor the one whose head blocks my view and whose
name was Sassol Mascheroni.

If you are Tuscan you know well who he was.

And, after this, you'll coax no further words
from me,

 

I was Camiscion de' Pazzi, I was a traitor to my
relative, Ubertino.

And given foreknowledge, I'm waiting for
Carlino, another relative,

Who accepted a bribe to do the same to me.

 

The chilling last resort of treachery,

To be left alone, with none but fellow traitors
to interact with.

Here aren't the devils to prick,

No labours to carry out, nothing to run from
except themselves.

To think, examine their own souls for their
sins,

Think on it, a terrible anti-Nirvana to be
reached.

 

As we went on, I saw a thousand faces purple
with the cold,

A million heads, set up, so that I shudder still
- and always will -

It puts you off, I'll never walk on a frozen
ford,

A pond with skaters and in the mountains to the
north,

If it ever freezes, I turn away and find another
path.

 

Then, while we made our way toward the centre,
walking among the heads,

Where all things that have weight converge,

I was wondering how long I could go in this
everlasting chill,

 

By chance, or by direction of higher mind, or my
mind, wilfully,

Just the throw of the dice, I caught my foot
against one,

 

—Look where you're going! Why pick on me?'

 

Virgil didn't want to pause, but I had some
interest,

There's something I want to resolve, be sure
about here…

I'll be as quick as I can:

 

—And who are you, to tell me what to do?

 

—No, who are you to go through Antenora,

Without any care, trampling… ? Have some
reverence,

Were I alive, this would be an outrage.

 

—Well, I am alive, and if it's fame you
seek,

It might turn out to your advantage,

If I were to put your name among the others I
have noted.

 

His aggression went out - and with irony:

 

—No, no wish on my account,

I think the opposite would be better,

Just go, you'll not know what it's like
here…

 

I did something I didn't usually, interacted,
materially intervened.

Grabbed his hair and tried to yank his head back
for a little chat,

 

—What's your name, sinner?

 

—It's not going to make much difference to the
torture,

 

The torturer (I could become) could slowly rip
your hair out,

Until you're prepared to look me in the eye

That could be the plan for the next ten
minutes…

 

—Do what you like, I'm not going to tell you, or
let you see my face,

Whatever you do.

 

But then, betrayed from his left:

 

—What's the matter, Bocca?

Isn't it enough, your teeth constantly
chattering,

And now you have to scream as well?

 

This from one of his neighbours,

You can't really trust the traitors, can you,
Bocca degli Abati.

 

Yes, Bocca degli Abati, who fought with the
Guelf cause

At Montaperti in 1260, in the heat of
battle,

Crept through and cut off the hand of the Guelf
standard-bearer,

And the standard not visible above the pikes and
throng,

Disarray in the infantry, not knowing if their
prince was alive,

Defeat. A traitor and by a trick, I can talk to
him.

 

—Your neighbor has given you away

And now you don't have to say anything,

I can still bring news of Bocca degli Abati

And where he ended up.

 

He raged and spilled out all the names,

 

But you could also mention Buoso da Duera,

Him, when French Anjou marched against Napoli in
1265,

He was sent by Manfred to intercept them,

But instead, for a few golden crowns, allowed
them safe conduct,

You could say I saw Buoso da Duera where they
set sinners in ice-sheets

And I saw no gold.

 

You could say that also there was Tesauro dei
Beccherìa

The abbot who kept in contact with exiled
enemies of the state,

And you could say Gianni de' Soldanier was
there,

Who went the other way, deserted Ghibelline for
Guelf,

Yes, your own party, no better, make sure to
include that.

And Tebaldello who opened up Faenza to its
enemies while it slept.

And you could say Baron Ganelon, who betrayed
Roland to the Muslims,

All the Quislings, all the Seyss-Inquarts that
ever have been.

