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  Many people, not all of them outside Italy, think that the Divine Comedy is a rather misshapen story. And indeed, if it were just a story,

  it would be back to front: the narrator has an exciting time in Hell, but Purgatory, when it is not about art, is about theology, and Heaven is about nothing else. What kind of story has all the

  action in the first third, and then settles back to stage a discussion of obscure spiritual matters? But the Divine Comedy isn’t just a story, it’s a poem: one of the biggest,

  most varied and most accomplished poems in all the world. Appreciated on the level of its verse, the thing never stops getting steadily more beautiful as it goes on. T. S. Eliot said that the last

  cantos of Heaven were as great as poetry can ever get. The translator’s task is to compose something to suggest that such a judgement might be right.




  This translation of the Divine Comedy is here today because my wife, when we were together in Florence in the mid-1960s, a few years before we were married, taught me that the great

  secret of Dante’s masterpiece lay in the handling of the verse, which always moved forward even in the most intensely compressed of episodes. She proved this by answering my appeal to have

  the famous Paolo and Francesca episode in Inferno 5 explained to me from the original text. From various translators including Byron we can see what that passage says. But how did Dante say

  it? My wife said that the terza rima was only the outward sign of how the thing carried itself along, and that if you dug down into Dante’s expressiveness at the level of phonetic

  construction you would find an infinitely variable rhythmic pulse adaptable to anything he wanted to convey.




  One of the first moments she picked out of the text to show me what the master versifier could do was when Francesca tells Dante what drove her and Paolo over the brink and into the pit of sin.

  In English it would go something like:




  

    

      

        We read that day for delight




        About Lancelot, how love bound him.


      


    


  




  She read it in Italian:




  

    

      

        Noi leggevam quel giorno per diletto




        Di Lancelotto, come l’amor lo strinse.


      


    


  




  After the sound “-letto” ends the first line, the placing of “-lotto” at the start of the second line gives it the power of a rhyme, only

  more so. How does that happen? You have to look within. The Italian eleven-syllable line feels a bit like our standard English iambic pentameter and therefore tends to mislead you into thinking

  that the terzina, the recurring unit of three lines, has a rocking regularity. But Dante isn’t thinking of regularity in the first instance any more than he is thinking of rhyme, which

  is too easy in Italian to be thought a technical challenge: in fact for an Italian poet it’s not rhyming that’s hard.




  Dante’s overt rhyme scheme is only the initial framework by which the verse structure moves forward. Within the terzina, there is all this other intense interaction going on. (Dante

  is the greatest exemplar in literary history of the principle advanced by Vernon Watkins, and much approved of by Philip Larkin, that good poetry doesn’t just rhyme at the end of the lines,

  it rhymes all along the line.) Especially in modern times, translators into English have tended to think that if this interior intensity can be duplicated, the grand structure of the

  terzina, or some equivalent rhymed framework, can be left out. And so it can, often with impressive results, each passage transmuted into very compressed English prose. But that approach can

  never transmit the full intensity of the Divine Comedy, which is notable for its overall onward drive as much as for its local density of language.




  Dante is not only tunnelling in the depths of meaning, he is working much closer to the surface texture: working within it. Even in the most solemn passage there might occur a touch of delight

  in sound that comes close to being wordplay. Still with Paolo and Francesca: in the way the word “diletto,” after the line turning, modulates into di Lancelotto, the shift

  from -letto to -lotto is a modulation across the vowel spectrum, and Dante has a thousand tricks like that to keep things moving. The rhymes that clinch the terzina are a very

  supplementary music compared to the music going on within the terzina’s span.




  The lines, I found, were alive within themselves. Francesca described how, while they were carried away with what they read, Paolo kissed her mouth. Questi (this one right here), she

  says, la bocca mi basciò, tutto tremante (kissed my mouth, all trembling). At that stage I had about a hundred words of Italian and needed to be told that the accent on the final

  “o” of basciò was a stress accent and needed to be hit hard, slowing the line so that it could start again and complete itself in the alliterative explosion of

  tutto tremante. An hour of this tutorial and I could already see that Dante was paying attention to his rhythms right down to the structure of the phrase and even of the word.




  The linked rhymes of the terza rima were a gesture towards form, marking the pulse of the onward surge of the great story, which was driven by its poetry; and would be infinitely less

  great without its poetry, just as Wagner’s Ring cycle would be infinitely less great without its music. But Dante’s formal requirements for himself went down to the very basics

  of the handling of language. It was all very precise, and yet it all added up. Though it was assembled from minutely wrought effects, the episode really did have rhythmic sweep. My wife, clearly

  touched by my sudden impersonation of a proper student, said all the rest of the poem was like that too, including the supposedly colourless theological bits. Every moment danced, and the dance was

  always moving forward.




  Over the next year or so, while I was reading Dante in the original to satisfy the requirements of the English tripos at Cambridge, I looked at several rhymed translations and

  found them strained. On the other hand the translations done in prose had whole chunks that were too dull to read, especially in the second and third books. The total effect of looking at so many

  translations was to be convinced that the job was thankless. One thing I could see clearly, however, was that any even halfway successful translation would have to rhyme, although the question was

  how, especially in those long stretches, later on in the poem, where not a lot seemed to be happening.




  You could see easily why Byron went no further than his Paolo and Francesca; he couldn’t keep up the excitement if there was nothing for the excitement to bite on, as it were. Starting

  from the level of incident, he, or any other translator, couldn’t get down to the level of language. They could raise themselves to the level of thought: some of the translators were,

  mutatis mutandis, as educated as Dante was, who was one of the most educated men of his time even in the conventional sense, quite apart from the protoscientific sense in which he was

  original without parallel. But they couldn’t, or wouldn’t, get down to the level where syllables met each other and generated force. That had to be the aim, impossible as it seemed; to

  generate the force, both semantic and phonetic: the force of both meaning and sound. Indeed, in the original, some of the meaning was in the sound. Unless a translator did something to

  duplicate how the poem sounded, he, or she, wouldn’t get near what it meant.




  So the task, if task it was, went on the back burner and stayed there for about forty years. I was barely aware that I was even thinking about it. Helping me to be diffident on the topic were my

  memories of what my wife had said about the Dorothy Sayers translation. Back at Sydney University, when we first met in the late 1950s, she was studying Italian: the beginning of what would turn

  out to be a distinguished lifelong career of teaching and editing Italian literature, with particular attention to Dante. As part of the course, she had been required to produce a substantial

  paper; and she had made her subject the Dorothy Sayers translation, which was famous at the time and indeed is still well-known now: the total amount of money it has made for Penguin must be

  colossal. But my wife, always the closest of readers, was able even then to detect that Sayers had simultaneously loaded her text with cliché and pumped it full of wind.




  Finally, not long after I retired, I thought I could see how a translation might work. I started by drawing the necessary conclusions from my knowledge of what to avoid. The first thing I had

  learned was that a strict terza rima was out of the question. Even Louis MacNeice, one of the great verse technicians of modern times, had resorted to half-rhyme in order to sustain a long

  poem in terza rima. And the sad truth about Autumn Sequel is that it is simply terrible. Its predecessor, Autumn Journal, had been a triumph—it should be ranked, in my

  view, as the great long poem of its time—but for that work he had allowed himself access to his vast stock of classical metres. In Autumn Sequel he stuck himself with the terza

  rima, and with a not very attractive version of it. I tried writing a longish poem in strict terza rima and could see that it was creaking with strain the longer it went on, thereby

  accomplishing the opposite of the desirable effect of a narrative form, which is to get you into the swing of the thing. With the dubious exception of Shelley’s The Triumph of Life,

  nobody has ever written a terza rima poem in English that makes you forget the form in which it is composed, and a terza rima translation of Dante like Laurence Binyon’s makes a

  feature of Binyon’s virtuosity rather than Dante’s mastery.




  So if it couldn’t be in strict terza rima, and if a loosely rhymed terza rima wasn’t worth writing, what regular measure would carry the freight? Over the years I had

  written thousands of couplets and although I enjoyed using them for comic effect I knew that they wouldn’t fit this task. The Divine Comedy isn’t comic. A few couplets might come

  in handy to clinch each canto but on the whole the couplet suffers the drawback that Johnson spotted in the work of Pope: in a rhyme-starved language like English, the same rhyme sound keeps

  cropping up too early. Even if the words that rhyme are kept deliberately different each time—night/bright, light/sight, etc.—the sound is the same, and calls the wrong kind of

  attention to itself. And yet I wanted the rhyming words to be close enough together to be noticed.




  Finally I realised that I had been practising for this job every time I wrote a quatrain. In my poems, ever since I started writing them in the late 1950s, the quatrain was the most common

  measure unless I was writing in free verse. Decades of practice had made the quatrain so natural to me that it had become a mode of thought. For this project, if the quatrain could be augmented

  with extra lines whenever the occasion demanded or opportunity offered, it would yield the ideal combination of strictness and ease. To reinforce the strictness, I would avoid feminine rhymes. When

  writing couplets, one veers inexorably towards feminine rhymes, and the effect, though often usefully flippant, is always in danger of recalling Gilbert and Sullivan. To match Dante’s

  gravitas, a strong, solid dignity would be required. Well, I had had plenty of practice in writing quatrains with masculine rhymes. So really I had spent all this time—the greater part of a

  lifetime—preparing my instruments.




  Quietly I got the project under way, starting with the first line of the first canto. It would be a mistake to do the famous passages and then join them up: the welds might show. If my modified

  quatrain measure was to justify itself, it would have to work from the beginning, and be still working at the end—because the Divine Comedy ends as it begins, with the same feeling of

  exuberance that has been maintained throughout. Dante registers this exuberance even in his most desperate moments. He doesn’t stop singing just because something dreadful is happening. What

  he says is: something dreadful is happening even as I sing. It’s an interplay of form and content: the most ambitious that any literary artist ever attempted. Dante’s torrential

  cascade of poetic effects adds up to a claim. No poem could be equal to my subject: no poem except this poem.




