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            1 This bearer of light is the work of virtue – with its shine it preaches the doctrine, so that man shall not be darkened by vice.
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            We are therefore to recognize that the life of darkness is only a fainting poison, like a dying source; and yet there is no dying there. For the light-world stands opposed to the mirror of darkness, whereby the darkness is eternally in terror…

             

            Jacob Boehme
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            PREFACE

         

         B is my second book of poetry and in many ways a true sequel or companion volume to my first – whose Dantesque opening poem was, in fact, written well before I encountered Dante. I began work on his arcane masterpiece one autumn morning not long after my fortieth birthday, nel mezzo del cammin, and ended up devoting the next few years of my life to it… eight initial months on each cantica, working seven days a week in the silent hours before dawn, and at least as long again on numerous redrafts. Having never read the Commedia in any of its English incarnations, the long labour was – line by line by line – also a voyage of discovery, albeit accompanied by a constant sense of prescience that was both encouraging and uncanny.

         It should be made clear at the outset that I make no claims to strict fidelity. This is, rather, an interpretation and portrayal of the Commedia in the form of another poem, a subsidiary song, echo or counterfeit though it may be. In the manner of the poet-translators of the sixteenth, seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the maestros, it is at least partly aimed at those who know the original – a variation, one might say, on a familiar theme – and hence full of conscious expansions, explications, compressions and distortions. Whilst of course attentive to the original, in the end my loyalty was to the integrity and vigour of this love-child, these forged notes, this verbal cathedral, my impossible task.

         What, though, of the title? It is a cipher implying that which precedes it, the white peak of Dante’s immutable cry. It is Brunetto and Bernard, Babel and Bethlehem, Bonaventure and Boethius. It is Boniface, the archetypal unscrupulous pope, and it is the deathless emperor Barbarossa. It is birth, beauty, burial, breath, burden, betrayal, the lie of blasphemy and the truth of benediction, the memory that is blood and the labyrinth of the brain. It is beloved, 2balance, brutal, beyond; it is the bee, symbol of divine eloquence and the risen soul, and also the simplest yet most sublime command of all: Be! It is Dante’s mother Bella, who died when he was young, and the bell that calls the sleeping mind to God. It is the unrelieved darkness of a B movie and the hidden treasure of a B-side. It is the Bethel stone on which Jacob’s head lay when he saw a ladder linking earth and heaven, and also the very letter with which the Hebrew Torah begins. And behind all of this, at the bedrock of our languages, it is the Phoenician sign for house (“peace be within thy walls, and prosperity within thy palaces”).

         Last and perhaps most importantly, I should say that I regard the Commedia as something more than a mere work of literature in the profane current sense. The four levels of meaning1 are all of course essential, yet it is the last and properly metaphysical one by which the other three are crowned and in which they have their justification – that higher perspective, common to all authentic traditions but alien to modern thought, that can conceive of a soul being “made holy and free” and see this supreme victory intimated in a symbolic narrative. Like any prophetic book, moreover, the Commedia’s praises, doctrine and denunciations have a truth and application that are perennial.

         
            1 These are, insofar as they pertain to the poem: the literal (a journey through the three realms of the dead), the allegorical (a study of the various conditions of living souls – hell, purgatory and heaven understood not as places the other side of death but as states of egoistic delusion, ascetic striving and illumined awareness), the moral (a demonstration of the workings of divine justice, more fashionably known as karma), and the anagogical (the inner depths and heights that must be traversed by one who would regain man’s primordial innocence and, beyond that, direct knowledge of God, the stages of awakening mapped onto the Ptolemaic model of the cosmos).

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A BRIEF NOTE ON FORM

         

         Rather than ape the Commedia’s outward form, I have aimed to create a living equivalent different from but parallel to the highly structured and numerologically-minded original.2 Each of B’s nine hundred stanzas is a roughly 12 by 12 block, the ground plan of the Book of Revelation’s radiant, “foursquare” city; line-lengths vary but no stanza falls short of or exceeds 144 syllables, this number evoking both the 144,000 who “sung as it were a new song” and the hours in the six days of Creation (and thus the end and the beginning of sacred time). With the addition of the single hanging line with which each canto opens and closes, this gives a total of 11,000 lines for the whole poem – transposing, in a sense, Dante’s hendecasyllable onto the vertical plane.

         
            2 “In what follows,” writes René Guénon towards the beginning of his brief study The Esoterism of Dante, “we shall see clearly enough what fundamental importance the symbolism of numbers assumes in Dante’s work; and even if this symbolism is not uniquely Pythagorean and reappears in other doctrines for the simple reason that truth is one, it is no less permissible to think that from Pythagoras to Virgil, and from Virgil to Dante, the ‘chain of the tradition’ was… unbroken on Italian soil.”
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            BLAZE

         

         
            And ill slant eyes interpret the straight sun,

But in their scope its white is wried to black.

             

            Swinburne, At Eleusis
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               1.

            

            
               
                  In the midst of the stroll of this life that some call good

               

               
                  I came to my senses in a corpse-hued wood,

                  having strayed from or abandoned the righteous way.

                  Ah, that wood! Such rampant death as but to say

                  its grim and grinning names will summon back a fear

                  which made annihilation seem a mere idea,

                  and yet I need to treat of the dark before light.

                  There was little hope – I’d been so immersed in night

                  when my path was lost – of retracing with wide eyes

                  steps forced in sleep; I crept on; the ground began to rise,

                  and glancing up I saw the benevolent rays

                  of that planet which leads men through the deepest maze

                  minds can build, the glow the hillside wore like a cloak.

               

               
                  As a castaway whose very bones the seas soak

                  and then spit, his breath spent, upon a jagged shore

                  turns round and looks long at the grey and shifting moor

                  where he has roamed, so now my navigator’s soul

                  gazed at that paralysing valley’s tree-choked bowl,

                  the forest no flesh ever got out of alive;

                  I sat and rested there that my strength might revive,

                  then continued – firm foot hindmost – up the bare slope

                  until my circumspect tread encountered the lope

                  of a rosetted leopardess barring ascent,

                  her sleek face in my face whichever way I went.

                  It was dawn, when half-light and starlight are conjoined –

               

               
                  as they were at the holy time when Love first coined

                  the gold whose spinning holds us still – and it was spring,

                  and hour and season augured well of the leaping

                  of that printed beast. Next there came at me a lion,

                  his wild and oak-wide mane like some nightmare vision

                  but with undreamt fangs the air itself tried to flee,

                  and then a bitch wolf whose immense vacuity

                  declared a thirst for sweet meat no feast could sate.

                  At the sight of this final creature, such a weight

                  of ineffable dread oppressed me that my climb

                  felt hopeless; and, much as one who rides the time

                  dupes call boom then loses all in the scheduled bust8

               

               
                  will sit and wring his thoughts in the city’s cold dust,

                  the relentless approach of that hungering heart

                  pushed me back to the place where the sun’s song falls quiet.

                  Down I sped, bounding at first then eager to slow,

                  my streaming eyes glimpsing a man amongst the low

                  shrubs and shattered rock of the arid wilderness.

                  I instantly shout out of terror’s recklessness,

                  the blank despair that makes you pluck at ghostly sleeves:

                  “Man or spirit, have pity… help me, please!” Dry leaves

                  are thunderous when they delicately collide

                  compared to the rustle of the voice that replied.