 

I left him to it. Moving further in,

I took note of another two souls also frozen
into single hole,

Their heads so close, suspicious, I looked
again…

 

The famished man bites into his sandwich,

The dominant had just set his teeth into the
other,

Just where the brain's stem meets the spinal
cord,

Bone of cranium crunched away, to reach the
inner meal,

Biting into the soft matter, the traitor chewed
it down,

 

Only one so bestial as Tydeus,

On the field he lay, successful in the war, but
wounded in skirmish and dying,

Reported to have called for and eaten the brain
of Melanippus, his enemy,

Only one like this could do it.

 

You show your anger against your victim, some
great wrong done,

Which I would like to hear about…

If we could broker an agreement,

I'd set out the legal terms, hereafter
following,

The party agrees to tell the story, first, of
himself, second of his associate,

Omitting no material fact, Nor preventing, by
his omission,

Any material conclusion from being drawn…

Can we do this?

If we could be lawyers in the land of
betrayers,

If we could find a fair agreement between
ourselves,

If I could do justice to this,

If I had the words.

 

Chapter 33. Count Ugolino and the Archbishop Ruggieri.
Ptolomaea: Traitors to their Friends.

 

Here lay a grim latency,

We could go on, but would have to listen
first,

And he would have to put himself through it
again.

 

He looked up from his portion,

He used the hair to wipe his mouth,

And with a jaw that creaked in the cold,

 

—You want all this again,

You want me to break my heart again?

Even with the thought of it…

If it sets the record straight,

If it sows the seeds of his downfall,

If it does something to tell the truth.

 

I don't know who you are, or how you got
here,

But seems to me you are from Florence.

I was once Count Ugolino, Ugolino della
Gherardesca of Pisa,

And this one, Archbishop Ruggieri. Yes, you know
our story,

In among the landscape of exiling, wars,
poisonings,

How we conspired together, to oust the rest of
my family from Pisa,

And I, as I would say it, trusted him, a trust
he betrayed

Just as soon as our plan was concluded,

He had further ideas,

Which led to my fall, my death, no need to
repeat, you know it,

To justify, absolve myself, no point, I accept
my evil.

 

All this, but then the whited sepulchre,

The hidden part, the part you will not know,

The circumstances, the cruelty of his
behavior,

 

They imprisoned me - not only me, my sons as
well,

In a cell at the top of the castle tower, the
Tower of Hunger,

Where others will yet be imprisoned.

 

The only light high above our cell floor, the
barest slit of opening,

I watched as moon followed moon, through the
nights,

And when I slept, I dreamed,

The veil torn away - forcibly, I was given my
future.

 

Given the dream of the Archbishop as Lord of the
hunting-party

Pursing a wolf and wolf cubs

On the mountain that hides Lucca from the sight
of Pisans.

Along with well-trained hounds, lean and
eager,

He had ranged in his front rank

Dukes Gualandi, Sismondi, and Lanfranchi.

 

Brief pursuit, wolf and cubs seemed to be
flagging,

And it seemed to me I saw the flesh torn from
their flanks by sharp incisors.

 

When I awoke before the dawn of day

I heard my children, in that prison with me,

already weakened and delirious, mumbled, asking
for food.

 

You are cruel indeed, if you remain untouched by
grief,

And if you weep not at this, what can make you
weep?

 

Now they were awake, and the hour drew near

at which they brought our meagre supplies every
week.

Light headed I heard the sounds - below - the
chiming of a hammer on iron,

Round the door, immured, nailing planks across
the door of the tower

I looked my children in the face, without a
word.

I was so turned to stone inside I did not even
weep.

 

But they were weeping, and my little Anselm
said:

You look so strange, father, what's wrong?

 

How tell your children that you, your
actions,

Have ensured their death? They were
innocent,

They should have been given the chance, even
banishment.

 

For a day and night I couldn't speak to them

What was there for me to say?

At next dawn and light, meant I had to see
them

Look at their faces,

 

Ghastly images. What would be?

One would die, and the others, would we prevent
ourselves

Would we be strong enough not to
cannibalise?

Kill the weakest and set to, ripping out flesh
still warm,

Or would one beg to be killed, to put from his
misery as the better alternative?