  I wanted my translation to provide parallels for such effects while maintaining all of Dante’s sense of economy. No poet, not even Shakespeare, could say quite so much so quickly, so the

  translator must know how to be brief. But there are things he can add without slowing the pace. (Or, indeed, taking more space: since English needs less room than Italian, there is latitude for

  adding things while keeping to the same length as the original.) Dante had barely finished the poem before the first commentaries began appearing. Commentary was thought necessary because Dante had

  composed every canto of his poem as if it were a weekend article based on news that had only just happened, and whose details did not need to be outlined. There must have been readers who, not

  having heard the news about who robbed whom and which pope double-crossed which prince, were puzzled even at the time.




  Since then, the chances of being puzzled have multiplied, and there is also the increasingly pressing matter of making even references to the Gospels clear to readers who might not be familiar

  with them. The first commentaries inaugurated seven hundred years of scholarship and criticism which have gone on to this day, and the summary of all that knowledge and informed speculation is

  there at the foot of the page in any scholarly edition. But this translation would be for non-scholars in the first instance. Footnotes would be a burden to it. Ideally, the thing itself should

  carry all the information it would need. How to do this?




  The reservoir of material at the foot of the page of a scholarly text (sometimes there are five lines of text and fifty of apparatus) provides the translator of the poem with an ideal

  opportunity to upload salient facts into the verse narrative and make things clear. There are stretches in all three books when it really helps to be told who belongs to which family; whether one

  family is at war with another; and what precisely happened to which city when it was betrayed. On the vexed question of theology—this crops up especially in the third book,

  Heaven—it can help to be told that a certain scholar represents a certain position. Almost always the relevant information is there on the page, down at the bottom. In numerous

  instances I felt justified in lifting it out of the basement and putting it on display in the text. It might seem bold to assume that Dante, if he thought the reader might not know, would have

  explained which features of a certain scholarly dispute he was referring to, but we can also assume that he didn’t want the reader to be presented with an insoluble puzzle. Dante wanted to be

  read. Every stratagem he employed tells us that. He was talking about the whole of creation at once but he wanted to glue the reader to the bench.




  To help him do it for the present age, I opened up a way to make simple, sparing but sufficiently wide-ranging use of what we might call the basic scholarly heritage. My aim, when importing an

  explanatory detail, was to make the text more readable instead of less. Also I have cut back on his lists of names here and there, when a list is all it is. Perhaps boldly, I would say that all the

  reader needs to know is in the poem as I have presented it. As Dante, in Heaven, travels all over the sky, some of the references to the Zodiac might seem obscure, but they probably seemed so at

  the time: and really that’s all you have to know, that the references sounded learned. Dante’s first readers could take the more obscure points for granted while they followed the main

  points. My job was to make some of the main points more self-clarifying by putting in some of the explanations that had been accumulating at the bottom of the page for the best part of a

  millennium, but to do so without slowing the tempo. The result one hopes for is a readily appreciable outline of Dante’s Christian vision. Is it possible, though, in an age without

  belief?




  Well, how much does Dante believe? The truth is that he didn’t want to believe anything if he couldn’t test it. As we trace the story through one hundred cantos, three regions and

  every shade of emotion from despair to bliss, we find that he believed in his journey to salvation. But if his belief had been without its doubts, there would never have been a journey; and at the

  very end we find ourselves concluding that the great poet, setting out the reasons for his faith, has reached conclusions that will eventually make blind faith impossible. Dante could ask questions

  about theology because he was in love with questioning itself; he was in love with the design of the divinely inspired universe because he was in love with design, which he could see in a fold of

  cloth and a fallen leaf.




  Dante had a scientific mind: one of the first scientific minds we know of in the modern age, for which, indeed, he can be said to have built the foundations. His poem stands at the dawn of

  modern science, and therefore of the times we live in now: its essential moment is in its final vision, when Dante the traveller, at the apex of heaven, looks into the source of creation and sees

  the imprint of a human face. The Divine Comedy is the precursor of the whole of modern history, and I hope this translation conveys enough of its model to show that he forecast the whole

  story in a single song: a song of lights. The joy of discovery is what drives the poem, and if my translation gets some of that exultation into English verse then it will have done its work.




  For all his majestic weight, there is also a lightness to Dante, and I hope to have got that in. Finally but essentially, tempo is one of the two main poetic elements in play. The other is

  texture. What we have, in this miraculous work of art, is a mutually reinforcing balance of tempo and texture, of a kind that had never been heard before over such a distance: fourteen thousand

  lines of it. Much as he worshipped Virgil, Dante was better at it than his master. If he could have read Homer, he would have found that he was better at it than Homer too. In the original Italian,

  you can hear it. But most of us will never read Dante in the original Italian. It’s a pious wish that translators are always making: they hope that the reader, intrigued by the translation,

  will be driven to learn Italian, etc. Common sense tells us that it will seldom happen.




  To know a foreign language thoroughly is a big task, and to know its literature is a full time job. For more than fifty years, my wife’s scholarship, her tenacity and seriousness of

  purpose, have been there to remind me of what it means to be dedicated to Dante and to help pass on the body of knowledge associated with his name. Her work culminated first with her

  gold-medal-winning edition of Dante’s Monarchia for the Società Dantesca Italiana, the only national edition of any work of Dante edited by a non-Italian, and a labour of love

  that took her thirty years. It culminated all over again with the completion of her digital edition of the Divine Comedy’s manuscript tradition, a tool for all Dante scholars, and a

  thing of extraordinary beauty and utility. I hope she will forgive me for straying onto her territory, but really there is no contest. Beside her lucid and scrupulous scholarship, a translation

  counts for very little. But I have done my best with it, always encouraged by the memory of how, in Florence, she first gave me an idea of what it meant to be in the service of her great poet.




  —LONDON, 2012




  





  TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
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  For Dante it was a strict rule not to rhyme the word “Christ” with any other word except itself. I have followed him in that, as in any

  other matter of decorum. But when it comes to vocabulary, the translator needs a decorum of his own. Dante, the man on the spot, never had to think about whether his words were apt to the age,

  whereas the translator, if he is not careful, will find himself thinking of nothing else. Not wanting to get between the reader and the original, I have tried to avoid anachronistic language except

  when it could hide itself in the blur of time. I used the word “bastille” only after checking that it might—just might—have reached Florence from Paris in time for

  Dante to hear it. “Breaker’s yard” is no doubt a modern term, but for a long time there have been ships and there were always places where they were broken up, so I thought a term

  like that might be slipped in, whereas one could not possibly use, say, “napalm,” a word which would have been very employable in the lower regions of Hell. Such a modern coinage would

  stand out like a phrase of recent slang in one of those television dramas where millions have been spent on the look of the thing but the whole effect is dissipated by an untimely phrase coming out

  of an actor’s mouth. Down among the Evil-Claws, however, I used modern low-life filth because a shock effect is exactly what such scatological language is always after.




  As I mentioned in the Introduction, on numerous occasions I thought it useful to employ the time-honoured consensus of the scholarship in the interests of clarity, and lift a name, as it were,

  from the footnotes to the text. Let one instance stand for many. For hundreds of years it has been more or less agreed among the scholars that one of the animals Dante meets early in the poem is a

  symbol for Avarice. So I put that in. On the other hand, I have left some of the mysteries unsolved because there has never been an answer to them. Who was the Veltro? Scholars are still wondering,

  so the reader of this translation will have to wonder too. Such a question will soon become recognizable as a Dantesque puzzle. The renowned German scholar Karl Vossler once said that Dante was a

  great mystifier. And so he was, but not as much as he wasn’t. Really he was a great clarifier. The Divine Comedy is a vast act of illumination. Even for Hell, Gustav Doré was

  too dark an illustrator, and by the time we get to Purgatory the whole universe is lighting up, so that you can see, in fine detail, everything that the poet refers to. I may have taken a liberty,

  towards the very end, in making Dante seem to intuit the space-time continuum. Nobody ever intuited that before Einstein. But one of the tributes we must pay Dante’s great poem is that all

  subsequent human knowledge seems to unfold from it.




  As to my chosen stanza form, there are no puzzles at all. The form is a quatrain, either simple or augmented, and any augmentations use the same rhymes, so abab might grow to ababa

  or ababab or sometimes more. The aim is an easy-seeming onward flow, except at the end of the canto, where a couplet closes the action with a snap. In every other formal respect, the layout

  is established by Dante himself. It was his idea to have one hundred cantos divided into three lots of thirty-three, with a single canto to start things off. These three groupings of cantos are

  known to scholars as canticles, but it is perhaps less ponderous to call them books. Dante ends each book with the word “stars.” It would be nice if the translator could do the same,

  but in English the word “stars” has very few words with which to rhyme. Rather than write a strained couplet to close each book, I wrote a final line in which the stars indeed show up,

  but not as the last word.




  In the poetic world of Dante, things happen in a certain order; with the words, from start to distant finish, always sounding inevitable. Therein will lie the translator’s most daunting

  obstacle. Some of the phrases, known by heart to every educated person in Italy, sound more wonderful in Italian than they ever can in English. It was bound to happen, because different languages

  have different words for the same thing. In Italian, for example, there is the beautiful word “sinistra.” In English we just say “left”: nothing like as sinuous. By

  extension, there will be Italian phrases that the translator can’t hope to equal for their sonority. But working on such a large scale, there will be other Italian phrases that will offer

  opportunities to be rendered in English words as resonant as he knows how to make them. Finally, then, it will come down to what he can do with verse. The poet will be on his mettle. Part of his

  consolation, as he cudgels his brains through the long nights, is that Dante thought the same about himself.
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  In this new translation of the Divine Comedy, Dante speaks through Clive James with a strong voice in English we haven’t heard before.

