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Dante: classification of sin.

It is not jokingly that one begins

to describe the bottom of the universe. 7.XXXII
For the sake of the love of Beatrice, and his eternal well being, Dante is led by Virgil, hell-bound.  They see the depraved, the wicked, and incalculable pains.  Dante witnesses this so he can learn a lesson and teach a lesson.  The lesson is that Hell is not a system of correction; it is retribution.  Justice does not establish righteousness.  If one makes offense against God, he is eternally damned.  

SINS OF INCONTINENCE

The sinners here are doomed to a redundant, circular motion.  They move around, yet they are stuck.  They are in the same place, "where they will keep eternally returning." (49.VII)  The Circle is adverse to incontinence.  It is a paragon of symmetry, equality, perfection, and above all, the limit.  Incontinence is the paragon of excess; it is everything that, like a sacred cup being brimmed, flows over the rim to splash on the ground, worthless.  So the souls here must suffer the worst of their adversary; they must eternally revolve in the sphere around the Circle, close to it as possible.  They have stepped beyond the limit.  They have committed a Sin of Incontinence, so they define incontinence; they make clear exactly what excess itself is; they move around the circle, and doing so, they define exactly what a circle is not.  Excess has no limit; there is no limit to their excessive sin; they suffer excessively.

The First Defile - Limbo

We are lost…

That having no hope, we live on longing. 31.IV

Here reside the “Sprits of the Great;” (104.IV) lined up, Homer, Horace, Lucan, Ovid, Virgil, and Dante parade.  They may keep their nobility, though hope they lack.  They may recline in the fertile, green meadow, though they remain lost.  

The Second Defile - Lust

…Carnal things –

Their reason mastered by desire, suborned. 35.V

Here a Wind, so fierce, drives the lecherous, scandalous lovers, lewd and wanton: up, down, back, forth.  Helen and Achilles, whom love slew, are tossed around in here.  

The Third Defile - Gluttony

A dark, accursed torrent eternally poured

With changeless measure and nature.  7.VI

This pit of fiery hell bares ice and snow.  Fire is at odds with ice; gluttony is at odds with satiety; the torrent is at odds with a nature at once a rushing stream – at once at rest.  Amid the flurries, Cerberous scolds the souls.  His three heads each mark a victim - thrice he howls – thrice his red eyes burn holes in the gluttonous souls.  Most shades here lie still, face up.  They await a more grueling torture: ensepulcherity.  But, unlike Epicurus, they must abide, waiting, changeless in the flurry.  Their pain is suspense.  Their gluttony has been so offensive that their torture is to totter, eternally, at the very rim that defines gluttony and satiety, but never to partake in either.  

The Fourth Defile - Greed

…the passion

of avarice has wrought excess.  42.VII

The fourth ring of misery marks a special kind of excess: Greed.  Here, the greedy desire excess.  So the fourth defile takes Fortune for her patron, for the specters here once regarded her as their beneficiary.  But who is Fortune?  She is the chance of excess.  And what, again, is the Circle? It is the instrument by which excess is defined.  These specters march in circles, everywhere, pushing chance’s dead weight.  They joust with one another, the dead weight clashing.  Just as, for the limit, they were undiscerning, here they are dim to discernment; here they will eternally be returning.  They are dumb, plagued with ignorance, plagued excessively with Circles.

As a crown, the circle circumscribes an initiate and marks perfection.  Take a sacrificial victim, for example. Everything inside the crown is perfect and is to be raised up, dedicated to the gods, as such.  But everything outside the crown is excess - not worthy of the perfect gods.  And so the circle limits perfection, keeping it equally proportional inside.  Because they were greedy, these souls must be closer than anyone else to perfection, but must be themselves that limit – always, the end.

The Fifth Defile – Rage

The outward color cowardice pointed me…

pallor.  1.IX

Rage is the surface, the extreme, external measure.  Rage is the colors that we see.  It is no surprise that the Erinyes reside here, furious, rapacious.  They are garlanded with bright green hydras.  Blood-stained, vipers slither in circles around their bodies, “fringing their savage temples.”  (37.IX)  Megaera, Tisiphone, Alecto – they scream, clawing their breast, beating themselves and anything nearby.

In the distance, Dante sees a bleak city, as though cast of black iron, in which a Florentine, his body baked red, gnaws his own bloody flesh.  Virgil turns black with rage; Dante turns pale with fear.  Virgil - “We cannot enter now except with wrath.”  (37.IX)   The Fifth Defile admits nothing but motley rage for the sake of motley rage.  The souls in here meet the extreme end, the surface: Rage.