                  “I am no living man,” it breathed, “but one who lived,

               

               
                  and your live glance reanimates what of me has survived.

                  My parents were Lombards, their country Mantua,

                  and I was young on the day of Caesar’s slaughter

                  and then a dweller in the Augustan city

                  when false gods flaunted their stone mendacity;

                  yet above all else a poet, and I spoke

                  of him who saved his father from the raucous smoke

                  of infiltrated Troy. Though why such stumbling haste,

                  such readiness to swap this spiritless waste

                  for the hill where every joy embarks and returns?”

                  I answered like some star-struck girl whose soft face burns:

                  “Are you really Virgil – the great Virgil – the source

               

               
                  of those works that branch like a mighty watercourse,

                  the illuminated one in a crowd of apes,

                  writer and director of the lighted landscapes

                  I have explored with equal diligence and love?

                  All that I know of how a flowing style can move

                  is derived from you, maestro… my soul’s author, too.

                  But quick, the thing I ran from you see above you –

                  protect me from her, vates, show me this mercy

                  for my green veins tremble like a shaken tree.”

                  “What you need is to take a different tack,” he said,

                  considering my tears. “The predator you fled

                  will so exactly match your slightest feint and dart9

               

               
                  that exhaustion kills you, she hinders with such art.

                  You won’t leave this barbarous place in that direction,

                  her nature being one of pure destruction

                  impelled by a vast, ever-willing appetite

                  which appears not to lessen but grow with each bite.

                  Her emptiness seeks fulfilment in other ways:

                  the rutting nights are as loud as her gorging days,

                  and on and on this will go until the greyhound’s

                  dawn makes her end in abject screams. He’ll heal the wounds

                  of which Italy’s heroes and heroines die,

                  and nymph-born Turnus of the folk whose sombre eye

                  burned within the forests before Aeneas came –

               

               
                  this dog that doesn’t feed on lands or wealth or fame

                  but on true wisdom, love and virtue’s excellence –

                  and he’ll pursue her through the cities’ violence

                  until she goes to ground in that unenlightened fire

                  her rancour took her from. Enough. You desire

                  my assistance and I’ll give it, if you agree

                  to step into the house of dark eternity;

                  there you shall witness the disconsolate screeching

                  of ancient spirits crazed by remorse, jabbering

                  of the agony of the death that doesn’t end;

                  and you will, perhaps, even come to comprehend

                  those who find a kind of contentment in the blaze,

               

               
                  thoughts set on one day being capable of bliss.

                  And, later, if you wish to taste that place or state” –

                  I see him still, a timeless second, hesitate –

                  “there’s one more qualified to be your guide than me…

                  I must leave you with her then, and she shall be

                  with you. I’d not endure that clear metropolis,

                  where everything is living law and His throne is

                  each atom of elected flesh.” “So let us go,”

                  I said. “In the name of the God you claim not to know,

                  take me from this spot which an absence devastates.

                  Take me as far as Saint Peter’s twelve pearl-carved gates,

                  but before that reveal to me what the dead do.”

               

               
                  He began to walk downhill, and I went too.
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               2.

            

            
               
                  It was dusk, when the dark earth stains the blueing air

               

               
                  and soothes bird in tall tree and beast in silent lair;

                  I alone amidst all that hush of soil and leaf

                  prepared for the war of the way and the way’s great grief,

                  of which an undistracted heart may speak or sing.

                  
            Ingenious muse, native wit, help me to bring
          

                  
            forth what my sight’s laser burned into my mind
          

                  
            or that which that same sight projected on the wind…
          

                  
            your blood is of the highest descent, so show it.
          

                  “You who are now my guide,” I then commenced, “poet,

                  be sure I’m strong enough before the depths begin;

                  you wrote of when devout Aeneas swanned right in

                  to the immortal realm still in his sensing skin,

               

               
                  and that the giant adversary of all sin

                  took good account of who and what he truly was –

                  this clearly, to one of understanding, because

                  those who live within the bright pyre that does not burn

                  had chosen him to sire the empire that in turn

                  would shelter the visionary key – and of how,

                  on that journey, his listening eyes came to know

                  secrets that give us victory. I’ve also read

                  how Paul rode the sunset to reach the penned undead,

                  putting what he saw in a book laid down like wine;

                  but me, I’m no Chosen Vessel or half-divine,

                  no confirmer of the faith and the ways that save,

               

               
                  so why should I presume to go there, and by whose leave?

                  I count myself as nothing. Others think likewise,

                  and to commit my days to those buried skies

                  would, I fear, be madness and cause of madness too.

                  Yet you know more than all this talk… what should I do?”

                  Thus did I, on the world’s gloom-overtaken shore,

                  cunningly unwill what I had willed before

                  and withdrew from a beginning back into my ideas.

                  “I hear the speech,” that crag-high mind replied, “of fears

                  which infest your soul and not your soul itself.

                  The sheep that imagines a shadow is a wolf

                  is bitten nonetheless. I can, however, free11

               

               
                  you from these hollow-bellied thoughts. Now you hear me,

                  and learn the reason I am here and what I know

                  of your life that grieves my heart. I was in Limbo,

                  where souls float on a crow-black ocean’s foaming hem,

                  when the fairest face out of heaven’s diadem

                  called to me with such a call as makes a man kneel.

                  Then she spoke, her enunciation like the peal

                  which draws to worship, her eyes’ shine like dawn’s sole star:

                  ‘O courteous spirit, whose utterances are

                  mellifluous and lasting as the spoken world,

                  a friend of mine – though not of fate’s – is on that wild

                  and empty coast where the path is blocked by terror,

               

               
                  and I dread that what I saw in bliss’s mirror

                  I saw too late for me to light his way. So, quick,

                  go to him with your voice’s disciplined magic

                  and all that is needed for his deliverance –

                  and know I am Beatrice, citizen of the dance

                  to which even now I hunger to go back to.

                  It is my love that moves me. Love made me speak to you’.

                  A silent space, like the mind of a cyclone,

                  preceded my reply. ‘Lady, through whom alone

                  men can pierce that low heaven thick with cries of fear

                  contained by the rotation of the moon’s close sphere,

                  to obey your least wish is such a pressing thing

               

               
                  that was it already done I’d still be lagging.

                  But how come you don’t recoil from this dense centre,

                  fresh from that boundlessness you long to reenter?’

                  ‘As you sincerely wish to understand,’ she said,

                  ‘I will tell you why it is I’m not affected

                  by such air. We can only fear what does us harm,

                  and God has so attuned me that the shrill alarm

                  of flotsam souls – this cold flame where they cannot drown –

                  seems barely there. Another, understand, looks down

                  with pity for that one with horror-shackled feet

                  who is, in his confusion, little more than meat,

                  herself seeking out the sweet saint of lucid eyes12

               

               
                  who found me where I sat beside Rachel. Beatrice,

                  Lucia said, God’s loveliest praise, can’t you hear

                  
            his howling brain? Can you not see how fir-shagged fear
          

                  
            stalks him by a stream the sea’s shimmer cannot claim?
          

                  
            Why don’t you hasten to the one who shone your name,
          

                  
            whose love for you was such he chose to walk alone?
          

                  Her last words were hanging as I dropped like a stone,

                  descending from that unimaginable height

                  to find you here… to seek your speech’. Those eyes were bright

                  with tears. What could I do but move as fast as her,

                  plucking you from the horizon of the monster

                  tasked to stop your scurry to the radiant peak?