 

It was all I could do to show a calm front,

But I could say nothing to them, nothing to
say,

 

When we had gone as far as the fourth day

My Gaddo couldn't lift himself from the
floor,

Help me, help me, to a father who had betrayed
his children

Abject, betrayed, there, he died,

And even as you see me now,

I had to watch the other three die, one by
one,

On the fifth day and the sixth.

 

Already blind myself, for the next two days I
lay across their bodies,

I spoke to them, I tried to celebrate them,

Until the weakness overcame my mourning.

 

So, I'm hungry.

 

Having said this, fury in his eyes again,

He seized the tattered skull between his
teeth,

Crunched down on bone like a dog.

 

Pisa, the shame of all Tuscany, Ghibelline
stronghold of iniquity,

Since your neighbours are so slow to punish
you,

A giant might pick up the islands of Capraia and
Gorgona,

Drop them to dam up the Arno at its mouth

And drown you all, every soul head below
water.

Maybe even the river will move away from you

And trade will be finished, you will live in
stagnancy.

Even if Count Ugolino rightly bears the name of
traitor,

You still should not have put his children to
such torture.

That is something barbarous.

 

We went on:

To find a new sub-family of ice prisoners,

Instead of allowed to be downcast, their faces
wrenched upwards,

Weeping to prevent weeping, tears disallowing
tears,

Original tears had frozen from when ever
back,

Their orbits now filled with ice burning, solid,
turn inward to augment their anguish,

Truly filling up with tears, they were.

 

This third subdivision of Tolomea,

Named for the Ptolemy of Jericho, who
slaughtered his father-in-law and others at food,

Told in the Histories of the Maccabees,

Named for one of the Egyptian Ptolemy line,

Who reneged on his invitation to Pompey the
Great,

Guests arrived, guests given shelter, guests
right where they wanted them,

I cannot presume, assume,

 

Although the cold had made all feeling leave my
face,

As callous as the punished,

I could feel a breath of wind. From some point,
some gradient,

heat exchange or thermodynamic, some driving
force

In the place where motion has largely
ceased,

 

And I asked:

 

—How can there be a wind?

What is there that could provide motion?

 

He replied:

 

—We will arrive soon enough at the answer,

You'll see for yourself,

 

And one of the sinners,

 

—O souls, so hard of heart

You are assigned the lowest station,

Help me down here, just to give a moment's
ease,

Crack the ice from my eyes, so that I weep

And discharge the grief for a moment

Before they freeze again,

 

I, straight off, replied:

 

—If you want my help, do something for me, tell
your name,

Here's a thing, I swear it, if I don't help you
then,

My solemn word, I swear it,

May my reward be having to go the very bottom of
Hell.

 

The ice eyes looked at me. He spoke:

 

—I am Friar Alberigo of Faenza.

Given the long family feud, its my invitation of
Manfred and his sons,

As a goodwill gesture, or so it would appear to
them,

And the courses passed, the wine flowed,

Until I called for fruit to be brought out,
signal to my assassins,

And here is the fruit of my action.

 

Which is surprise, a fierce revelation,

 

—But you are not yet dead!

 

—You say that, but I have no knowledge of how
the body does,

The body I once called mine - not any more -

Whether it has in fact died or not, is of no
importance to me.

Commonly, for those sent to Tolomea,

The soul and the body are divided, sent their
separate ways.

 

A ghoul, a revenant.

 

—It can be sometimes long years, decades
even,

Between spiritual and corporeal death,

The soul dissected from the body, torn down to
Hell,

Long before the body fails and is put in the
earthly ground.

 

And the world has no way of noticing,

Immediately, the soul is replaced in the body by
a demon,

It takes control, until the time allotted has
run - that can't be adjusted.

 

But it is true! It is! Quite near me in the
prison,

A sinner whose body still walks the earth,

As you could confirm, if you've come down just
now.

He is Branca d'Oria.

Yes, a few years have passed since he was judged
and confined,

But I think he still lives above…

 

But you haven't shown me the proof, have
you,

Do I see any Branca d'Oria here now… ?