  The translator makes the unusual choice of recasting the original Italian into quatrains (not the tercets of Dante’s terza rima), which he meticulously constructs with keen attention

  to rhythm and rhyme. The poetic metre imbues the narrative with a drive that propels the pilgrim on his journey from Hell to Heaven. And with it James develops and sustains an impressive periodic

  syntax—see, e.g., Adam’s appearance in CANTO 26 of Heaven—that pulls the reader in and pushes him along the poem’s course too. Unsuspecting readers will find

  themselves snagged, and happily so, even in the poem’s dense doctrinal passages, where often the most devoted fall by the wayside or simply skip ahead to what they imagine is the next good

  bit of poetry. Consequently, the Beatrice we hear speaking in these Jamesian quatrains (not to mention Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure and Peter Damian, among others) may be the most convincing in

  English verse. In this translation there are no lulls when scholastic doctors or purging souls or prolix demons hold forth. Like the pilgrim, you too, good reader—lettor, Dante calls

  you in more than one direct address—move swiftly to the ultimate destination at the end of the poem.




  James also makes the laudable decision to flesh out the more obscure references in Dante’s poetry by incorporating into the translation explanatory details culled from commentaries, which

  are often necessary to understand fully Dante’s point in a given passage. The translator decides where and when to add these for the sake of clarity. These additional bits, tipped in

  judiciously, actually bring the reader closer to the original by removing the necessity of having to consult notes. Some scholars may balk but the typical reader needs help in negotiating

  Dante’s elaborate network of references and will appreciate not having to search it out in footnotes, endnotes or notes in an accompanying volume. Anyone comparing this translation with the

  original may wonder at times why Dante didn’t do this himself. Clive James has given us a new Dante, a forceful Dante, a Dante who deserves to be heard.




  —Dennis Looney




  




  Dennis Looney, a professor of Italian and classics at the University of Pittsburgh, is the author of ‘My Muse will have a story to paint’: Selected Prose of

  Ludovico Ariosto (2010) and Freedom Readers: The African American Reception of Dante Alighieri and the Divine Comedy (2011).
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  CANTO 1
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        At the mid-point of the path through life, I found


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Myself lost in a wood so dark, the way


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ahead was blotted out. The keening sound


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I still make shows how hard it is to say


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        How harsh and bitter that place felt to me—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Merely to think of it renews the fear—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So bad that death by only a degree


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Could possibly be worse. As you shall hear,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It led to good things too, eventually,


      

    




    

      	

        10


      



      	 



      	

        But there and then I saw no sign of those,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And can’t say even now how I had come


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To be there, stunned and following my nose


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Away from the straight path. And then, still numb


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From pressure on the heart, still in a daze,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I stumbled on the threshold of a hill


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where trees no longer grew. Lifting my gaze,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I saw its shoulders edged with overspill


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From our sure guide, the sun, whose soothing rays


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At least a little melted what that night


      

    




    

      	

        20


      



      	 



      	

        Of dread had done to harden my heart’s lake—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And like someone who crawls, half dead with fright,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Out of the sea, and breathes, and turns to take


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A long look at the water, so my soul,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Still thinking of escape from the dark wood


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I had escaped, looked back to see it whole,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The force field no one ever has withstood


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And stayed alive. I rested for a while,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And then resumed, along the empty slope,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My journey, in the standard crofter’s style,


      

    




    

      	

        30


      



      	 



      	

        Weight on the lower foot. Harder to cope


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When things got steeper, and a mountain cat


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With parti-coloured pelt, light on its feet,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In a trice was in my face and stayed like that,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Barring my way, encouraging retreat.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Three beasts—was this the leopard, Lechery?—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were said to block the penitential climb


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For sinners and for all society,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And here was one, sticking to me like lime.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Not only did it hamper me, it made
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        Me think of turning back. Now was the time


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Morning begins. The sun, fully displayed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At last, began its climb, but not alone.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The stars composing Aries, sign of spring,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were with it now, nor left it on its own


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When the First Love made every lovely thing


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The world can boast: a thought to give me heart


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That I might counter, in this gentle hour


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of a sweet season, the obstructive art,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Pretty to see but frightful in its power,
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        Of that cat with the coloured coat. But wait:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If fear had waned, still there was fear enough


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To bring on Pride, the lion, in full spate:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Head high, hot breath to make the air look rough—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As rocks in summer seem to agitate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The atmosphere above them without cease—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So rabid was its hunger. On its heels


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The wolf appeared, whose name is Avarice,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Made thin by a cupidity that steals


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Insatiably out of its own increase,
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        Obtained from many people it made poor.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This one propelled such terror from its face


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into my mind, all thoughts I had before


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of ever rising to a state of grace


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were crushed. And so, as one who, mad for gain,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Must find one day that all he gains is lost


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In a flood of tears, a conscience racked with pain,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just so I felt my hopes came at the cost


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of being forced, by this unresting beast,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Little by little down towards that wood


      

    




    

      	

        70


      



      	 



      	

        Whose gloom the sun can never in the least


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Irradiate. But all at once there stood


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Before me one who somehow seemed struck dumb


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By the weight of a long silence. “Pity me,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And try to tell me in what form you come,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I cried. “Is it a shade or man I see?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he replied: “No, not a man. Not now.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was once, though. A Lombard. Parents born


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In Mantua. Both born there.” That was how


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His words emerged: as if with slow care torn,
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        Like pages of a book soaked shut by time,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From his clogged throat. “Caesar was getting on


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When I was young. That’s Julius. A crime,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His death. Then, after he was gone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I lived in Rome. The good Augustus reigned.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The gods were cheats and liars. As for me,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was a poet.” He grew less constrained


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In speech, as if trade-talk brought fluency.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “I sang about Anchises’ son, the just


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Aeneas, pious, peerless. When proud Troy
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        Was burned to ashes, ashes turned to dust


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Which he shook off his feet, that marvellous boy.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He did what any decent hero must:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Set sail. But you, you turn back. Tell me why.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Why not press on to the delightful peak?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The root cause of all joy is in the sky.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Almost too shocked and overawed to speak—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For now the one who fought for words was I—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I asked him, just as if I didn’t know:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Are you Virgil? Are you the spring, the well,
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        The fountain and the river in full flow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of eloquence that sings like a seashell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Remembering the sea and the rainbow?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of all who fashion verse the leading light?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The man of honour? What am I to say?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Through learning you by heart I learned to write.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My love for your book turned my night to day.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You are my master author. Only you


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Could teach me the Sweet Style that they call mine.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I could go on. But what am I to do
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        About this animal that shows no sign


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of letting me proceed? It scares me so,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My veins are empty, all the blood sucked back


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into the heart. There’s nothing you don’t know,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My sage, so tell me how this mad attack


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Can be called off.” Then he: “You need to choose


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Another route.” This while he watched me weep.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “This way there’s no way out. You’re bound to lose:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Bound by the spell of this beast pledged to keep


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You crying, you or anyone who tries
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        To get by. In a bad mood it can kill,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And it’s never in a good mood. See those eyes?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So great a hunger nothing can fulfil.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It eats, it wants more, like the many men


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Infected by its bite. Its catalogue


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of victories will be finished only when


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Another dog arrives, the hunting dog:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The Veltro. As for now, it’s hard to see


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Even his outline through the glowing fog


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the future, but be assured by me—
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        The Veltro will make this thing die of shame


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For wanting to eat wealth and real estate.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The Veltro’s diet will be bigger game:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Love, wisdom, virtue. It will operate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In humble country, eat the humble bread


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of that sad Italy where Trojans fought


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Our local tribes: the Latium beachhead.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The brave Princess Camilla there was brought


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To death in battle, and Prince Turnus, too—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Killed by Aeneas, of whose Trojan friends
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        Euryalus and Nisus died. The new


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Great Dog will harry this one to the ends


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of that scorched earth and so back down to Hell,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From which, by envious Lucifer, it was


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        First sent forth. But by now I’ve pondered well


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The path adapted best to serve your cause,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So let me be your guide. I’ll take you through


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The timeless breaker’s yard where you will hear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The death cries of the damned who die anew


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Each day, though dead already in the year—
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        No dated stones remain to give a clue—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The earliest sinners died, when time began.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And you’ll see, in the next eternal zone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Those so content with purging fire they fan


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The flames around them, thankful to atone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Hopeful of being raised to join the blessed.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If you would join them too, we’ll reach a stage


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When only someone else shows you the rest:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Someone more worthy, though of tender age


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Beside me. I can’t tell you her name yet,
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        But what I can say is, the Emperor


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who reigns on high vows he will never let


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A non-believer—though I lived before


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Belief was possible—see where he sits


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In judgement and in joy with the elect.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sad and afraid, but gathering my wits,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Poet,” I said, “I ask you to effect,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In the name of that God you will never see,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        An exit for me from this place of grief,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And then an entry to where I would be—


      

    




    

      	

        170


      



      	 



      	

        Beyond the purging flames of which you tell—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In sight of Peter’s Gate, though that relief


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Demands for prelude that I go through Hell.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And then he moved, and then I moved as well.
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        The day was dying, and the darkening air


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Brought all the working world of living things


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To rest. I, only, sweated to prepare


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For war, the way ahead, the grind that brings


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The battler to hot tears for each yard gained:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To bitter tears, and memories more real


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than what was real and which is thus retained


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Unblunted, edged with even sharper steel.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Muse, my schooled and proven gift, help me:
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        It’s now or never. Fortify my mind


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With the vivifying skills of poetry,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For what I saw needs art of a great kind.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I saw great things. Give them nobility.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thus I began: “Poet I call my guide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Judge first my powers. Will they serve so high


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A purpose? Would you rather step aside


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than put me to this road? For you, not I,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Have told the world Aeneas, mortal still,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Went to another world, and not to die.
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        But if the Adversary of All Ill


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Saw fit to let him live, thinking of who


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And what he was—princely progenitor


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of everything that Rome would be and do


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In times to come—who could deserve it more?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A man of intellect, the soul of Rome


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And all its empire, he was singled out


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        There where the light eternal has its home,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At the Highest Level. Also, what about


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That city? Though the world fell at its feet,
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        Rome was created first so that one day


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Great Peter’s followers might have their seat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Enthroned by the divine will. When you say


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Aeneas sailed to victory, what he heard


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Along the way ensured not only that,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But the papal mantle. So the Holy Word,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sent backwards into time, aimed only at