               

               
                  Yet why are you so dull, so silent? Speak, child, speak!

                  Why does cowardice squat in the mansion of your heart?

                  You should be bold – a free man, noble and apart –

                  and all the more so given that a triple grace

                  favours you from heaven’s court.” As the dawn’s clear gaze

                  unclenches the tall mimosa’s fern-frail hands

                  night had closed, now I was like a cripple who stands

                  and marvels at powers that he had long thought lost.

                  “Wondrous the one who pitied my staggering ghost!

                  And you too, whose response to her mouth’s true music

                  brought words which have recomposed a soul that was sick…

                  one will unites us. Go. I follow.” Off he strode,

               

               
                  and thus began my sounding of the savage road.
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               3.

            

            
               
                  As if inked with night itself, these lines flared above me:

               

               
                  I AM THE WAY TO THE EVER-WAILING CITY

                  BEYOND THIS POINT BITES SORROW’S NEVER-MELTED FROST

                  WHERE LIES THE KINGDOM OF A PEOPLE WHO ARE LOST

                  MY MIGHTY MAKER MOVES TO THE DRUM OF JUSTICE

                  TRANSCENDENT POWER FASHIONS ME WITH THAT WHICH IS

                  ALL-WISE AND THE DEEP LOVE ALIGNED WITH ORIGIN

                  I RAGE IN MY ICE BEFORE THE AGES BEGIN

                  AN ENDLESSNESS NONE CAN ESCAPE OR UNCREATE

                  DISCARD YOUR WRETCHED DREAMS AND YOUR HOPE AT THIS GATE

                  “The dismal glow,” I said, “of these words fosters doubt.”

                  “From now on,” he replied, adept, “you go without

                  imaginings and fears or you don’t go at all –

               

               
                  we have come to the house of grief, of those whose fall

                  is consequent on hearts that cannot understand.”

                  His features strangely joyous, he grasped my hand

                  and led me in among the secrets of the dark.

                  Perfect blackness. Fetid air. A lone bark

                  starring the deep, a bark that as I listened became

                  an almost human voice shouting an almost human name

                  and then a thousand voices raised yet not together:

                  rantings, bayings, thick gibbers, the evil blether

                  of dialects no living man has ever heard,

                  and mingled there the sound of flesh hitting flesh hard.

                  What could I do upon that threshold but weep,

               

               
                  sensing a billion souls fly as black snowflakes sweep

                  when death’s blizzard breathes? “Maestro,” I asked, my soft hair

                  bristling like a dog’s, “what’s this horror that I hear?

                  Who are these people pain appears to overwhelm?”

                  “The inhabitants of this melodious realm

                  are those who, when alive, blew neither cold nor hot;

                  amongst them are the tepid angels that were not

                  majestic either in devotion or revolt,

                  the merely self-involved whose unambitious guilt

                  would have nonetheless contaminated bliss…

                  yet there’s no place either for them in the abyss,

                  where their meagre radiance would cast a dazzling light.”14

               

               
                  “This anguish that they retch out feels infinite,

                  but why?” “I’ll tell you,” he replied, “and make it brief.

                  Such music has no end. Oblivion’s relief

                  denied them, their blind existence swells vast envy

                  of what they conceive others’ lives or deaths to be.

                  Their very names are lost like some trumpeted book

                  the quick world eats; mercy and justice shun them, so look

                  and let us pass on by centred in our silence.”

                  I turned round and saw, madly flapping, two immense

                  banners branded all their length with letter and sign,

                  the arabesque and stillness-scorning flick and twine

                  chased by a mob whose sheer extension stunned the eye

               

               
                  (I never dreamed the collateral was so high).

                  In this great shadow-play were faces that I knew,

                  and among them the drawn features of the one who

                  shied in his timidity from his sacred task;

                  I realised then, with the clearness which does not ask

                  but sees, how these are the lily-livered all despise:

                  as loathsome in the night’s as in daylight’s eyes.

                  So protective of their lives that they never lived,

                  their pale nakedness now endured the unrelieved

                  kisses and light footwork of flies and white hornets;

                  tears and blood trickled down in branching rivulets,

                  slicking leeches fastened on their legs like gross stones.

               

               
                  Peering into the distance, I spoke. “And those ones,

                  who seem from what I seem to see through this dim air

                  as if eager to be over the slow flood where

                  they gather… what custom grips them?” “All will be clear,”

                  he said, “when we reach the edge of that sad river.”

                  Eyes downcast like a scolded hound’s, I gabbed no more

                  until our feet sank in Acheron’s reed-blurred shore

                  and there suddenly loomed from the marvellous dark –

                  the shock of his antic hair like the starry mark

                  on a horse’s brow – a squalid troll who droned this:

                  “You twisted souls who’ll never know what heaven is,

                  I come to transplant your cries to the other side15

               

               
                  where flame’s deepest layer is ice, where total shade

                  glares. And you – one life yet lights, a trespasser here –

                  keep away from the dead. This is their frontier.”

                  But when he saw that I would not be driven off,

                  he spoke again. “Take instead some deft-built skiff

                  and sail another route. Depart a different port.”

                  “Easy, Charon… this has been willed,” replied my escort,

                  “where love and strength and wisdom join. No more commands.”

                  At that – reluctant, though like one who understands,

                  reddish flickers circling the twin void of his stare –

                  the forest-bearded pilot of the bruise-blue mere

                  was quiet, while around us those bared and brutal souls

               

               
                  flashed teeth and rainbow hues like Amazonian shoals.

                  As if stung awake by Charon’s tongue, each cursed

                  its parents and God, humankind itself, the first

                  time the first man and woman kissed, the nameless sperm

                  that sparked the growing crisis of its mother’s term –

                  and then, moving as a herd of protestors moves,

                  they swept back to the foul shore where, with sobs and shoves,

                  they awaited what awaits those who have no awe.

                  He beckoned to them then, ember-eyed, his bone oar

                  punishing stragglers with precise violence;

                  and as, in November, summer’s tattered raiments

                  fall leaf by leaf by leaf until the bare tree sees

               

               
                  its gaudy riches constellate the earth, so these

                  wicked seeds of Adam leapt seawards one by one,

                  each doomed as a panicked bird rising to a gun.

                  “Before they’ve even half-crossed,” the maestro said, “new

                  crowds of refugees will be gathered here, all who

                  struggle out of bodies His wrath incinerates;

                  holy law so drives them that things a sound man hates

                  or fears – crossings such as this, say – are hungered for.

                  This way is never taken by souls that are pure,

                  hence Charon’s snarls.” Suddenly, that benighted plain

                  juddered as if shocked (at these words I sweat again);

                  the ground which oozes tears roared wind, a red light blazed

               

               
                  and I knew no more like one dreams have amazed.
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               4.

            

            
               
                  The grave reverberation of sky-wide thunder

               

               
                  rolled through my brain, and I stared with the bleak wonder

                  of a baby ripped from sleep. Standing upright,

                  I shone the beam of my invigorated sight

                  in order to see where I had awoken –

                  and praise God I did, considering the broken

                  brink of a colossal gulf was at my very toes,

                  echoing and booming with electrical sorrows

                  and so dark and cloud-trailed that vision itself might drown.