 

—Well, I do know that Branca d'Oria is not yet
dead,

He eats and drinks and sleeps and puts on
clothes,

But I think you're trying to deceive me,

And it would be in my interests, would it not -
in this place - to remain cynical…

 

—What can I say that might persuade you?

If you have travelled down, remember
Malebolge?

Above, there was a tar pit for the
barrators,

Their souls - because there was another who
helped him -

Their souls were here and suffering,

Before even the one they killed, Michel Zanche,
governor of Logudoro

Arrived at his own punishment in the tar.

That's the truth, it does happen, it does.

 

Our interview over and the traitor plaintive
still,

 

—If you could just clear the ice out of my
eyes

As you said…

 

I thought perhaps I couldn't.

I did say I was cynical.

A revenant I found, a human who just by his
actions

Wasn't even allowed to finish his life,

The shell walked on earth,

Even as the soul was tortured in deep iciest
Cocytus.

 

I could pour scorn on Genoa, Sardinia, Pisa,
Florence for their daily iniquities,

But I could ask why the whole of human society
is so imperfectly made,

So dead to morality that this is
undetectable,

Shouldn't it be obvious? That a demon,

Estranged from every virtue, crammed with every
vice,

Could control a politician, and the people, the
people,

Why have you not driven them from the earth?

 

Chapter 34. Judecca: Traitors to their Lords. Judas
Iscariot, Brutus, and Cassius. Lucifer.

 

Vexilla regis prodeunt Inferni

The banners of the King of Hell advance.

 

My master, my guide, said to me:

 

—Look straight in front of you. Keep going
forward.

 

Zero-point energies, at this closest approach to
absolute zero.

Thick mist blanking, or twilight in the other
hemisphere,

Through this, a distant windmill, with slow
rotation in the sails,

Some movement, I think I saw,

The Engine of Hell.

 

To avoid the wind, slow enough barely to drift a
feather, but coldest ever,

And to avoid the scene, I drew in close behind
Virgil.

Nowhere else to hide.

 

As for the sinners,

They were at the stage of total immersion,
baptism complete,

Shades like bubbles in glass, thatch of shocked
hair, sole of foot,

Bulging eyes, faces locked to toes, foetal,

Glimpses of these eggs, eggs at the end of their
existence,

The stillness,

Punished by never moving,

Punished by being imprisoned with only their
soul.

 

Collapse, destruction, ruin, no physical laws,
no means of calculus,

The magnetism of the Earth faint and obscure

To the feet, a pillowy spongy motion, a looping
pace to float

For a second or two, before finding

The ice again, nothing for the comprehension

To grip upon, the numbness of the senses,

Nothing given, monochrome, all scales of
grey.

 

We had to approach and as we approached -

He was leading the way as always -

He stepped aside, without a word,

And there it was, clearly now, the final
obstacle.

 

—Look at Dis! And see the infernal place.

We need courage for the last part.

 

Ice on black lips cracked, joints broken,

Suspended somewhere between the two
countries,

Ebbed of tenuous life and not fully flowed with
solid death,

The Emperor rose from the ice below his
breast,

And I would be closer to a giant,

Than a giant in measurement against the arm of
the Emperor,

But this is only part of it, the rest is hidden,
I kept on thinking.

 

And if Lucifer the beautiful, the
Light-Bringer,

Sammael the magnificent,

Was as handsome-made then as he is hideous
now,

Before he raised rebellion and treachery against
his creator,

Here is the reason for every sorrow.

 

Three aspects to the head,

Three proportions, or properties, as it were,
three faces,

How to describe this, at once so real, so
forbidding,

And yet so vague,

As if, the gigantic size only as symbol,

A proposal made by the Universe, its workings,
its principles,

That humans could have a sense of

But, so fundamental, they could never
comprehend,

 

Three mouths, the first, in front, was red,

Another two, each joined above the midpoint of
each shoulder,

All the three united at the crest.

The one on the right was pale yellow, the left
one black.