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Your hero, hit the mark. And then Paul’s ship,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The Chosen Vessel, came to Rome as well—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The vessel, in a sense, that Faith might sip
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        Renewal from, and did. But now, pray tell,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Why me? Who says that I get to go there?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Do I look like Aeneas? Am I Paul?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Not I nor anyone I know would dare


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To put me in that company at all.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Therefore, if I persuade myself to go,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I trust I’ll not be punished as a fool.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Wise man, what I have not said, you must know.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just so, obeying the unwritten rule


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That one who would unwish that which he wished,
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        Having thought twice about what first he sought,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Must put fish back into the pool he fished,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So they, set free, may once again be caught,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just so did I in that now shadowy fold—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because, by thinking, I’d consumed the thought


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I started with, that I had thought so bold.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “If I have understood your words aright,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Magnanimously the great shade replied,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Your soul is crumbling from the needless blight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of misplaced modesty, which is false pride
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        Reversed, and many men by this are swayed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From honourable enterprise. One thinks


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of a dreaming beast that wakes with temper frayed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And finds the prowler into whom it sinks


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Its teeth does not exist. Upon that head,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That you be free of fear, I’ll tell you why


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I came and what I felt when I was led


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        First to your quaking side by your far cry.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Along with all those caught between desire


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To see the One Above and sheer despair
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        That they will never even see hellfire,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was in Limbo. Out of the open air


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She stepped, and stood, and then she called my name:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A woman beatific, beautiful.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her scintillating eyes outshone the flame


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of stars. To disobey? Impossible.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I begged her to command me. She gave voice.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It was an angel’s voice, restrained and sweet.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        ‘Courteous soul of Mantua, rejoice:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Your fame lives on, exalted and complete,
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        And will throughout the world, from end to end,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Until the world ends. But I need you now.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In a deserted hillside field, my friend


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is fortune’s enemy, and can’t see how


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make his way. Terror could turn him back.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I’m not sure if he’s not already dead


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Or if I’ve come in time to clear the track


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That leads him, as in Heaven I’ve heard said,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To salvation. So if you would obey,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Go to him, and with all your verbal art,
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        With anything it takes, show him the way.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Do this for me, for I am sick at heart.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My name is Beatrice. Now you know your task.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where I come from, and long to be restored,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Love rules me. It determines what I ask.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When I am once again before my Lord,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then I to Him, whom all praise, will praise you.’


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her melody was done. Then I to her:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        ‘Woman of quality, know this is true:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        One look at you and I knew who you were.
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        For only through that quality, the race


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of men raised by that quality, Virtue,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Can hope to set their eyes on the high place


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Beyond any contentment they enjoy


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Under the lower sky ruled by the moon.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So glad am I to be in your employ


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I’d not have carried out my task too soon


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If I’d already done it. Enough said:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was persuaded even as you spoke.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But tell me this. Why do you feel no dread
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        Coming down here into this pall of smoke,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This ball of fire that pulses at the core


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the higher world to which you would return?’


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She spoke again: ‘A little, but no more,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To satisfy a mind still keen to learn,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I’ll tell you why to come here holds no threat


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For me. Your Aristotle gets it right:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        All fearful things we safely can forget


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Except those which, allowed their freedom, might


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Cause harm to others. God in mercy made
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        Me such that all your miseries touch me not,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Nor do the flames of this condemned arcade


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Scorch one hair of my head. But now to what


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Most matters. Take due note of this, great shade:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        There is a woman in the sky laments


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For the unfortunate I send you to.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her pain at his entrapment is intense.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She is the Virgin, and, like me to you,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She told Lucy—the spirit of all Grace,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Grace that illuminates like the spring sun
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        The soul within: you see it in her face—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She told Lucy: “Right now your faithful one


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Has need of you. You are my choice to go.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lucy, beside whom cruelty has none


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To match her as an enemy, did so,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And came to where I sat with dear Rachel,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The soul of contemplation, as you know:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You loved your books and candlelight so well.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Beatrice,” said Lucy. “Hear me. You that are


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The picture of God’s praise, why do you not


      

    




    

      	

        140


      



      	 



      	

        Bring help to him whose love for you so far


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Exceeded that of all the common lot


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who loved you too? Do you not hear his screams


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of agony? Do you not see the death


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He battles on the river of bad dreams


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Deeper than any ocean?” In a breath—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For never was one quicker in the world,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Whether to gain a point or flee his fate,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than I was when I heard those words—I hurled


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Myself from that serene, unhurried state
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        Like a thrown stone down here, putting my trust


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In you, your honest tongue that draws to you


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Honour from all who listen, as truth must.’


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thus Beatrice. Then she turned away, a new


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lustre appearing in her shining glance:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her tears, which spurred me quickly to your side,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As she asked, lest this beast should seize its chance


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To cut the straightest road, and you abide


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Far from the lovely mountain. So then, why?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Why falter, weakling? Why so faint a heart?
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        Why doubt there is a highway in the sky


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That leads to where all doubts are set apart?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where is your courage, where your inner steel?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Three women loved in Heaven do their best


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make you loved there too, and still you feel


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        No shame at shrinking down inside your nest,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Afraid of your first flight. This isn’t real.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And what of me, who promised you much good?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Much good it did. Claiming to like my book!


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Does the hero’s story shame you? So it should.”
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        Catching the firmness in his still fond look—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As the little flowers, bent by the night’s cold


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And closed and smooth on the outside like gems,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When sunlight lights them straighten and unfold


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And open opulently on stiff stems—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So did I find in my depleted strength


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The strength of mind to lift my heart again.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I thanked them both at last, if not at length:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Would she were here who came to my aid when


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was most lost. My thanks can have no end:
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        This is the start. And you, my guiding light—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who listened to her like a loving friend,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of mine as well as hers—with second sight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You saw into my soul, and said the things


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That needed to be said for a return


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To my first purpose. Thank you for what brings


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My will and yours together: what I learn


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From my teacher, master, leader.” So I said.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        On the high, hard road, I followed, and he led.
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        TO ENTER THE LOST CITY, GO THROUGH ME.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THROUGH ME YOU GO TO MEET A SUFFERING


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        UNCEASING AND ETERNAL. YOU WILL BE


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        WITH PEOPLE WHO, THROUGH ME, LOST EVERYTHING.


      

    


	

    

      	 



      	 



      	 

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        MY MAKER, MOVED BY JUSTICE, LIVES ABOVE.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        THROUGH HIM, THE HOLY POWER, I WAS MADE—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        MADE BY THE HEIGHT OF WISDOM AND FIRST LOVE,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        WHOSE LAWS ALL THOSE IN HERE ONCE DISOBEYED.


      

    


	

    

      	 



      	 



      	 

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        FROM NOW ON, EVERY DAY FEELS LIKE YOUR LAST
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        FOREVER. LET THAT BE YOUR GREATEST FEAR.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        YOUR FUTURE NOW IS TO REGRET THE PAST.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        FORGET YOUR HOPES. THEY WERE WHAT BROUGHT YOU HERE.


      

    


	

    

      	 



      	 



      	 

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Dark both in colour and in what they meant,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        These words incised above a city gate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I read, and whispered: “Master, the intent


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of this inscription makes me hesitate.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me, reading my secret mind,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Said: “Here you must renounce your slightest doubt


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And kill your every weakness. Leave behind
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        All thoughts of safety first, or be shut out.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We have arrived where all those who have lost


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The sum of intellect, which is the Lord,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Bewail their fate and always count the cost,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Forever far more than they can afford.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I told you of this place.” He held my hand,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And even smiled, which gave some comfort when


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He led me through the gate to a strange land


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where sighs and moans and screams of ruined men,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Filling the air beneath a starless sky,
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        Resounded everywhere, and everywhere


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was there inside me. I began to cry,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Stunned by the sound of an unseen nightmare.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Inhuman outcries in all human tongues,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Bad language, bursts of anger, yelps of pain,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Shrill scrambled messages from aching lungs,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And clapped hands, self-applause of the insane:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        All this was whipped by its own energy


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into a timeless tumult without form—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Dark as a whirlpool in a dead black sea
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        Or a whirlwind sucking sand into a storm.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ears ringing to the centre of my brain


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From horror, “Master, what furore is this?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I asked, “Who are they, so distraught with pain?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then he: “Their pride to have no prejudice,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Seeking no praise for fear of taking blame,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They were for nothing, nor were they against:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They made no waves and so they made no name.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now their neutrality is recompensed,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For here there is no cautious holding back:
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        Voices once circumspect are now incensed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And raised to make each other’s eardrums crack.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thus they are joined to that self-seeking squad


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of angels fitted neither to rebel


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Against, nor put their heartfelt faith in, God—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Hunted from Heaven and locked out of Hell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because the perfect sky would brook no blur,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And in the lower depths the rebels prized


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The glory won from being what they were,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Not the nonentities that they despised.”
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        And I: “But Master, what could grieve them so,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make them not just so sad, but so loud?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he: “To put it briefly, they have no


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Death to look forward to. Their only shroud


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Will be this darkness. They’re condemned to live


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In envy always, even of the damned.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The world that gives fame to a fugitive


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Gave none of that to them. Instead, it slammed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The door on them, and as for Him on high,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His mercy and His justice He withdraws.
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        They never even get to see the sky


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That will not have them. But we should not pause


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So long for wastrels weeping for what’s gone.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Enough of this. All that there is to see


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You’ve seen. It’s nothing. Time that we moved on.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But I, wide-eyed in that cacophony,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Saw something that my gaze could fix upon


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At last: an ensign, twisting without rest


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because it knew no victory or defeat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And fast behind it ran a crowd I guessed
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        No frightened city taking to its feet


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To flee an earthquake could outnumber. So


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Many there were, I would not have believed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Death had undone so many. There was no


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Obstruction now to vision. Those who grieved


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were in plain sight, and some I recognised:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Among them Celestine, of heart so faint


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He made the Great Refusal. If he prized


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The papal throne—and some call him a saint—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So much, he should have sat on it, and not


      

    




    

      	

        90


      



      	 



      	

        Left it to be usurped by Boniface,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who ruined Florence. Rooted to the spot,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I saw and knew for certain that this race


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of never-living sprinters were the ones


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who once believed fence-sitting no disgrace,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But now they sit no more. The whole bunch runs


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Naked, with flies and wasps to stimulate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their actions at long last, and their scratched cheeks


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Spill blood that joins with tears to satiate—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A soup lapped from their footsteps as it leaks—
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        The mass of squirming worms that forms their track.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And when I looked beyond, I saw the bank


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of a mighty river, and another pack


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of people. I said, “Master, whom I thank


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For secret knowledge, let me be allowed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To know who these ones are and why they seem


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So ready, with a single mind endowed,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To cross in this grim light so great a stream.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he: “This matter I will speak upon


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When you and I, like them, come to a halt
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        At that sad river called the Acheron.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My gaze cast down in shame, fearing my fault


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of curiosity stuck in his throat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I kept my silence until we were there—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where suddenly an old man in a boat


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Headed towards us, tossing his white hair


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As he cried “Woe to you and to your souls!