                  “Now we start,” said the poet, ghost-white, “our climb down

                  into blindness. I will lead. Follow closely.”

                  “How,” I said, noticing his colour, “can I be

                  other than in doubt when my comforter’s afraid?”

               

               
                  “The suffering,” he replied, “of that low brigade

                  drains my features with pity you misread as fear.

                  But come, our great work calls us… we can’t linger here.”

                  He walked on then, and we entered the first circle

                  ringing the abyss. There, the air a ceaseless tremble

                  of mournful whisperings too faint to be laments,

                  were multitudes of men and women and infants

                  keening softly. “Why don’t you ask,” the maestro said,

                  “what spirits you see? Know before we press ahead

                  that those are not sinners but the unbaptised,

                  strangers to the mystic bath where faith’s alchemised;

                  unillumined by the true and bodily light –

               

               
                  and such includes me – the dimness of their veiled sight

                  inhibits higher love. Only through these failings

                  are we lost, not guilt. No hope but infinite yearnings.”

                  A sorrow clenched my heart when I was told this,

                  for many good souls endure the grey suburbs of bliss.

                  “Tell me,” I said, “dear maestro. Tell me, O signor,”

                  (desirous of that certain faith where love is law)

                  “if – through his actions or another’s – anyone

                  ever left these vague purlieus and climbed to the sun?”

                  “When I was yet new to this state,” he replied,

                  alert to such phrases that disclose as they hide,

                  “there was a being came down here crowned with a sign17

               

               
                  of victory – a mighty being, leonine –

                  and took from us the shadow of our first father,

                  and Abel, and that old scanner of sea-weather,

                  and Moses who hid and watched the light’s dwindling back,

                  and Abraham and David (God’s own Bacharach),

                  and angel-pinning Jacob with his tribe of twelve

                  and the lovely-limbed and duplicitous Rachel –

                  all these and many more he raised to bliss’s court,

                  an unprecedented act.” As I was thus taught,

                  we were not idle but proceeding onward through

                  thickets of ghosts dense as earth’s primal forests grew;

                  and not too far away from the cliff where I woke

               

               
                  I now saw a ball of flame, a luminous yolk

                  hemisphered in a blackness it seemed to repel,

                  which despite being some distance off I could tell

                  was the home of souls of surpassing nobleness.

                  “You,” I said, “who value the sacred sciences,

                  tell me who these are whose merit sets them apart.”

                  “The names of these men,” he answered, “whose virile art

                  resounds through the house of life and shall never die,

                  draw down grace and mercy from the inspiring sky.”

                  As he finished talking, I heard somebody call:

                  “Praises to the seer who stands above us all,

                  returning as stealthily as he slipped away!”

               

               
                  In the silence which succeeded that sweet voice, they

                  approached – four shadows each as stately as a tree,

                  expressions poised between the poles of grief and glee –

                  and my guide spoke. “The one in whose hand shines a sword

                  is the foremost of these unfolders of the Word,

                  the sovereign poet Homer; next comes Horace,

                  then Ovid who portrays love’s metamorphosis

                  and chaos-timbred Lucan last. We share the name

                  they called me by, that vision which gives poets fame.”

                  And so I saw the fluent school unite once more,

                  gathering round the ocean king whose cantos soar

                  deeper than minnowed shores could ever guess or dream.18

               

               
                  They conversed with strange sounds then beckoned me to them –

                  the maestro’s face bright with kindness – and honoured me

                  by anointing me sixth of their sage company,

                  which moved in unison towards the radiance

                  whilst singing things that reduce these words to silence.

                  We soon arrived at a fabulous castle’s base,

                  encircled by a river our harmonic pace

                  crossed as if on grass, and went through seven portals

                  in seven curved walls to fields in which immortals

                  die their lives. Eyes possessed by a solemn slowness,

                  the figures that I saw moved little and spoke less

                  and when they did their tones were quiet and debonair;

               

               
                  withdrawing to a tall space, a star-glazed niche where

                  all those set in emerald could be distinctly seen

                  as they walked or appeared to walk the perfect green,

                  we viewed such fine elaborations of His breath

                  as merely to have witnessed counteracts my death…

                  I saw Electra in a cloud of companions,

                  of whom I knew Hector of the nine brave ones

                  and Aeneas and Caesar with his falcon’s gaze;

                  Camilla was there, she so quick her feet just graze

                  the trembling wheat-tips as she hums across a field,

                  and the Amazon queen forthright Achilles killed

                  then found he loved; and there sat that primeval king,

               

               
                  and his daughter Lavinia whose hair’s flaming

                  predicted war; there was Brutus who kissed the earth

                  his grave mother, initiating free Rome’s birth,

                  and Lucretia and Julia and Cornelia –

                  and, brooding alone in a honeycombed corner,

                  I recognised the warrior Salah ad-Din.

                  Then, lifting my eyes above this world-crazed scene,

                  I saw the great master of those who know and are

                  surrounded by his kindred like rays of a star:

                  Socrates and Plato the closest to the light,

                  then Democritus who considered that midnight

                  is where truth gleams; Zeno next and god-hemmed Thales,19

               

               
                  Diogenes – Anaxagoras – Empedocles,

                  and oblique Heraclitus who declared the All

                  was a child at play with a coloured ball;

                  Dioscorides was there, the wise herbalist,

                  and Orpheus who made the cold stones immodest

                  and Linus who taught those unearthly melodies;

                  I saw soul-cleansing Galen and Hippocrates,

                  and Cicero and Euclid and stern Seneca –

                  sky-versed Ptolemy – Averroes – Avicenna –

                  and much which this brief commentary can’t express,

                  compelled as I am by my dark theme’s lengthiness.

                  We were two once more. A door opened on a night

               

               
                  that seemed to shiver, not the faintest star in sight.
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                  And so I stepped down from the outermost ring

               

               
                  into a second and smaller one, tightening

                  by a notch the belt that ratchets up the nightmare.

                  Here stood Minos, gave a warning growl, his coarse hair

                  rising like the vile hackles of a rabid dog;

                  he is this inverted court’s examining god,

                  pondering the secret crimes of the arrivals

                  and passing sentence with the coils of his scales.

                  When each skull-whelped soul appears before him, I mean,

                  all that it is and all that it has done is seen

                  by the priestly eyes of a connoisseur of error,

                  after which he declares to what grade of terror

                  it has been assigned by how many times his slim

               

               
                  lizard-bright tail girds him. These antiseraphim

                  jostle there always, sliding forward one by one

                  to show themselves and hear judgement and be thrown down.

                  “You who dare approach this stricken inn,” Minos cried,

                  turning from the role whereby he was justified,

                  “be careful what you enter… who you choose to trust.

                  Do not be deceived by the fact the foyer’s vast.”

                  “Your snarls as well? Just step,” my guide said, “off the path

                  decreed where will and fate are one. And save your breath.”