 

Beneath each face two mighty wings emerged,

That could slash the hanging air to typhoon in
an eye blink,

But the atmosphere is heavy and still,

This is the place of Satan,

This is the city, in its engine.

 

I never saw such massive sails at sea;

They were featherless and fashioned like a bat's
wings.

When he flapped them, he sent three separate
winds to refrigerate Cocytus,

The steady beat.

Out of six eyes he wept,

Six cheeks, three chins, dripped tears and
blood-red saliva.

 

Look closer, force yourself.

Canines puncturing, molars grinding,

The atoms being torn and remade,

In the each of the mouths he chewed on a
sinner,

Tormenting three at once.

 

At the two sides, the two who betrayed
Caesar,

Black is Brutus - he writhes and utters not a
word,

The other is Gaius Cassius Loginus,

A thousand years of punishment, and never to
end.

 

For the one in front, the claws,

His back a scarlet quagmire of raw flesh, not a
shred of skin.

 

—That soul who bears the greatest
punishment,

With his head inside forever and only his legs
showing,

Red is Judas Iscariot.

 

We've seen it all - time for us to go.

At his request, I again clasped him round the
neck.

Waiting on the steady beat of the wings, to give
opportunity, assessing,

When the wings had opened wide enough,

The greatest bravery, Virgil jumped onto
Satan,

Actually leapt, fighting for a handhold,

We'd would never have made it, if we still had
weight,

But he clung on.

 

Then, from hank to hank, he began to climb
down,

Between the thick pelt and the crusted ice,

As if on a ladder, rung to rung, finding grip
where he could.

 

When we had reached the broad part of the
hips,

Virgil caught his breath, then swivelled,

Hauled himself round, me in papoose,

Making it harder for him, but he battled
onwards.

Now, not descending a ladder, now as if climbing
upwards,

I thought we were heading back to Hell.

 

—Hold on tight, it's the only way for us to get
down.

And we have to get clear of the evil.

 

Said Virgil, exhausted,

 

Then out through an opening in the icy rock he
went,

Setting me down upon its edge, to get himself
through,

But still trying to drag me on, through the
laboured breathing,

 

—We must keep going…

 

I raised my eyes,

Thinking I would see Lucifer the same as I had
left him,

I suppose. But saw something else… what… ?

The body of Devil was downwards.

Fatigued, confused, disoriented, lost,

 

—There's something here not quite right.

 

Virgil just replied:

 

—One more effort, hold on.

 

—Where has the ice gone?

Why is Lucifer upside down?

And how is it suddenly morning when it was
evening?

 

Then, as the foetus turns to engage,

 

In the middle of the panic, I began to
understand.

The whole of the road reorganised,

Where once was an up is now a down,

West is now East and vice-versa,

As if matter to antimatter, vice-versa,

As if all the yins and yangs reversed,

We hadn't changed direction, still the same
road, but our journey had changed,

Therefore us.

 

—We've come through,

Even if your senses are still acclimatized to
Judecca,

All has changed.

Satan is the fixed point,

When I turned round, we were passing the centre
of gravity.

Now we travel up again,

You've passed through the centre of hell, you're
through.

 

Think of a hemisphere opposite the sky,

With Jerusalem, the Holy City, aligned with its
apex.

At the same time,

It is morning here, while it is evening back
there in Judecca.

 

Where we are now, he fell from above us,

When he was defeated, in full retreat from the
angelic brigades,

Nine days down from Heaven,

The detonation as he struck immense

And the impact forced the oceans and land into
our hemisphere.

 

Ready to begin again,

Not resting yet, we climbed up,

As far as one can get from Beelzebub.

Reaching, in the remotest corner of this
cavern,

A pipe, a crack, slimmest aperture, cramped and
hard going,

Rough underfoot and lacking light.

Feeling the walls blindly, we moved forward,

Guided by the sound of a small stream.

This was the channel it had cut into the
rock.

 

And then

We found the exit or entrance,

To see, far off through the round opening,

An intimation of our new journey;

Seeing again the stars and their light.
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