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Give up your hopes of Heaven! I have come


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To take you to the other side. Hot coals


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And ice await, to brand you and benumb
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        In everlasting shadow. As for you,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You living one, this route is for the dead:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Leave it to them.” But when I did not do


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His bidding: “By another way,” he said,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Through other ports and to a different shore


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Your passage will be worked, but not through here.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For you a lighter boat than mine’s in store.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And then my Leader: “Charon, never fear:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        All this is wanted there where what is willed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is said and done, so more than that don’t ask.”
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        At these hard words the bristling jaws were stilled,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And the eyes blinked in the wrinkled, flame-red mask,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the ferry pilot of the pitch-black marsh:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But all those naked souls unhinged by fate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Changed colour when they heard that speech so harsh.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Clicking their bared, chipped teeth in hymns of hate,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They cursed their parents, God, the human race,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The time, the temperature, their place of birth,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their mother’s father’s brother’s stupid face,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And everything of worth or nothing worth
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        That they could think of. Then they squeezed up tight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Together, sobbing, on the ragged edge


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That waits for all who hold God in despite.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Charon the demon, with hot coals for eyes,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Herds them yet closer with time-tested signs.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To anyone who lingers he applies


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His oar, and as the autumn redefines


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A branch by taking off its dead leaves one


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By one until the branch looks down and knows


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Its own dress, falling as it comes undone—
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        So Adam’s bad seed, grain by bad grain, throws


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Itself from that cliff not just at a run


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But flying, as the falcon to the glove


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Swoops home when signalled. Out across the black


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Water they flock, whereat the heights above


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That they have left, without a pause go back


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To being thick with people, a dark spring


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Filling the branch for its next emptiness.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “My son, from many countries they take wing,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Master said, “but just the one distress


      

    




    

      	

        160


      



      	 



      	

        Collects them here. God’s wrath, in which they died,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Came from His justice, which now turns their fear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into desire to see the other side.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        No soul worth saving ever comes through here,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So Charon’s anger you can understand,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And understand why he spoke in that tone.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At which point the dark ground we stood on heaved


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So violently the shock wave still can soak


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My memory with sweat. As if it grieved,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The earth wept while it moved, and plumes of smoke
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        Went sideways with the wind. A red light shone.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My reeling senses gave out. I was gone.
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        Into my soundly dreaming head there broke


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A sudden thunder so loud that I shook


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like one shaken awake. When I awoke


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With sight restored, I rose and took a look


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Around me, keen to know where I might be:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I and my Guide, the man who wrote the book


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        On quests and questions, doubts and destiny.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And true it was that I was on the edge


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the great pit of the piteous abyss


      

    




    

      	

        10


      



      	 



      	

        Where sad cries have the dubious privilege


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of gathering in perpetual synthesis,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And griefs already infinite are by


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their own great number multiplied, to swell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Uproar to an eruption. It was Hell.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And as it sounded, so it looked: all bad.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Even the clouds were dark. I couldn’t tell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        How far it went down. It was deeply sad.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Now we descend into the sightless well,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Poet said, and paused. His cheeks were pale.


      

    




    

      	

        20


      



      	 



      	

        “First me, then you.” And I, at having seen


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Him seem to flinch, said: “How shall I not fail,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If this scares you when usually you’ve been


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The one to calm my fears?” And he to me:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “It is the anguish of those locked below


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That paints my face with pity. What you see


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As fear is something else. It’s time to go:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A long road calls.” And thus compelled by him


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who had compelled himself, I took a breath


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And entered the first ring around the rim
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        Of that great well-head’s endless wall of death.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was in Circle One. To the extent


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That I could hear at all, all cries were sighs.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The air without end shook to the lament


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Not just of men and women: with surprise


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I saw young children too. Why were they sent?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I thought, and once again my Master saw


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into my mind, and said: “You do not ask


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who these ones are, why here, and by what law?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I’ll tell you, before we resume our task,
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        Of pain without a sin. But though they be


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ever so virtuous, no unbaptized


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Souls are exempted from this penalty,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And if they lived before His Son, they prized


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        God insufficiently. And I was one


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of those. For such defects, and for no crime


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        More grave, we’re lost: for something left undone


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We’re doomed to live without hope for all time.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When I heard this a great grief seized my heart,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because I knew that people of much worth
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        In ancient sciences and every art


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Had been sent down by accident of birth


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To Limbo. “Tell me, Master, for I must


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Know this,” I begged him, needing to be told


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My faith was not just powerful but just:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Has even one, of all this place can hold,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ever got out—by merit of his own


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Or someone else’s grace—to join the blessed?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he, aware of the doctrinal bone


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I picked at, said: “I had not joined the rest
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        Down here for long when someone of true power—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Crowned with a blaze of glory—came to choose


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From this tremendous garden, flower by flower,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The lucky few from all He would refuse.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Plucked from the dark and lifted to the light


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were Adam, Abel, Noah, Moses—he


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who gave the law and kept the law in sight—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Abraham the patriarch was free;


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        King David, Jacob, Isaac and their seed,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Rachel, for whom Jacob forty years
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        Worked out the price and thereby proved his need;


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And there were many others left their tears


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Behind and went to be beatified,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But never before them was human soul


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Delivered out of here.” So said my Guide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But saying so, did not pause in his role


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of leader. We continued passing through


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The forest thick with spirits. Not so far


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From where I’d slept, I noticed something new:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ahead of us, beginning as a bar
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        Of light, it swelled to form a hemisphere


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of fire that through the shadows burned a dome—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And from a good way off I guessed that here


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Some honourable people had their home.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “My Sage so honoured in all fields of art


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And science, who are these that by such light


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Are honoured too, all others set apart?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me: “Divine grace shines its bright


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Approval on them for the fame they earned


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And still have in the world by what they made.
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        Here glory burns again as there it burned.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A voice inside the radiant arcade


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Responded with a ringing antiphon:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “All hail the greatest poet, for his shade


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Returns, that we had thought was gone.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When silence had come back to fill the space


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The voice had left when it went still, I saw


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Four great shades come towards us, and each face


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was neither glad nor sad. My Guide said more:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Behold the one with upright sword in hand:
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        He walks by right before the other three,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For he is Homer, who put his Greek brand


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        On all the Romans, not excluding me.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If you could read him, you would understand


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Why we, who can, verge on idolatry


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In praising him. Horace the satirist


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is that one there, then Ovid. Lucan last.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because that voice put my name on its list


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With these, it did me honour unsurpassed.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So I saw gathered the immortal school


      

    




    

      	

        110


      



      	 



      	

        Of him who sang below the walls of Troy,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And over all who write shall always rule


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like a watchful eagle in its high employ,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Spreading its wings on winds we know are there


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Only because it glides across the sky


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So easily, as if born in the air,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And never to descend, even to die.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And after they had talked a little while


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They turned, with signs of fellowship, to me:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Whereat I saw my Master broadly smile.
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        And, still more honour from that company,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They said that I was with them from now on,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sixth of their school, the college of the wise.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And so it was, until the light was gone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We walked and talked of what I must surmise


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were best left unsaid now, but when said then


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was fit, and, dare I say it, flattering:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Such words I hardly hope to hear again


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But just to hear them once meant everything.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Surrounded seven times by one high wall
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        Inside another, plus a pretty stream


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As moat, a castle noble, strong and tall


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now stood before us. As if in a dream


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We walked across the water. Seven gates


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I passed through with my five wise ones, until


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We reached a fresh green lawn. The ancient greats


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Awaited us: their eyes were grave and still,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their features full of calm authority.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sparely they spoke, in voices sweet and soft.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They were so many that, to count them, we
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        Withdrew to a well-lighted place aloft.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From there, above the green enamel, I


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Looked down on each and every face of fame,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The sight of which I’d been exalted by


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Already, only now I heard the name:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Electra, whose beloved son built Troy,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And whose companions saw it end in flame


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Or died defending it. I heard with joy


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That this was Hector, this Aeneas. There,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just as essential for a later age,
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        Was Caesar with his griffin’s fiery stare.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Princess Camilla stood at centre stage


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With Penthesilea, the war-like Queen


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the Amazons, she whom Achilles slew,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And the King of Latium was on the green


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As was Lavinia, his daughter. Who


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Would not be moved to know this was the first


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Brutus, the one who laid proud Tarquin low?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lucrezia, wife of Collatine, well versed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In grace; and Caesar’s daughter whom we know
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        As wife to Pompey, the chaste Julia,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Marcia, Cato’s wife. Cornelia too,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Daughter to Scipio of Africa


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And mother of the Gracchi. Names I knew


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Only from books, without reserve revealed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        How they had looked—except the Saladin,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sadly by robes of shadow part concealed:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He helped our age of learning to begin,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But had another faith. Lifting my gaze


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A little, one I saw who sat in state
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        Among the family of philosophers—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their father, of all thinkers the most great:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Aristotle. Looking up to him in praise


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like all the others, even Socrates


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Plato, who preceded him, were each


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lost in their awe of his abilities


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At amplifying what they’d had to teach:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The moral law. There was Democritus,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who said the world is made of tiny parts


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That interact by chance, unseen by us.
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        Diogenes and Anaxagoras,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thales, Empedocles were side by side,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Heraclitus who said any mass,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Even if still, still moves. There in his pride