                  Now I began to hear the signs of untold pain,

                  now there started pressing at the gates of my brain

                  grey hordes of lamentations mouthing that we’d come

               

               
                  to a land where the articulate light is dumb –

                  the house in which a cyclone’s self-divided force

                  is close contained – a room that sees all hell’s remorse

                  break loose – an ice-cold atom where a tempest

                  whirls dead souls inside a vortex that will not rest

                  but torments them like a rapist who mocks as he plays,

                  such being this breeze which brawls as if to raze

                  the mind itself. When they stand before the ruinous

                  blast nothing can withstand, their shrieks are piteous

                  and drenched with hate for the One whose merest breath it is:

                  this is the condition of those whose lust urges

                  love to capitulate to a taste for skin.21

               

               
                  As a blue flight of birds on glassy porcelain

                  is tousled and torn at by an eternal wind,

                  they hurtled with the frozen haste in which they’d sinned –

                  here, there and everywhere, and everywhere nowhere

                  but the same zone of unassailable despair,

                  then suddenly resembling when some veered our way

                  a line of cranes booming their strange, archaic lay

                  as they ride the turbulence of the upper air.

                  “Who are they, maestro,” I asked, gripped with sudden fear,

                  “these souls the darkness beats as if to stun them clean?”

                  “The front one, breasting the gloom,” he replied, “was queen

                  of multicultural Babylon, slum of tongues,

               

               
                  the empress of videoed flesh and preteen thongs

                  and the brave new and old world where deviance is law…

                  her name’s Semiramis, the perennial whore.

                  Next is Dido, whose singing face the flames possessed

                  (death invades me, its music is a welcome guest),

                  and then rampant Cleopatra – and now see there

                  Helen who revolved whole zodiacs of warfare,

                  then Achilles whose last adversary was love

                  triumphant.” And thousands more as they wheeled above

                  were pointed out, all them that romance despatched,

                  and, as I heard the great roll-call and as I watched

                  the cawing of those once-tender knights and beauties,

               

               
                  pity seized me. “Poet,” I murmured, “who are these

                  two who are gliding with fingers intertwined

                  and seem to move as light would move upon the black wind?”

                  “You’ll see with your own eyes as they approach,” he said,

                  “and then just say the famous word by which they’re led

                  and down they’ll fall.” I waited as the sky’s current

                  swept them our way, then set my voice against that giant

                  roar. “Souls void of everything but love,” I bellowed,

                  “come and talk with us if such contact is allowed!”

                  As doves, buoyed by the marvel of white, willing wings,

                  descend to the sweet site of their gentle couplings

                  on a half-parabola that desire describes,22

               

               
                  so this pair detach themselves from Dido’s lost tribes

                  and near us through the wholly evil weather

                  (such force has speech which is terse and warm together).

                  “Living man,” they replied, their voices merged, “who bears

                  the inheritance of breath through these dim, spent airs,

                  who stoops to visit those who gored the blessèd day –

                  if the universal king was our friend, we’d pray

                  for your soul’s peace since you pity our perversion.

                  But what we can do is to relate our version,

                  here where the wind’s silence approximates a page.”

                  Then the woman spoke. “I was born and came of age,”

                  she began, “in the city where the Po and its streams

               

               
                  surrender to the sea as a mind to sleep’s dreams.

                  Love, who is readiest to bite where blood is pure,

                  filled this man with yearning for the flesh-mask I wore

                  till it was torn aside in that still-fresh attack;

                  love, who condemns the truly loved to love right back,

                  filled me with a holy thirst for his body…

                  an abandonment that will never, ever leave me;

                  mad love led us to this long and single death,

                  and Cain’s cellar waits for him who stole our mingled breath.”

                  These sounds shone like hieroglyphs in the tomblike air,

                  and I hung my head and gazed unseeingly where

                  two flies buzzed in unison. “I sense much thinking,”

               

               
                  my guide said. “Only,” I answered, “how sad a thing

                  this is… innocent imagination sealed their fate,”

                  then turned to them once more. “Your words recreate,

                  Francesca, your pain so vividly it makes me weep.

                  But how, in those days of love’s whispered semi-sleep,

                  did you receive the knowledge of your desires?”

                  “Lost and recollected joy’s the fiercest of fires,”

                  she replied, “as he who conducts you knows full well.

                  Yet since you would hear where our love took root, I’ll tell

                  as one whose agile tongue has been loosened by tears.

                  We were at a book some idle day, our eyes all ears,

                  learning of Lancelot and his doomed affair –23

               

               
                  quite alone, barely suspecting what lips are for –

                  and now and again our illumined eyes would meet

                  then dart back to the page, an unaccustomed heat

                  pulsating in our smooth cheeks like a coral sea;

                  but it was only at a certain point, when we

                  read of how the wondrous spot where a smile takes place

                  was kissed and kissed to silence by the kisses of his face,

                  that a depicted world entirely mastered us:

                  he brought his mouth to mine then, tremulous,

                  a moment out of time which we have lived in since.

                  Our morning’s reading ended there. Words made no sense.”

                  As she finished speaking, the ghost whose hand she held

               

               
                  howled. I sank to the ground like a man the knife has felled.
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                  When consciousness returned, which like a sea anemone

               

               
                  had leapt into itself at the touch of misery,

                  I found my eyes walled by the mad extravagance

                  of wisdom devising ever-novel torments

                  for her ever-precocious daughters and sons. Third

                  circle, the code of intelligent life rain-blurred –

                  a rain chill, unending, onerous, accursed,

                  exact in its measurelessness as was its first

                  cruel drop; and not merely this, but golf-ball hail

                  suspending in ice the dregs of a shithouse pail

                  thundered down onto the miasma of the ground.

                  Cerberus crouches there, insatiable hound,

                  cracking the airy lash of his triple-throated bark

               

               
                  on the pale faces of the drowned; his dense beard’s black

                  is congealed with fat, the bloodshot torch of his stare

                  crowning his gut and the talons that slash and tear

                  at what each spirit can remember of its flesh.

                  The rain seemed to stimulate them like round-lipped fish,

                  and they flickered and span and twitched as if the speed

                  of their frenzy would protect them. That centipede

                  glimpsing us, he opened his mouths to show his teeth

                  while countless legs drummed in weird rhythm on the earth;

                  without looking down, my guide spread and dipped his hands

                  and grasped and flung two gobbets of festering sands

                  into the singularity of those three throats –

               

               
                  and, as caged dogs will stop their ravenous shouts

                  the instant some meat is thrown, so the death-voiced fiend

                  was briefly unable to sound the notes that deafened.

                  We trod the profanities the grievous shower

                  hammered, and I marvelled as we did so how a

                  nothing or an echo can think itself alive –

                  the shades now prone beneath our ghost-stepping feet, save

                  one who suddenly sat up like a woken child

                  as he saw us pass. “You who amble undefiled,

                  he croaked, “through this nether deluge where none are cleaned –

                  recall me if you can, a man whose sorry end

                  coincided with your youth.” “Suffering,” I said,25

               

               
                  “has perhaps so warped the proportions of your head

                  that the scannings of my memory find no match.

                  But tell me who you are then, consigned to such

                  a place whose fair climate is punishment enough.”

                  “Your home city,” he answered, “which evokes a trough

                  overflowing with the slops of mutual envy,

                  was where I was granted life’s sweet serenity…

                  Ciacco is the name that they gave to my face.

                  For the error of my greed, as you here witness,

                  I’m strapped to the dissection table of the rain;

                  and I’m far from alone in my lengthy ruin,

                  all these others being under the same skilled knife.”

               

               
                  Observing him withdraw into silence’s nave,

                  I spoke. “Your afflictions, Ciacco, weigh on me

                  like a world of pattering sorrow, a tear-brimmed sea;

                  yet why not reveal, since you’re tongued like a prophet,

                  what will happen to those in the city now split

                  between shadow and day… is no councillor pure

                  both in action and word? Why this uncivil war?”