The Sixth Defile – Heresy 

Ensepulchered within these coffers of stone

Making their sounds of anguish from inside

…here, arch-heretics lie – and groan. 100.IX
Unlike all the rest, the heretics suffer a corporal simulacrum.  They are the closest to feeling physical pains.  Epicurus claimed the soul is convivial with its animated corpsee; they live together and reciprocally die together.  So his punishment is to be encased, cognitive of a simulacrum corpsee, and suffer a virtual death; his soul feels the pains of an eternally entombed body.  


Why is heresy such a grave offence?  By denying the liturgy, a heretic denies God’s Will; he sins against God and the Will of God together.  He tries to untie the knot that necessarily binds everything.  But this knot, God’s Will, may not be unraveled.  It is the source of everything, at once perfection, at once the instrument by which all things are created.


As Dante and Virgil enter the great plain of tombs, their ears are filled with loquacious mumbles, tormented woes, and screams of agony.  These sinners groan of terrible, physical pain.  Death is their punishment; they feel dead.

SINS OF VIOLENCE

…Your art’s good 

is to follow Nature insofar as it can,

As a pupil emulates his master.  98.XI
The Sin of Violence is threefold.  There are three different rings for three different sins.  Someone violent may act against one’s neighbor, one’s self, or God – but all violence is extortion.  It takes something away that belonged where it was; violence displaces Nature. Violence is action against the Master who designs Nature.  Violence is a vice because it opposes the Good: God’s Will.  

The first ring bars souls having committed homicide, robbery, plunder - despoiling – any violent action against another person.  The second ring bars depraved souls having deprived themselves.  This includes suicide, gambling, unjust dissipation, and weeping in place of rejoicing.  The third ring bars souls violent against deity.  Simple blaspheme earns this penalty.  

The First Ring

Here they lament the merciless harm they did.  98.XII

Beasties marshalling, troops immersed in “boiling crimson,” (87,XII) Dante and Virgil approached a bloody mote.  Here are the Tyrants, lamenting: Alexander, Dionysius, Azzolino, Attila, Pyrrhus, Sextus, Rinler Pazzo, to name a few.  They swim in the blood shed by their victims, augmented by their own mortal wounds.  Every drop of bloodshed from their victims is set it motion in this flood.  The simmering blood is a mote that encloses a murmuring enclave: the forest.  The shaggy centaurs violently suppress the sinners in this murky mote.

Being whipped by Pholus, here swims the Minotaur - the son of Lord Minos, who is at once a boy, at once a bull.  Like the centaurs, he embodies nature disfigured.  Only his misery is inchoate; he boils for maiming the Athenians, he boils for being maimed himself by Nature.

The centaurs have a strange relationship with rivers.  Nessus raped Deianira, having carried her across a river too swift and too deep for Heracles to carry.  And we all know what luck Nessus’ magnanimity brought Heracles.  So, too, Chiron adumbrates the ails to follow; it is a struggle to forge the bank, it is a struggle to cross, and Dante and Virgil, in their journey, see nothing more than ail, pain and struggle.  So it seems the centaur augurs through streams of liquid.     

The Second Ring

…I heard wailing voices grieve,

yet I could not see anyone there to wail.  20.XIII

Having crossed the mote, Dante was in distress.  Ubiquitous grief assailed him.  He was at the rim of a forest that seemed to sigh.  Virgil, knowingly, advanced and prompted Dante to pluck a branch from a thorny bush.  So he did, thus revealing the source of so much grief.  The sinners, here, suffer perverse deformation.  They are deprived the usual corporal infliction.  They live inside a bush.  They were violent against themselves; so they suffer violent deficiency.


It is no surprise that the Harpies fly in this forest, for they have always been steeling bodies.  Here all bodies have been stolen.  But now they feed on the rough foliage.  In doing so, they cause acute anguish to the residing soul, analogous to having one’s fingers continuously growing and bitten off.  But, while causing so much pain, the Harpies also make an outlet for this grief, a way for the pain of entrapment to escape.  So the very outlet, self-denial or suicide, is the cause of pain and also secures convalescence.  


To sin, again, is to contend the knot.  To kill one’s self is to attempt to undo Necessity – God’s Will.  The soul is bound in knots like the roots from the shrubs are bound in the soil.  