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was Zeno, stoicism’s founding voice,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And next to him was Dioscorides


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The herb collector. I was spoiled for choice:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where next to look, among these prodigies?
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        And I saw Orpheus and Cicero,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Linus, and Seneca the moralist,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Euclid and Ptolemy. There in a row


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were famous adepts first to get the gist


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of modern medicine and help it grow:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Hippocrates and Galen, with the two


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Arabs who led the world in this respect:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Avicenna, then Averroës, who


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Wrote down what both could conjure and confect


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In his Commentary that none doubts to be true.
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        And these and all those others on the lawn—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So many giants of the intellect—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were like the first sunrays that build the dawn.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I can’t speak fully of them all. My theme


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is vast, and drives me on so that the facts


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Often exhaust my words. Again a team


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of two, we entered into cataracts


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of trembling air, all quietness left behind—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where no light shines and all who see are blind.
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        So we descended out of Circle One


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To Circle Two: the less in measurement,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The greater in its sad cries fit to stun


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The senses. Here, deciding who’ll be sent


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To which reception, the Selector looms


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Whose name is Minos. Horrible to see,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He’s worse to see in action. Separate dooms


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For separate deeds, betokened by how he


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Runs rings around himself with his long tail,
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        So many turns for such and such a fault.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The tortured souls, confessing without fail,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Are thus assigned to that drawer in the vault


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This connoisseur of turpitude may deem


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Appropriate, while to his platform comes


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Another load to share the same wild dream.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They watch his living bull-whip do its sums


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Always for others, not for them. Not yet.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And then it’s their turn, as they count the loops


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That weigh the crimes they hoped he might forget—
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        And down they go, sad army, naked troops,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To find their level. “You that come to stay


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At this unlucky lodge, watch where you tread


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And whom you trust,” Minos was moved to bray.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “The width of Hell’s mouth doesn’t mean the dead


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who get in ever get to go away.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Leader spoke for me: “Shout till you drop:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His travel papers bear a sacred seal.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This thing is wanted where the moot points stop


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And certainties begin. There’s no appeal.”
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        Here, after Limbo, as I had before,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I heard the countless outcries of lament


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Combine to strike me as a constant roar.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This was a place where every light was spent.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It ranted as the sea does in a storm


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That splits its own winds to go left or right,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Shrieking in all directions. Thus the form


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of the infernal tempest: day and night


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The same, forever shapeless, without rest


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It rends and roils the spirits with its force.
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        They are the smeared signs of how it is blessed:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their cries can testify to its remorse.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And when they come to where the rocks are cracked


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By background pressure, and a fissure gapes


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Before them, then we hear the law attacked


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That brought them to this pass so none escapes,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As all yell their complaints at that brute fact.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I understood this was the punishment


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For carnal sinners, who let appetite


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Rule reason, and who, once drawn, are now sent—
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        Like winter starlings by their wings in flight—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Across the bleak sky in a broad, thick flock:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Here, there, now up, now down, the winds dictate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their track. Small hope of pausing to take stock


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of whether anguish might not soon abate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At least a little, and no hope at all


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of peace. And as the cranes sing when they fly,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In a long line attracting with their call


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Our eyes to them as they move through the sky,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just so I now saw souls borne on the wind
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        Trailing their cries of grief towards the spot


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where we stood. “Who are these? How have they sinned?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I asked my Master. “Dare to tell me what


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Dooms them to be so harshly disciplined.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “The first of those of whom you would have news


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was empress of many peoples.” So explained


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Master. “Willing neither to refuse


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Demands from her own lust, nor to be stained


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By rules against it, she rewrote the law


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make praiseworthy what had been her vice
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        And vicious what was virtuous before.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her name is Semiramis. More than twice


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As bad as her hot blood was her incest:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She married her own son so they could rule


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The Sultan’s lands, Egypt and all the rest.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The next is Dido, Queen of Carthage, cruel


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To the ashes of her husband when she slew


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Herself because of love: not love for him,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But for Aeneas. Cleopatra, too—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That dark one there—desire led to a grim
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        Reckoning. Behold Helen, in whose name


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A sea of trouble came to Troy in ships,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And Paris knew it was a sea of flame,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The fire that started when he kissed her lips.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And there’s Tristan . . .” A thousand more at least


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He named, the shades who left our life for love:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The gentle women of a time long ceased


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To be, and all their cavaliers. Above


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My head, the waves of fear closed and increased


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their turbulence, and I was almost lost.
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        Then I to him: “My Poet, I would speak


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With those two—by the ill wind swept and tossed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As light as dead leaves on a mountain creek—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who do not fly alone, but as a pair.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me: “Call out, when they can hear,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In the name of love that leads them through the air,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And they will come to you.” When they drew near


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I spoke: “Tormented spirits, come to us,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If Someone Else does not forbid you to.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You fly for love, and love we should discuss,
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        Though it stir shades into a witch’s brew.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And as when doves that long for their sweet nest


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        See it, and with their stiffened wings spread wide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Moved only by desire come home to rest,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So these from Dido’s squadron turned aside


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And down through the malignant atmosphere


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They came to us in an unerring glide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So deeply had my summons to appear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Touched them. “O Being gracious and benign—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Visiting us in air whose darkness is
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        Tinged by the blood of all in our long line—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If the Emperor of the Universe in His


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Great mercy were our friend, then we would pray


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For your repose, because of your distress


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At our sad fate. What you would have us say


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Let’s hear about, now that the wind blows less,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So we may speak before it howls once more.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So she began, he silent in assent.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Born where the Po descends to the seashore


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To meet its followers and rest content,
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        I was a beauty. Love, in gentle hearts,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Strikes quickly, and the fair form I once had


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Before I cruelly lost it—by dark arts


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That still offend me—quickly drove him mad.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Love pardons no one loved from Love, and I


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was drawn to him with what force you can see:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It still holds me beside him as we fly.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Love gave two lives one death for destiny.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As for who killed us, Cain will help him die.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Those stricken souls, through her we heard them speak:
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        And when I understood the full import


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of what was said, as if my neck grew weak


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I hung my head. My Guide said: “Lost in thought?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I was indeed. When I could breathe, I said:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Alas, so many sweet shared thoughts and things


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Brought them this fate they think unwarranted.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thus I to him. To them: “Your sufferings,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Francesca, make me weep for grief and more.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But tell me, in that time of your sweet sighs,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In that first flush, how love made you both sure
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        Of what you half saw in each other’s eyes.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And she to me: “Life brings no greater grief


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than happiness remembered in a time


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of sorrow; and he knows that well, your chief,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who now walks in a world of dust and grime


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When once he took bright laurels as his due.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But if to know the one true origin


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of our Love means so very much to you,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then even as I weep I will begin.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Reading together one day for delight
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        Of Lancelot, caught up in Love’s sweet snare,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We were alone, with no thought of what might


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Occur to us, although we stopped to stare


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sometimes at what we read, and even paled.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But then the moment came we turned a page


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And all our powers of resistance failed:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When we read of that great knight in a rage


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To kiss the smile he so desired, Paolo,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This one so quiet now, made my mouth still—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Which, loosened by those words, had trembled so—
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        With his mouth. And right then we lost the will—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For Love can will will’s loss, as well you know—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To read on. But let that man take a bow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who wrote the book we called our Galahad,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The reason nothing can divide us now.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        One spoke as if she almost might be glad,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The other wept as if forgetting how


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To stop. And I? I fainted dead away,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And went down as if going down to stay.


      

    


  




  





  CANTO 6




  [image: ]




  




  

    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When I came round, and was no longer blind—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My pity for that self-deluding pair


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Gave me much grief, and grief had closed my mind—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I saw new types of torment everywhere


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Around me, so no matter where I turned


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Were the tormented. This was Circle Three,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And here there was no fire, and nothing burned.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Instead, a dark cold rain falls heavily


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Forever. At a rigidly fixed rate
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        And steady density, the muck descends


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Through shadowed air already dark as slate.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The fall of dirty water never ends,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With hail and snow mixed in. The soaked earth reeks.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The people stuck in it have Cerberus


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To guard them. Overhead, that creature shrieks


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In anger with three mouths, each hideous


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As a mad dog’s. Beards greasy black, eyes red,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Big belly, fingers well supplied with nails,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He scores and scrapes and tears them to a shred—


      

    




    

      	

        20


      



      	 



      	

        Those that the rain already hardly fails


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make howl—and they turn from side to side


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As if they could keep something unbesmirched


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By his paws, though they have no goods to hide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        No house but this remaining to be searched.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        When Cerberus the hulking worm got wind


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That he was not alone—he never is,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In view of how he’s made—he turned and grinned.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His hungry mouths displayed those teeth of his


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In six rows. Every limb was quivering.
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        My Leader spread his hands and, to his wrists,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He dug down through the slop so he might fling


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The loads of firmer sludge caught in his fists


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into those gulping throats, and like three hounds


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That yelp for greed but shut up when they eat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The monster made the small contented sounds


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        It doesn’t make for souls spread at its feet.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Those we passed over, where they lay prostrate,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Gripped by the mud and held down by the rain.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We trod on ghosts as if their actual state
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        Were human and they did not flinch in vain.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Supine or prone, they all lay stretched out flat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Except for one who sat up when he saw


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Us pass, and said: “You that I’m looking at


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Instead of through, because no fatal flaw


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Yet sends you here to stay: do you know me?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You should, for you were born before I died.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And I to him: “Perhaps my memory


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Aims at the mark you set but wanders wide


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Through air unsettled by your agony.
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        But tell me who you are, and why sent here


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To such a punishment that none more great


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Could well be worse, so much it fills with fear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A visitor not marked for the same fate.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me: “Our city, then as now


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A sack of envy stuffed to spill its load,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I spoke for in the world, where I knew how


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To put myself about, my sharpest goad


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The supper I sang for. ‘Ciacco,’ they said,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        ‘Sit down and eat.’ And now it’s here I sit,
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        Wrecked by the rain because of broken bread,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like anyone too fond of eating it—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like all those here now. See how we are fed.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And I replied: “Ciacco, your moans of pain