                  “In time,” he said, “white and black will be bathed in red,

                  the sylvan faction piling up the swarthy dead;

                  then, by the wiles of one whose craft now manoeuvres,

                  they must fall in the space of three sun-spun years

                  and the darkness shall hold its bland head in the skies

               

               
                  while its bootsoles trample the light, deaf to her cries.

                  Justice lives with two men whose voices go unheard.

                  Envy, pride and greed are the sparks that gut the heart.”

                  Those words which resembled teardrops ended there,

                  succeeded by the noise of what descends forever.

                  “Speak to me more,” I implored. “I want to know

                  of Jacopo Rusticucci, Mosca, Tegghiaio –

                  truly worthy souls, their minds wholly bent to good –

                  and Arrigo and Farinata too… I would

                  like to think they taste azure rather than this lake.”

                  “Too bad,” he scoffed. “Their crimes, like pocketed stones, take

                  them right to the shelves and canyons of the deep.26

               

               
                  They flit with the blackest. As you fathom sleep

                  you’ll reach them. For my part, I only ask you this:

                  when you’re back in the world where but to breathe is bliss,

                  say my name.” He glanced at me and lay down once more,

                  blind among the blind like a tile in a temple floor.

                  “He’ll dream till the unimaginable angel

                  fanfares the stillness,” my guide said, “and opens hell

                  to the dazzling tread of the enemy of sin;

                  each soul will then pull on its scarred and rumpled skin,

                  climbing up the melancholy steps of a tomb

                  to stand in the white flash of Love’s eternal boom.”

                  So we picked our slow way, over the ghostly loam,

               

               
                  touching a little on the life that is to come.

                  “Maestro,” I asked, “when the surpassing passes sentence,

                  will these sufferings be less or as intense?”

                  “If you go back to your studies,” he said, “you’ll learn

                  that a perfected spirit is a thing we earn

                  by living through extremities of joy and grief;

                  though these shades shall never know the supreme relief

                  that heaven is, the pain will elevate them then.”

                  And thus we returned to the curving path again,

                  discussing far more than I can say or recall

                  until we reached the place where it sloped downhill.

                  There Plutus sat on a suitcase fat with cash and gold,

               

               
                  the nemesis of all wealth hands can’t hold.
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                  Oh, oh, Satan! O daddy mine… twoo-twit, twoo-twit!

               

               
                  Hooting in reverse through his whiskers’ slick thicket,

                  owl-eyed Plutus screeched these words or something like them.

                  “Don’t,” said my gentle and sapient guide, “let him

                  stir up the terror that’s his only weapon. Cock

                  of the walk is all his game… we’ll descend this rock

                  despite it.” Then, turning back to that swollen face:

                  “Silence, demented wolf! May your malice’s force

                  strip the boughs of your bones like the sombre season;

                  this voyage into death also has its reason,

                  being willed at the altitude where Saint Michael’s

                  vengeance was launched at the adulterous angels.”

                  As sails big with the man-making, man-taking blast

               

               
                  collapse at once when the ship’s spine snaps, thus the beast

                  fell empty to the ground. Skirting that ragged heap,

                  we entered level four of the multistory deep

                  which gathers to a dimensionless point

                  all time’s wrong. Ah, justice of the omnipotent!

                  Who fits with untold novelties this bounding zero,

                  and how is it our decisions ravage us so?

                  Like two waves on the brink of a northern maelstrom

                  that clash and dissolve in their own private storm,

                  the spirits that I now saw danced in monstrous order;

                  ranged like battalions confronting each other

                  with the formal ferocity warfare allows,

               

               
                  they propelled giant boulders with their hellbent brows

                  and, as they collided, made brainsplitting cracks –

                  then, simultaneously turning a million backs,

                  they rolled those impediments the same way they’d come

                  whilst yelling Blow the whole lot! and Hoard it at home!

                  When they reached the far side of that black gallery,

                  the taunts rose again in a savage raillery

                  before they recommenced their rapid, swerving charge.

                  My heart stung by grief, I couldn’t help but speak. “Sage,

                  tell me what this enmity is… and if the ones

                  on the left, the shaved ascetics, were devotion’s

                  moneymen.” “These insects,” he replied, “spent their days28

               

               
                  so in thrall to the perspective of a one-eyed gaze

                  that their wallets were as out of whack as their minds,

                  and misers goad spendthrifts as the war rewinds

                  again and again. The men you speak of were popes

                  and cardinals, souls which avarice wholly warps.”

                  “Surely,” I asked, “in that crowd of the infected

                  there’ll be some I know?” “As easily,” he said,

                  “tail a single larva through April’s teeming lake.

                  Indiscriminate ways have made them all alike,

                  with features pinched and small as were their loveless lives;

                  imagine a tree that will not unfurl its leaves,

                  or lavishes death in June… an abomination

               

               
                  of that nature needs no words of condemnation,

                  so I won’t waste them. This sterile battle will go

                  on and on, witnessing which should let you know

                  the folly of setting store by fleeting Fortune;

                  all the gold locked beneath the cold sway of the moon,

                  all treasure that ever was, can’t buy these abortions

                  a moment’s peace.” “Tell me,” I said, “if this Fortune’s

                  the goddess whose secret grip holds the world’s trillions

                  in reserve?” “So,” he sneered, “say the craven civilians

                  of the city where ignorance waxes and wanes.

                  But now hear me describe the way she really reigns.

                  He whose mind is an overflowing fire

               

               
                  raised the invisible structure of the sky, a

                  boundlessness that’s also a woven unity

                  due to those messengers which traverse instantly

                  its infinite span; through such unseen agents, all things

                  have an equal measure of the light that Love sings.

                  In similar fashion, the low heaven of earth

                  is ministered by one who is there at the birth

                  of far-marauding empires and their speechless end –

                  who sees the phantasms of pearl and jewel spend

                  no more than an instant in each almighty hand,

                  passing like daybreak from land to startled land

                  so that one race exults in the glory of the sun29

               

               
                  while yesterday’s heroes grope in night. This is done

                  by she whose ways are wise as a snake in the grass.

                  You can’t contend with her whose graces surpass

                  your fool’s science – a weighing hand, an eye that foresees,

                  a pace that outstrips like the gods of stellar seas

                  in their incandescent kingdoms, her changes quick

                  as the palms of a gypsy baffling with a trick.

                  Faces succeed faces as swift as shuffled cards.

                  Such is the one dogged by resentment and canards,

                  not honoured but reviled, yet who in her bliss

                  is deaf to all slander. She shares the happiness

                  of the primal ones, the aeons, and rotates life’s sphere

               

               
                  and abides in joy. Now come, we can’t dawdle here

                  for vaster griefs call. The constellations which rose

                  as I set out are already braving the sorrows

                  of the deep, and like them our light tread sustains us.”

                  We crossed to the gulf’s far side, where a tenebrous

                  rivulet of bloodlike water blacker than red

                  welled forth and trickled through a narrow streambed

                  leading down and on; dipping my ghost-white feet

                  in those occult ripples the glands of night secrete,

                  I followed the flow and my guide along turns and twists

                  to the rank marsh they call Styx. Naked pugilists,

                  wielding not only fists but shins and heads and teeth,

               

               
                  were fighting there knee-deep in mud. “This, child, is wrath,”

                  the maestro said. “You should also know,” he added,

                  “that the constant bubbles are a sign of crowds hid

                  within the actual body of the bog. Spellbound

                  by the ooze they go on about how, above ground,

                  where the sun puts a spring in the step of each thing,

                  our hearts were smoke-stained rooms where no gladness could sing

                  and now, immured in slime, we’re as miserable.