But if this sin did secure convalescence, it might be desirable.  So to remind the souls in agony of their torture, the Harpies recover their mutilated bodies.  The “Black Bitches” (119.XIII) eat the limbs torn from the torso and hang the corpse by the thorns sprouting from its “wounded shade.” (102.XIII)  And there it swings gently in the breeze, reminding its owner that he is damned to dwell without it – to which one shade replies, “And I – I made my own house be my gallows.”  (142.XIII)

The Third Ring
Distended flakes of fire drifted from aloft,

Slowly as mountain snow without a wind.

And the sand kindled.  24.XIV
Here, a dreadful form of retribution is seen; a bare, sandy plane, garlanded by the miserable forest, bares “naked souls in herds.”  (16.XIV)  Some lie supine, some sit up, starring blankly ahead, and some wander about.  Wisps of flint and flame flurry about, like the sleet and snow in the glutinous defile.  But here they conflagrate the arrangements of bodies strewn in the sand.  The fire also kindles the sand; the sinners are burned by the flames in the air and the char on which they sit.  


Theirs is a special sin; theirs is a special justice – “his rivalings [with God] earn his breast fitting badges,” (58.XIV) as the flints cinder his flesh.  

SINS OF FRAUD

...and so they march as one.

and he went off...

...like one

who gains the victory, not one who loses.  117.XII
God’s abhorrence is injustice – and each end of this kind.  If, weather, by violence or fraud, one afflicts some other person, he suffers God’s retribution.  But since fraud is found in human kind as its peculiar vice, it angers God more: so the fraudulent are lower, and suffer more unhappiness.


The complexity of Fraud is augmented by the complex nature of falsity.  It is rather difficult to distinguish a fraudulent front when it is presented truthfully.  The specters here feel the pain of a false surface.  They bare a fraudulent front, but one that has a truthful appearance.  For such is the nature of the fraudulent, to seem or be like the truth.  The specters propose a false appearance, looking like they have a hold of something true, but it is fake.


All the sinners walk the path of Malebolge, the center of which lies the pit of Betrayal.  They walk with their heads down, so you may not see their faces.  They are whipped by a terrible horned monster – Geryon, having a human face, paws, and serpent body.  


Several dark rings coil in this third, nether Hell.  The fosses are often difficult to distinguish, like the false front, for their true nature is suppressed, like all other true natures here.  But still Dante and Virgil plunder through.    

The Eighth Defile - Malebolge

One must take care with those who have the wit

Not only to observe the action but see

the thought as well...

A man should close his lips, if he’s able to,

when faced by truth that has the face of lies,

...fraud has such a face,

for the fraudulent act is a fact – true.  101.XVI      

First Fosse

Here is Jason of the Argonaughts, and Hypsipyle, Medea as well – all those who cheat.  

Second Fosse

A mold grows here, formed by an exhalation that steams from below, “offensive to behold and inhale.”  (100.XVIII)  

Third Fosse

From the middle of the bridge that crosses the third fosse, Dante peered below.  He saw a narrow trench tiled with stone on the walls and ground.  Periodic holes were drilled in this stone, in which the feet and legs of sinners were stuck, as a flaming torrent rushed through the trench, melting their skin.  They squirmed and flinched so violently that it seemed like their limbs would snap like a taught rope.  

Fourth Fosse

Looking into the fourth, Dante could see “people immersed in filth that seemed to drain from human privies.”  (104.XIX)  These fosses seem to represent a scaled version of the Defiles.  And here, the specters squirm in their defilement, sullied.


Here is Thais, the paramour, whose fraud was love.  When asked, “is my favor with you great?” she replied, “enormous.”  (54.XIX)  And so she suffers enormous defilement.  Avarice like hers distributes grief to all that hope while in love.  She loves the wicked, while lying, and tramples on the good.

Fifth Fosse
Sick, liturgical and deprived specters walk backward in this dike.  They denied others a straightforward presentation; they are denied straightforward vision.  Their neck is kinked so their tears drip on their “buttocks at the cleft.”  (23.XX)   This is a crude thing to watch, people walking backward out of Necessity.  But it reminds them of their sin.  

Sixth Fosse

Ten fork-tongued demons scream at the fraudulent in this fissure.  Their serpentine hisses pierce the ears.  They are armed with barbed grappling hooks, with which they flay the skin of their victims.  Cirlatto clutches one body; he wraps his hooks around the corpse.  A peculiar barb tears out a thigh muscle, while his forked-tongue slithers across the skin.  Then he gnaws the flesh raw.  


The specters run from the serpents, with no hope of finding refuge.  There is no place to hide. Their retribution, having hidden the truth from others, is to have no hope of hiding themselves.   