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Meet mine, and I am—almost—moved to tears.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But if there is foreknowledge you retain,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then tell me if just one Just One appears,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To save the city. What becomes of them,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The disunited Florentines? And how


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Did all this start? What snapped the diadem
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        That once encircled the untroubled brow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of Santa Reparata? Diplomat


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You were. You know things. Give me what you know.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then he to me: “At first, the usual spat


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Or two, then drawn-out tension, then the blow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By blow expansion, then the all-out fight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Between the Blacks and Whites. With due offence


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The Whites drive out the Blacks. Day follows night,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And in three years the Blacks come back. Immense


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Success, with help from Boniface. In tears,
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        The Whites find out the hard way that their shame


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is just the start of payment in arrears


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For the crime of losing. Two men have the name


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of being just, but no one listens. Three


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Real motives: Envy, Avarice and Pride—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Fires of the Florentines, as you will see.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And I to him, although I knew my Guide


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Grew restive: “Still there’s something I would know


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Ahead of time. Those men who wished no ill—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Tegghiaio, Farinata, Jacopo
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        Rusticucci and Arrigo, Mosca—will


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I find they rose to grace? Or do they weep?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me: “The whole bunch rot in Hell,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Black souls that different faults have driven deep.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Go down that far, you’ll see how far they fell.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But if it’s true you’re going all the way


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Back to the sweet world, tell them who you met.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They might remember. That’s all I can say.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Whereat, his gaze still fixed on mine, he bent


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His head and lay back down to join the blind.
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        My Leader said: “Until the air is rent


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By the angel’s trumpet—and the dead shall find


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their graves, take fleshly form, and hear resound


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The eternal echoes, as shall be decreed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By the Last Judge—this one, held by his ground,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Will never wake again. Shall we proceed?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And so, with slow steps, fording the foul blend


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of shades and rain, we moved, our speech concerned


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With life beyond the tomb. “After the end,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        What starts?” I asked. “Will all those who have earned
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        Their place down here feel less pain from the Day


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of Judgement on, or just the same, or more?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he to me: “What does your science say?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The more a thing’s more perfect than before


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The more it takes delight, or feels despair?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Although these damned will never know a true


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Perfection, they’ll be closer to it there,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Beyond that Day. So: much more than they do


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Must be the answer to your question.” We


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Had walked the inner edge of that great ring
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        With much more talk about theology


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That I have room or time for rendering.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We reached the entrance to a lower zone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But first the fearsome Plutus stood alone.
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        “The Pope pops Satan, Satan pips the Pope,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Plutus barked raucous nonsense, while my Guide,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who knew all things, to give me back my hope


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Said: “Don’t let fear of him turn you aside.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Whatever power he has will never stretch


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To stopping your descent to the next stage.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And, turning to the fat lips of the wretch,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Wolf, shut your mouth,” he said. “Swallow your rage


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And let it eat your guts. He goes with cause
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        Into the depths, for it is willed on high


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where Michael the Archangel planned the wars


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Against the rebels.” As when all winds die


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And sails, once swollen, flap and fall in folds,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just so the beast lay flat. We left it so,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And down to Circle Four—and what it holds


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For its share of the universe of woe


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Contained in the immeasurable pit—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We went. Merciful God! Who gets it in,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This wretched harvest? What accounts for it?
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        And why to such pain are we led by sin?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For just as waves above the clashing jaws


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of Scylla and Charybdis rush to fight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Each other, so these shades danced without pause,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        More of them than had so far met my sight.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From either side damned souls let out a shout


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And roll weights with their chests until they crash


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Together, whereupon they turn about


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And shriek “Why pile it up?” and “Why waste cash?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And work in a half-circle to the point
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        Opposed, still giving out their spiteful yell,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And turn to joust again. Heart out of joint,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I said: “My Master, who are these, pray tell:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And were these tonsured ones here to the left


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Once clerics?” He to me: “Yes, all of them


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In their first life were so of sense bereft


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They spent like wastrels, and thus they condemn


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their madness, barking every time they find


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Themselves returned to either of the two


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Opposing points at which their faults of mind
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        Divide them. One and all were clerics who,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Head sticking through their hair, were ruled by greed.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        There are popes here, and cardinals.” And I:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “My Guide, should I not then in such a breed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        See faces that I can identify,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Famous for sins of avarice and waste?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Master answered thus: “That thought is vain.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In life for their dim sight they were disgraced:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Here they are dimly seen, and must remain


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Forever split into two charging teams:
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        Those money-grubbing ones who from the grave


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Arise with grasping fists and foolproof schemes,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And these with hair close-cropped to show they gave


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As those took—a two-sided robbery


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That stole the world from both and set them here


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In this unprepossessing scrum that we


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lack words to dignify. You see it clear,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My son: the squalid fraud as brief as life


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of goods consigned to Fortune, whereupon


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Cool heads come to the boil, hands to the knife.
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        For all the gold there is, and all that’s gone,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Would give no shred of peace to even one


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of these drained souls.” “Master,” I said,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Finish the lesson you have just begun:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Tell me who Fortune is. How has she spread


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her arms to seize the world’s wealth?” A sharp glance:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Half-witted mortals, how is it you know


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So little even of the ignorance


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That starves you? That you not continue so,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now feed on news of how I estimate
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        The Understanding that transcends all things,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And made the heavens, and gave each heavenly state


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The luminous intelligence that brings


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Light from each part to every other part


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In perfect measure. Just so, on the Earth,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Fortune, his minister, with timely art


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Endlessly portions out, for what they’re worth,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The riches of the world from man to man


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And race to race—and none can even guess,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Because no human sense can know her plan,
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        Why one has power, another powerlessness—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        According to her judgement where she lies


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Unseen, just as the grass conceals the snake.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Your mortal judgement shrivels up and dies


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Compared with hers, perpetually awake,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Providing, weighing, balancing. She rules


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Her realm the way the lofty ones rule theirs.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Unceasing alterations make her tools


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Invisible, so quickly her affairs


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Must be arranged and rearranged. She, then,
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        Who is so often cursed by those who should


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Praise her, thinking themselves forsaken men,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Although, by breaking them, she brought them good—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        She, then, although she hears no human word


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of her true value, happy like the rest


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of those first creatures—who have always heard


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their praises sung—nevertheless is blessed,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The world her wheel. And so much for your doubt,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For now we must descend to deeper grief,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As all the stars that rose when I set out
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        To meet you, start to fall. Even a brief


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Pause in our course is not permitted. Move.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We cut across the circle to a ledge


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Above a fountain spurting in its groove


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And spilling back, swamping the precinct’s edge


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With water more a turgid grey than black;


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And we, in company with that grim flood,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Picked our way down an ankle-turning track


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into the place beneath, where sliding mud,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Spread thickly from the foot of those dark slopes,
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        Became the sad, slow river called the Styx.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        While I stood doing nothing except look,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I thought at first my eyes were playing tricks


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As these slime-covered naked people shook


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With anger. Not with sticky hands alone


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They hit each other, but with heads, chests, feet


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And teeth. They bit each other to the bone.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And my great Guide to me: “Son, here you meet


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The souls of those who gave way to their rage.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But know, too, there are those who lurk below
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        The surface—from the bubbles you can gauge


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their number—who could let no anger flow,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Or any feeling else. Stuck in the mud,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They croak: ‘In that sweet world the sun made glad,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Our hearts were stopped with a slow, smoking flood.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In these dank depths we work at being sad.’


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This is the chorus their clogged throats emit:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The best that they can do.” Thus we traversed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A great arc of that filthy, festering pit,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Walking between the dry bank and the cursed
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        Wet edge that sighs to suck you into it,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Always our eyes on those lost to its power—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Until we faced the foot of a tall tower.
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        Just to go back a bit, I should have said


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That long before we reached the tower’s base


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We saw two lights set on its lofty head,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To which a third light, from a far-off place,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sent back a pinpoint signal. Turning to my


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Attendant sea of wisdom, I asked: “What


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Does this mean? And that other fire’s reply,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        What is it? And who tends that flame?” “Let not,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He said, “the foul fumes of the marsh deceive
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        Your eye, for what’s to come, no longer there,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is almost here.” When did an arrow leave


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A bowstring and run whistling through the air


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        More quickly than this little boat skimmed in


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Across the sludge? “Caught you!” the oarsman cried.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Guilty as charged!” “Flegias, cut the din:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This time it counts for nothing,” said my Guide.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “You get to keep us only while we cross


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This swamp.” As one who knows that some great fraud


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Is practised on him, and resents the loss,
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        So Flegias in his bottled rage. My lord


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Stepped down into the boat, and then made me


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Step after him, and only after I


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was on board did the craft appear to be


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Laden. Thus, then, the ancient prow, less high


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than usual since its cargo weighed much more


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Than shadows, moved off, cutting all too deep


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into the muck, from which there rose, before


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Our gaze, a man-shaped darkly streaming heap


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of that same stagnant stuff we rowed through. “Who
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        Are you that come before your time?” And I


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To him: “If so, it’s not to stay. But you,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who are you, to be such a mess?” “I cry,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He said, “as all the damned do.” Me again:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Cry all you like, mud crab. Thicken your mask.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I still know who you really are.” Just then


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He reached with both hands for the boat, his task


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To turn us over, but my wary chief


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Warded him off, and said “Get back down there


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With the other dogs.” And then, to my relief,
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        My Master’s anger turned to loving care,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His arm around me as he kissed my cheek.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Disdainful one,” he said, “blessed was the womb


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That held you. In the world, he was the peak


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of arrogance, and now, beyond the tomb,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With not one good word to adorn his name,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He rages at his own inanity.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And there are others up there of the same


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Persuasion they are kings. They, too, will be


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Pigs in this filthy sty, and leave behind
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        Nothing but curses rained upon the hole


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their swelled heads filled.” And I: “I have a mind,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Before we leave this festering soup bowl,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To see it swallow him.” My Master said:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Before we reach the other shore, your wish


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Will be fulfilled.” And soon, as if they fed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A hunger, we saw men like muddy fish


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Surround him, and I thanked God as they cried


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “So, Filippo Argenti! Not so great!”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        While even he sank teeth in his own hide,
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        That tortured Florentine. Such was the state


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We left him in. I have no more to tell,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Save of the sound of grief that struck my ears


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As I gazed forward. “Son, you should note well,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Master said, “that now the city nears


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Called Dis, home of a thoughtful populace


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And mighty garrison.” I in my turn:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Master, already I can see its face.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The mosques within its ramparts seem to burn


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As red as iron new-drawn from the fire.”
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        Then he: “The fire eternal makes them glow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So red. Here Hell becomes the funeral pyre


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That burns in Circle Six and burns below.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Between the outworks and the walls that showed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their fever of that city sad and vast,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The moat was deep, and through it ran the road


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We followed far around, until at last


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We came to where the boatman bellowed “Out!