                  They think this a hymn but it’s merely a burble,

                  sidling to the surface like the foulest of air.”

                  While he was speaking we were slowly rounding the mire,

                  my eyes transfixed by a man whose sullen face

               

               
                  vomited earth. At length we reached a tower’s base.
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                  As we had approached that monolith, our sight

               

               
                  was continually drawn to the daunting height

                  of its summit where a double blaze kept watch

                  (the huge flames appearing small, the altitude was such).

                  Far away in the distance, just discernible,

                  a third light blinked jerkily as though in signal.

                  “This is some kind of speech,” I said, “responding to

                  the gaze that burns above,” trusting that the deep blue

                  of my tutor’s unruffled mind would make all clear.

                  “Enlightenment,” he answered, “is already here…

                  across the greasy sheen of the waves it zooms,

                  visible to those whose eyes can penetrate the fumes.”

                  Never did an arrow leap so fast from a string

               

               
                  as the kayak I saw that instant approaching,

                  its oarsman out and his mouth at my ear. “Child of sin,

                  he purred, “I have you now.” “All your whispering’s in

                  vain, Phlegyas. You only get us,” said my signor,

                  “for as long as it takes to reach the farther shore.”

                  Like someone who realises that he’s been had,

                  he slunk away disputing with himself like the mad.

                  Following him down into his vessel, my lord

                  turned and beckoned. I stepped aboard – the heavy load

                  of my life weighing the craft that’d ridden light –

                  and the hideous prow moved off into the night,

                  half-submerged in swirling gloom. We’d not gone far

               

               
                  when there rose up beside us like some mud-fed tsar

                  a bloated man. “Who’s this,” he roared, “trespassing here

                  before his hour?” “A passerby without fear,”

                  I said. “And who are you, wallowing like a beast?”

                  “One that weeps. As your own eyes can tell you, tourist.”

                  “And in this den of ceaseless weeping you’ll remain…

                  I recognise you, fiend, despite the filthy mane.”

                  He lunged for the boat with his barnacled fingers,

                  but Virgil kicked him off. “Back with the other curs,”

                  he spat, then threw an arm around my neck and kissed

                  me hard. “She who devised you within her be blest,

                  disdainful soul! This creature preened, proud in his bones,31

               

               
                  yet did no good. And so his afterimage groans,

                  enraged that all that self-esteem has come to this.

                  There are many now above – the lit world’s princes –

                  destined to end here like pigs snorting in a yard,

                  those celebrated faces turned to one smeared herd.”

                  “I should love to see him dipped in this bouillon,”

                  I said, “this rich gruel, maestro, before we move on.”

                  “The shore will not show itself,” he replied, “without

                  your wish being fulfilled.” And sure enough, with a shout

                  of pure bloodlust, a horde arrayed in rarest mud

                  gave him a beating for which I still praise the Lord,

                  that man whose steed would prance in diamond-studded shoes

               

               
                  taking in desperation a bite from his toes

                  and so on up until he crunched his own head.

                  We left him there, my open eyes forging ahead

                  and in the ear’s spiral an innumerable cry.

                  “Now, my son,” the maestro murmured, “there lies close by

                  the parody of a city which some call Dis,

                  the capital where there crowd the grave-eyed faces.”

                  “I think I can already see its crimson mosques,

                  glowing as raked embers glow in November dusks.”

                  “The remorseless fire that burns within them,” he said,

                  “is next to heaven’s lucid gold as dense as lead…

                  its blaze is unimaginably cold.” Riding

               

               
                  the rapids into the first of the moats which ring

                  that kingdom of the unconsoled, its sides iron-clad,

                  we swept round once and our pilot stood. “Here,” he cried,

                  “is the portal. Out of my boat.” Raising my eyes,

                  I saw clustered at the gate like turd-thronging flies

                  more than a thousand of those torrential angels

                  angrily buzzing. “Who is this who’d enter hell’s

                  sanctuary without taking death’s holy test?”

                  My guide made a sign as if to say it was best

                  he spoke to them apart, and after some time –

                  quieter now – they droned once more. “Let the braggart climb

                  back the road he came, remembering his mad way32

               

               
                  if he can do so, whilst you who’ve been his torch stay

                  on.” Imagine, hypocrite lecteur, with what fear

                  I heard those phrases spewed forth by mouths black with fur,

                  and how I thought I’d breathed my last of this sweet air.

                  “Dear guide,” I said, “you’ve saved me seven times or more

                  from dangers so profound my sole thought was to run –

                  if you desert me now I’m completely undone;

                  since we can’t get past, let’s retrace our double track

                  quickly together.” “Relax,” he said. “We turn back

                  for no one… nothing can hinder a footstep willed

                  by love, nor would I leave you in this sunken world.

                  Though wait here while I talk with the glittering swarm,

               

               
                  and feed your spirit with the hope which keeps hearts warm.”

                  So the tender parent went once more from my side

                  and I was alone and in doubt, not knowing if I’d

                  ever been elsewhere than that godforsaken night;

                  a No and a Yes like a darkness and daylight

                  pursued each other round the planet of my brain,

                  and when at last they touched on dusk’s blue counterpane

                  all was uncertain and wholly strange; a silence

                  that is something quite different from sound’s mere absence

                  was born and killed its brothers and schemed and reigned,

                  the monstrous king. Yet time – as it must – rewakened,

                  the hum of a vast and grandiloquent wing

               

               
                  followed by the thunder of a basalt door slamming

                  and then the slow, returning tread of my friend.

                  His bold gait was gone and his eyes trailed the ground.

                  “Who are they,” he muttered, “to lock this mournful house?”

                  Then, spotting me, he brightened. “If I seem morose,

                  don’t worry. This is a fight we cannot but win,

                  whatever smart mechanisms death contrives within;

                  the arrogance of those who trust in coded doors

                  is built on sand, as the upper gate’s mangled bars –

                  the entrance where the venomous sentences shone –

                  bear stark witness. Even now there descends the one,

                  speeding down the circles and each nocturnal bend,

               

               
                  by whom the stony soil of this land shall be opened.”
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                  My face was so spectre-white from sheer cowardice

               

               
                  that, seeing it, he restrained the pallor in his.

                  He stood unmoving, head cocked, hell’s dim atmosphere

                  compelling his body to be a single ear:

                  “We must not fail now” – I watched his lips – “otherwise…

                  how long it takes, the intervention of the skies!”

                  Despite the fact those first six unembodied words

                  were clothed by the spoken phrase that came afterwards,

                  his swiftly-hidden falterings fed my fear.

                  Maybe I read into them a sense that wasn’t there.

                  “Do any ever come down from the first level,”

                  I asked, “to this low whorl of the echoing shell

                  where more than hope is lost?” “Very rarely,” he said,

               

               
                  “although the crude witch who’d resuscitate the dead

                  once summoned me with a click of her vanished hand.

                  The meat-suit I’d called home had not been long unmanned

                  when she made me go within that terrible wall

                  to extract a spirit from the worst place of all,

                  the black nook furthest from encompassing light.

