HELL, the fifth Song

Circle Two: Minos the Judge

So I’d descended, from Circle One going

down into the second.  This smaller circle’s

greater grief is so penetrating everyone’s groaning.

Right there, monstrously: Minos!  He snarls.
He calculates the guilt walking in,

judges, passes sentence with his coils.

I mean that when the soul born condemned
comes before him, it confesses all,

and then that connoisseur of sin

determines its appropriate infernal locale.
He binds himself in his tail, in as many rings

as the level he wants it sent to—down to that circle.

Before him, always, many are gathering.
They go, one by one, each in turn, to the decision.
They tell, they hear, then down they’re sent spiraling.
“You—the arrival at sorrow’s inn,”

said Minos to me when he sees us,
leaving the duties of his great position.

“Be careful coming in, and whom it is you trust.
Don’t be taken in by the wide-open door.”
The leader—my leader—to him: “You too shout at us?
Don’t get in the way of what he was born for.
This is the will of where what can be done
is whatever is willed.  Not a word more.”
Circle Two: Sexual sinners.  Heavy sobs in howling wind.
Now notes of grief have begun

to make me feel them.  My route
has sent me into sobs’ percussion.
I’d come to a place where light is mute,
that bellows like the ocean in a tempest,

if battled by winds challenging its route.

This infernal typhoon, which does not rest,

sweeps the spirits enclosed in its onslaught on,

tumbling them, drumming them, their plague and pest.

When they encounter the ruin head on,
that’s where the howling is, the sobs, the lament,
the spitting out of curses at divine dominion.
I realized this was the torment
of sinners damned for sexual wrongdoing,
whose clear thought had submitted to carnal intent. 
In the way that when it’s cold the starling’s wing

hoists the entire assembly as a wide, packed mass,
so with the sinful spirits and the panting

that heaves them up, and down, and that way, and this.
There is, forever, not a comforting hope to be had—
not for pause, not that pain will ever be less.

The parade across the sky of tragic legendary adulterers.
Like the cranes who go chanting their ballad,

who sketch the air with themselves and make a long line—
I saw a line like theirs coming, sounding even more sad:

ghosts aboard their own distress (as defined),
so that I said, “Teacher, name for me some
of the people this black air grinds.” 
“Most important, the first among 
those you’ll want to know,” he said—
“is she, empress once over many a tongue,
and to the voluptuous vice so abandoned

that she legalized every need, and freed
herself from blame for the life she’d conducted.
She is Semiramis, of whom we read
that she succeeded Ninus—she was his wife—

and ruled the land where the Sultan now leads. 
The other, so very in love, took her own life,
and broke faith with the ashes of Sichaeus.
After them, Cleopatra, so voluptuous all her life.
See? Helen, on whose account many a heinous
year rolled by—and look: the great Achilles,
who went into battle with love . . . to his finish.
See? Paris, Tristan—.”  And a thousand or more of these
his finger pointed out—he named each on sight—
the departed from our lives, asked by Love to leave.
After I’d heard my great tutor recite
the roll of ladies of old and men of chivalry,
pity overtook me, and no way out felt right.
Paolo and Francesca: Doomed illicit lovers I knew when they were alive.
“Poet,” I began, “willingly
would I speak with the two who go so together,
seemingly in this wind weightlessly.”
He to me:  “Do this.  When they’re
closer to us, beg their attention—say
you do so by the love driving them—they’ll be here.”

The instant the wind has folded them our way,
I forced my voice: “Souls!  Whom all this must exhaust,
come talk, if Another doesn’t say Don’t stay.”
The way doves called for by desire, aloft
on motionless wings, reach the sweet nest through air
that only by their will they’re borne across,

they exit the crew that Dido’s in, this pair.

To us, through air so evilhearted, they sped,
my cry was that strong, my feelings that bare.

“O creature, by your gracious kind heart led
through this air of ebony-purple to converse
with we who dyed the world blood-of-the-mulberry red—

if He were our friend, the King of the universe,
we’d pray to Him for your peace:
you pity our plight, you see it’s perverse.

Whatever to hear or say would please,
that is what we’ll hear and say with you,
while the wind—there—gets as quiet for us as a breeze.
The city I was born in has a view
of the seashore where the Po descends
for peace, as his followers likewise do.
Love, like lightning, hunts the noble heart, and apprehends,

and got him, with the beautiful body
ripped away from me—how it was still offends.
Love, when one’s loved, excuses from love—nobody,

and got me, with pleasure in him so strong I’m left,
as you see, with it.  It hasn’t abandoned me.
Love conducted us to one death.
Cain’s ring is expecting our life’s snuffer.”
From them to us these words were swept.
When I’d heard what these souls had had to suffer,
I bowed my head, and was so long keeping it low
“Your thoughts?” the poet had to mutter.
When I could reply, I began, “Oh!
How many sweet thoughts, how much yearning,

has driven them into sorrow’s control!”
Then I faced them again, turning,
and began: “Francesca, your . . . tortures

have me in tears, awe, and mourning.
But tell me: during the sweet sighs’ hours,
what did, and how did love let go

to permit recognition of uncertain desires?”

She to me:  “No greater sorrow
than remembering a happy year
from depths . . . as your professor must know.
But knowledge of the first root of our love would appear
to be a thing your sympathies might treasure.
So I’ll tell—I’ll be somebody talking shedding a tear.
We were reading one day, for pleasure,
about Lancelot—how love was closing in.
We were alone, suspecting nothing whatsoever.

Rousing our eyes again and again,
reading kept draining our faces pale,
but one point only did us in.
When we read his heart’s desire—her smile—
being kissed, and by such a lover,
this one—never to be, from me, separable— 
kissed my mouth, trembling all over.
Our Gallehault that book was—so was its scribe,
and that day we read in it no farther.”
Overwhelmed.

While the one spirit testified,
the other one sobbed, till pity forced farewell:
I fainted as though I’d just died,

and like a corpse falling over, fell.
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