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now we get out of here and go in there!”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His cry was nothing to the angry shout


      

    




    

      	

        80


      



      	 



      	

        Of a thousand angels, fallen from elsewhere


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Like rain to make the door a thing of dread.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Who’s this,” they yelled, “who dares to go while still


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Alive into the kingdom of the dead?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By signs my silent guide expressed his will:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A wish to speak in secret. They cut back


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A little on their uproar of bad grace.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Just you, then,” said the leader of the pack,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “And let your friend, the unfitting one, retrace


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The false steps that have boldly brought him here
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        On a mad road. Leave him alone to face


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His journey home. He might have known more fear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Had you, his sponsor, not shown him the way.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now let him tremble. Lose him. You, draw near.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Think, reader, of the depth of my dismay


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At these forbidding words. They were a curse:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Never, I thought, would I be here again.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I to my Master: “Nothing could be worse


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        For me now than to be as I was then,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Without you. You have seven times and more
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        Saved me from danger and rebuilt my heart.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        If I’m denied the path that lies before,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then let’s go back together to the start.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Fear not,” said he who had brought me this far,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “For nobody can interrupt a course


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Mapped for us from on high. Stay where you are,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And with the food of hope restore the force


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of your weak spirits. Never would I leave


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You on your own down here.” And so he goes,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And leaves me half convinced that I deceive
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        Myself that this is not what I suppose.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Am I betrayed? What he said to unman


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Those sentinels I couldn’t hear, but he


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Was not long there with them before they ran


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A race to go back in, and instantly


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They shut the door against him. He began


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With pensive steps the slow walk back to me,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Eyes on the ground and brow bereft of all


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Serenity. And as he went, he sighed:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Who are they who presume to guard the wall
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        That keeps me from where sufferings reside,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Its weeping houses?” Then to me: “Be not


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Dismayed that I should grieve. In this contest


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of wills I shall prevail, no matter what


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That gang in there come up with. For the rest,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        There’s nothing new in their intransigence.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They used it once before to bar a gate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Less secret, which still stands without defence,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Its locks and bolts undone by Someone Great.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You saw, above its head, the mortal text,
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        Yet came through to the slope, and since have come


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Down through the circles, first one, then the next,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        As far as this, and I am the whole sum


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of your protection. Therefore, why be vexed?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To lay this city open, we need no


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Sanction beyond what sent us. Shall we go?”
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        Seeing how his reverse had paled my face,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Leader summoned up the means to drive


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The same pallor from his. He checked his pace


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And stopped to listen, as a man would strive


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To make up with his ears for his dimmed eyes


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In dark air and thick fog. “Nevertheless,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He said, “We’re bound to win, or otherwise . . .”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He paused, and then: “But no. That’s idleness.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We have such help. But why is it so late
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        In coming?” I saw clearly how the first


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thing that he said the next would mitigate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To calm my fear. From that, I feared the worst:


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Perhaps these fragments had a common source


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In some deep theme too terrible to tell.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I said: “Does anyone in the long course


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of time descend into the hellish well


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This far whose proper place is Circle One,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where none are damned but all hope is cut short?”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I questioned, he gave answer. “Almost none
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        Of us have made a journey of the sort


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That I make now, though I did once before,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Through the magic of Erichtho, who recalled


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Souls to their bodies. Seeing how I wore


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My flesh no longer, that fell Sybil hauled


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Me through the wall of Dis and down to fetch


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        A spirit from the lowest circle, where


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Judas resides. You’ve seen only a sketch


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        So far of what this pit is like down there


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        At the bottom of the dark: far out of sight,
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        The crystal sky that makes the world turn. I


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Know well that journey to the end of night,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Although condemned too soon to live and die.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But rest assured that it is just for now


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        We are debarred from the sad city which


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Adds such unholy rage—we’ve just seen how—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To its protection by this stinking ditch.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And more in the same vein, but I forget;


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My gaze was focused on a bastion


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The ruins of whose high rim were beset
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        In an instant by the triple power, close-drawn,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of three infernal furies, stained with blood.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In form and manner female, they were clad


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With snakes, and smaller snakes, as if from mud,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Rose from their hair, and their fierce temples had


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Snake-spawn with little horns for diadems.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Guide, who knew full well the coiled intent,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And the foul taste for such hissing, writhing gems,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of Proserpine, Queen of the Long Lament,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Said: “Look! Eumenides! There on the left,
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        Megaera. On the right, Alecto weeps.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Tisiphone is she who fills the cleft


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Between them. A Greek nightmare never sleeps.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I shook for fear against my Poet’s side.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Bring on Medusa! With her aid we’ll make


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This man a stone!” So, looking down, they cried.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “With Theseus we made a big mistake.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Now for revenge!” My Master: “Turn your back.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Hands over eyes. Tight fingers. Stay that way.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just one glimpse of the Gorgon through a crack—


      

    




    

      	

        60


      



      	 



      	

        Goodbye forever to the light of day.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And he himself turned me around, nor did


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He trust my own hands, adding his as well


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To guard my eyes. You of sound mind, I bid


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        You look beneath the strange, veiled way I tell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        This story to the struggle in the soul


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of one who seeks redemption. Now, across


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The turbid waves, there came a thundering roll


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of fearful sound, with both banks at a loss


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To stay still, trembling at the violent roar


      

    




    

      	

        70


      



      	 



      	

        Of such a summer wind as heat propels


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into the woods when, fallen to the floor,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Split branches fly away, and dizzy spells


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of dust are driven by its boastful pride,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And even the wild beasts and shepherds flee.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Now train your gaze across that scum-skinned tide,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        He said to me as he set my eyes free,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “To where the fog is thickest.” As the snake,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their enemy, sends frogs down fading through


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The water to the bottom of the lake


      

    




    

      	

        80


      



      	 



      	

        To squat and wait, so I now had in view


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        More than a thousand dead souls fleeing. One


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Who passed dry-shod across the Styx had come,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Clearing its thick air from his face. This, done


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With his left hand, and often, was the sum


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of all the sufferings that sapped him: no


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Compassion and no fear. I could well see


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That he was Heaven-sent. I made a show


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of turning to my Guide, but he told me,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With just a sign, to shut my mouth and bow.


      

    




    

      	

        90


      



      	 



      	

        Disdainful angel! Who now faced the gate


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And with a little sceptre touched somehow


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Its secret spring. Not even with its weight


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Did it resist. The way was open now.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “You outcasts from the sky,” the angel cried


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        On the ghastly threshold. “You rejected race,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Where did you get your overweening pride?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Why fight against the will none can outface


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And which so often has increased your pain?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        By flouting the decrees of providence


      

    




    

      	

        100


      



      	 



      	

        Some call the fates, what can you hope to gain?


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Remember Cerberus and get some sense.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Those wounds he carries at his throats and jaws,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Chains made, when he was dragged out of the way


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of Hercules in Hades. There are laws.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Thus having said what he had come to say,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Without a word to us, and with the air


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of one with other business on his mind


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        More pressing, he turned back and left us there


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        To watch him take that filthy road. Confined


      

    




    

      	

        110


      



      	 



      	

        No longer, by his holy words set free


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From doubt, we could take certain steps towards


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The city, and without a struggle we


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Went in, and I, agog to see the hordes


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Held there, and how, took one quick look around


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And there they were, broad fields on either hand


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of pain and cruelty: the sight, the sound.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Just as the Rhone at Arles dissolves the land


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Into a swamp, just as at Pola near


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Quarnero where the bounds of Italy


      

    




    

      	

        120


      



      	 



      	

        Are set and bathed, just so I saw it here,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        But far worse: the uneven territory


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of graveyards, and among the tombs were fires


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That made them glow with more intensity


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of heat than any forge or stove requires.


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The lids were lifted. Such cries of lament


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Came out of them as only the despised


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And desperate could make. “Who has been sent,”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        I asked my Guide, “to lie here paralysed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        In open boxes? Whose groans do we hear?”


      

    




    

      	

        130


      



      	 



      	

        “Arch-heretics,” he said, “and every sect


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That followed them. And more than might appear


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Roast in these glowing ovens, which collect


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Their occupants according to what sort


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of error they espoused, and so assign


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        The fitting heat to which they should be brought


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        And kept at, as forever they repine.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Then we turned right, and passed between all this


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Destruction and the lofty wall of Dis.


      

    


  




  





  CANTO 10




  [image: ]




  




  

    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Master, by a hidden path, now made


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        His way between the city and the plain


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Of torment. As I followed him, I stayed


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Close to his shoulder. “You by whom I gain


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Access,” I said, “to all these rings of sin,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        My Height of Virtue, could you stoop to tell


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Me this much? These tombs. Those who lie within,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Can they be seen? The lids are off. As well,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        No one keeps guard.” And he to me: “They all


      

    




    

      	

        10


      



      	 



      	

        Will be locked down when, from Jehoshaphat,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        They come back with the bodies they let fall


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        On Earth. In this part you are looking at


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Lie Epicurus and his followers


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        From ancient times until the present day—


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        All who believe that death for souls concurs


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        With death for flesh. Your question? Let’s just say


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        That soon it will be answered there inside,


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        Along with the desire that you conceal.”


      

    




    

      	 



      	 



      	

        “Master,” I said, “the reason that I hide
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