                  Have faith in me… I feel my way when the path’s unlit.

                  As for this great swamp which exhales such evil breath,

                  it surrounds the sad citadel no devil’s wrath

                  can keep us from.” If he said more I can’t recall it,

                  for my eye was that instant enthralled by the sight –

                  on the tower whose tip showed red like a fag –

               

               
                  of a diabolical and three-headed hag

                  whose lithe waist was belted with a hydra the shade

                  of May’s just-published leaves. Round her pale temples played,

                  like rebel hair, miniature snakes with goatish horns.

                  The maestro, who knew the Queen of Lamentation’s

                  shrill handmaid, now spoke. “Observe our gracious Fury –

                  Megaera, Alecto, and fair Tesiphone

                  between them.” My teacher and guide was silent then,

                  and I stared as she tore her shapely breasts open

                  with long curved nails and beat herself with bloodied palms

                  and wailed like seven hundred thousand fire alarms

                  sounding at once. I drew close to him in terror,34

               

               
                  and those lips curled down at us and hissed together:

                  “Let Medusa come and he’ll be a man-shaped rock…

                  such vengeance should’ve paid Theseus’s attack.”

                  “Show your back,” the maestro said, “and seal your living eyes.

                  If her head gets inside your head, you will not rise

                  again.” Then he span me so that I faced away

                  from the thickening darkness and towards the day,

                  enclosing my mortal fingers with his light hand

                  to be triply sure; all who’d truly understand,

                  note the doctrine these elusive lines half-conceal.

                  Now there came a sound which at first you could just feel,

                  a nightmarish vibration that made both shores

               

               
                  shudder like the forest does when sudden wind roars

                  out of warring weather-fronts, pulling up trees

                  as we do weeds and then wheeling on – dust-veiled, at ease –

                  while panthers and panther-men cower in its wake.

                  Uncovering my eyes, he turned me round once more. “Take,”

                  he commanded, “a long, hard look across the scum’s

                  fetid surface to where there drift the harshest fumes,

                  if your nervous glance can shoot that straight.” As a snake

                  will send the cold frogs to the bottom of a lake,

                  so I saw thousands of those devastated souls

                  dive to escape the figure whose swift, bare soles

                  whirred untainted over the marsh. Tranquil but for

               

               
                  flared nostrils which showed how foul he found the air,

                  he was – it was clear to me – a being heaven-sent.

                  I looked to the maestro who motioned Be silent,

                  and then made a sign that I should lower my head

                  to the one who – the gesture calm yet revolted –

                  swung aside the weighty door with a blade of grass.

                  “Outcasts,” he yelled at the dark, “despicable race

                  harbouring within you such baseless insolence,

                  why kick against that supreme intelligence

                  whose will has only ever intensified your pain?

                  Why butt your twisted horns against the fates again?

                  Think back and you’ll recall how your own mongrel hound35

               

               
                  received for such insolence a savage throat-wound.”

                  At that he turned aside and was hastening back

                  as deft as he had come, a bright blur on the track

                  whose very substance flinched from him; not a word

                  was sent our way, and in truth he seemed a creature spurred

                  by concerns of which I could scarcely conceive.

                  I stepped through the pylon into the hall of grief,

                  all unopposed after that burst of melody,

                  invigorated now and desirous to see

                  the condition of those such a fortress would contain.

                  The rays of my darting eyes revealed a huge plain

                  bounded by that wall, an estate laid out by one

               

               
                  who meant to let disharmony reign. Where the Rhone

                  divides its diminishing force at star-tilled Arles,

                  between those blue arms being marshes where wild bulls

                  and horses roam – or at Pola, where an islandstudded

                  gulf bathes Italy’s shores and marks its end –

                  the ground is so thickly packed with the gaping dead

                  it bears distinctive lumps like a murderer’s head…

                  such was this funereal landscape’s character,

                  with the difference that each noble sepulchre

                  was blown upon by fierce flames whereby they glowed white

                  as vases in a potter’s kiln; lids open wide,

                  there emerged from inside them an uproar which seemed

               

               
                  the grotesque miserere of souls that are maimed,

                  a cacophony ancient as femur-struck drums,

                  lamenting separation’s horror and the worm’s

                  fervid kiss. “Who are these ones, maestro,” I asked then,

                  “whose panicked bellowing arises from within

                  the tombs that breast the rolling earth like broken arks?”

                  “This sound,” he said, “is made by the heresiarchs

                  of every persuasion and by their followers,

                  the sects and divisions of spiritual wars

                  fought between pursuers of two sorts of riches.

                  Those stone ships groan with far more cattle than you’d guess.”

                  Then he took a secret path that led to our right,

               

               
                  snaking past the shining graves and the wall’s black might.
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                  “Sum of virtue,” I began, keeping close behind,

               

               
                  “you who show my way down these gyres of the blind,

                  speak to me. Satisfy my curiosity.

                  The lids of all the tombs are raised, so can one see

                  those who cringe within them like grubs that hate the light?

                  The cells are unguarded yet no felon takes flight.”

                  “Every last sepulchre will be sealed,” he replied,

                  “when they return in the flesh they stepped from when they died.

                  Here bides Epicurus, a seducer whose whole

                  spiel was the myopic creed of the mortal soul…

                  now his friends and allies occupy these gardens.

                  But concerning your voiced and your unvoiced questions,

                  for I know you’ve a desire of which you won’t speak,

               

               
                  all shall be revealed as we proceed.” “I don’t seek,”

                  I said, “to hide my heart but for silence’s sake,

                  to which you have often urged me.” “O you who make” –

                  these first words suddenly rang from inside a grave,

                  so that I recoiled – “death’s pilgrimage whilst alive,

                  speaking with integrity in the midst of fire –

                  and in my own tongue too, so that I know you for

                  a native of that kingdom I perhaps misled –

                  will it not please you to linger here?” “Turn your head,”

                  said Virgil, “and see half-shown like a rough-hewn god

                  that citizen you once asked me of. Have a word

                  and make them count.” Saying this, he pushed me toward

               

               
                  the plinth-like edifice where Farinata stood

                  with a look as if he held all hell in great disdain.

                  When I reached the sheer cliff of its base, he peered down

                  and scornfully demanded who my forebears were;

                  eager to oblige, I made a rapid answer

                  at which he raised his brows and considered and spoke.

                  “They,” he said, “were the enemies of my kinsfolk

                  and of my faction, scattered twice by my own hand.”

                  “And both times all who were driven out returned,”

                  I replied, “as unopposed as morning light…

                  your knights were not so hardy, if I remember right.”

                  But before he could respond, a second spectre37

               

               
                  showed his head and glanced round as if he’d expect a

                  traveller from the day to be accompanied.

                  Then, presuming me alone, he began to plead:

                  “If you pursue your way through this starless prison

                  by force of inner light, then where is my dear son?

                  Why’s he not with you?” Each word rode a rolling tear.

                  “Another guides my path,” I said. “He who led me here

                  waits close by, ready to take me onward to her

                  your Guido once wouldn’t or couldn’t honour.”

                  I knew who he was by the nature of his penance,

                  and at my speech he reared upright. “But the past tense

                  when you tell of him,” he cried. “His life so brief?

               

               
                  Is he not where the sun’s sweet beams compel belief?”

                  In the momentary pause before I replied,
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