Seventh Fosse

The seventh fissure is similar to the sixth; the specters are girdled with serpents.  Snakes fill the gully, slithering and hissing.  The sinner’s hands are bound up with snakes, one in front and one behind.  And bound up like this, they are chased endlessly around the trench by the monster serpents.  


Again, the snakes eat the victims.  But what are they eating?  It is the surface; it is the flesh.  So it is this superficial appearance that is perpetually attacked, it is on the fake surface that the fraudulent suffer.

Eight Fosse
Odysseus and Diomedes burn here for their clever devise.  An anonymous High Priest also burns here, on account of having mastered “stratagems and covert ways.”  (75.XXVII)  But regardless of the pain, Odysseus, cool tactician, is still proud.  He was not born a brute, he perused knowledge and the good, and he earned Hell for retribution.  And he bares the pain that he has earned. 

Ninth Fosse

By falsifying, one may split the truth.  These have earned their burden by “splitting things asunder,” (134.XXVII) and are so slashed and strewn about the trench.  They march with fresh wounds, hot blood flowing to the ground.  Some have had limbs severed and dashed.  Mohammed has his chest split open; another whales, his arms raised, but his hands lopped off.  The stubs waver frantically in the putrid air.  Bertran de Born carries his own head, like a lantern, having made fraudulent arrangements with his own son.  

Tenth Fosse

Is it yet another Fosse?  Well, are there more lies to be told?  More fake claims to purport?  Yes.  Sinon - “I falsified in speech: you made false coinage, and I am in this place for a single sin – and you, for more than any other fiend.”  (114.XXX)  These are more mutilated people, more scabby people, more depraved lies. 

SINS OF BETRAYAL
...if one confers

the power of the mind, upon an evil will

then people will have no defense from it.  51.XXXI  

In the end, an individual can not be harmed while being betrayed.  If he is good, he is with God; if he is with God, he is safe.  Betrayal itself, in the end, harms no one.  Yet it is most rancid to God.  In effect, Betrayal is the culmination of all the prior sins.  It is Incontinence because it is outrageous; it is Violence because it is infringement; it is Fraud because it is deceit.  And some how, it is intransitive; the permanent effect is harmless.  


So why does this Sin of Betrayal receive the most serious justice?  It is an offense against God.  It is an insult to Beauty, Goodness, Justice and Truth.  Betrayal, having culminated all other sins, is itself the source of all sin.  

At the center of the world below, the world of shades and specters, Dis and Proserpina lord over all.  Dis is the paragon of Betrayal, and similarly the source of all sin.  He longed for his vice, he desired a woman.  So he snatched Proserpina while she was, herself, plucking flowers.  In her migration, Proserpina changed natures; she put up a fraudulent front and partook of immortality by giving up her mortal nature.  Then, when she wanted to leave, Dis tricked her, and made her eat three pomegranate seeds.  Now she must abide in Hell, for she partook of immortal sin by eating mortal food.  
The Ninth Defile

Pausing in his savage meal, the sinner raised

his mouth and wiped it clean along the hair

left on the head whose back he had laid waste.  1.XXXIII
This most grave offense gains the heaviest grief.  This nether Hell holds netheists all; betrayal offends God most.  This is the bottom, the core, where the universe and its gravity converge.  The pressure is unbearable.  As Dante and Virgil descend, they see a frozen pond, in which the damnedest are submerged.  Their heads poke out of the pond’s icy crest.  Crusts of ice crystals adorn their face, “purple as a dog’s lips from the frost.”  (68.XXXII)  Hordes of spirits live locked in side the ice; Dante saw thousands of faces, while tripping over one.  


In the distance, Dante sees Count Ugolino eating another shade: Archbishop Ruggieri.  They are bound in the ice as well, yet Ugolino moves above Ruggieri, slurping up is cold skin all the while.  These are not the only cannibals.  All the sinners here eat themselves and one another, as if the are betraying human kind. 


Alberigo doesn’t even know how he has died.  It could be that he was betrayed death.  His body may live on, in the world above, but he suffers here in the cold and doesn’t know why.


Countless other souls Dante and Virgil see.  Covered in ice, “showing like straw in glass,” (15.XXXIV) contorted souls freeze.  Then, he appears.  Beautiful as he is ugly, his three heads join at the crown: Dis.  One face is red, the next is ochre, mien the third.  He was weeping, of pain, in pain, on account of pain upon countless pain.  The innumerable tears roll down his six cheeks and mingle with the foam and blood in his mouths that spew from three sinewy bodies.  His teeth hold the three worst sinners: Judas Iscariot, Brutus, and Cassius.

