Dante’s Inferno:  Great Characters of Hell
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· Francesca da Rimini story of how she fell in love with her brother-in-law Paolo while they were reading the tale of Lancelot and Guinevere, drawn together by proximity, chemistry, and the story of a great love.  Their story is immortalized by Dante’s reference to them,   If the reader fails to see the insidious nature of her story, he fails to see her tragic self-deception.  The romantic rationalization that what they clearly knew to be adultery was guiltless because they were somehow swept away by love, shows their denial of their guilt, but Dante does not deny their guilt.  However, he presents their feelings as beautiful to display the danger in them.   Because her words are beautiful, the reader sees what he or she wants to see, a tragic romance distracting from the cold reality of their choice in all its violence and carnality.

· Farinata and Cavalacante are heretics in that they do not believe that the soul lasts beyond death.  This is not a disagreement over religious doctrine; it is an intellectual rejection of God.  They were not morally corrupt, because their choice was an intellectual one, not a moral one.Farinata was a Ghibelline, but when the Ghibellines  took over Florence and wanted to destroy the city, Farinata said such action would not be taken “so long as there is life in my body.”  So, to Dante he was a hero who placed country over party.  Cavalacante, who is a much less imposing figure than Farinata, values family over everything else.  He is obviously devastated when he misunderstands the pilgrim to have said that his son was dead.  Their narrow vision, being aware only of country in one case and of family in another, shows that they aren’t really aware of who they are.  
· Brunetto Latini was one of Dante’s revered teachers.  He is in a circle that is usually assumed to have been homosexual, though the pilgrim doesn’t ever say that.  “Hour by hour/ you taught me how man makes himself eternal...”  Was this a teaching that betrayed his student?  The idea that the pilgrim Dante was unfair to the teacher by making him confess his sins isn’t the point. (and in any case the sins remain ambiguous).  The point is that the teacher Brunetto Latini broke some sacred bond, and never repented of it.
· Ulysses is the man who came up with the plan to trick the Trojans, which destroyed the city of Troy, Aeneas’ city.  Virgil made Ulysses the villain of the Aeneid.  In his wanderings in the epic, Aeneas follows the demands of the gods to the detriment of this father Anchises (who dies), his wife, and many friends and followers, but he founds a civilization.  This makes the sacrifices worthwhile, in Dante’s and Virgil’s views.  Ulysses, on the other hand, used his eloquence to trick others.  Dante invents the tale that Ulysses, unsatisfied with staying home after all his years of wanderings, violates the prohibitions against going beyond the Pillars of Hercules (Gibraltar) and sails into the unknown, where he and his shipmates die in a shipwreck.  Dante sees that Ulysses is eloquent, but wrong.  He wants to use his own eloquence in the service of a larger purpose, a divine purpose, to avoid convincing others to act in a way that turns out to be wrong.  Unlike the character of Ulysses he invents, Dante the poet knows his own limitations.  Ulysses’ story is the story of a man without a guide. (But that’s not why he is damned.  He is condemned to hell because he maliciously tricked the Trojans with the Trojan Horse).
· Ugolino is a tragic figure whose situation is truly horrible.  His hidden story is that when he was imprisoned by his enemy, the Archbishop Ruggieri, he was put into a tower with two of his children and two of his grandchildren.  He watched them die of hunger, and then turned to cannibalism before his own death.  In Hell, he chews on the skull of Ruggieri.  Ruggieri perverted Ugolino’s natural paternal concern for his offspring, making it a source of horror.  For that Ruggieri is punished with being gnawed on for eternity, being literally frozen and this situation. Ugolino is in hell not for cannibalism, but for his other sins and crimes.  His brutalization in imprisonment was so complete, we sense no difference transition in his transition from earth to Hell.  Ruggieri is in hell because of the innocence of the victims he corrupted, specifically Ugolino’s children and grandchildren.

· Satan.  As the pilgrim descends into the pit of Hell, he sees ever greater distortions of the human form:  men turned into trees, heads put on backwards, maimed and swollen bodies, and the bestial Ugolino chewing on Ruggieri’s head.  However, the greatest corruption is Satan, who is a corruption not of what was human, but a corruption of what was angelic.  He is monstrously large, dwarfing even the giants; his is covered with hair like an animal; he has enormous batlike wings, which freeze everything with their wind; and he has three weeping faces, smeared with the blood of Brutus, Cassius, and Judas.  All three of these men were treacherous against secular and spiritual order, and therefore against mankind itself in Dante’s view. After they see Satan, Virgil guides the pilgrim on, saying, “we must go, we have seen the whole” (34.69). Having reached the center of the earth, they reverse and “without thought of rest/ climbed the dark until we reached the point/where a round opening brought in sight the blest/ and beauteous shining of the Heavenly cars/ And we walked out once more beneath the Stars.” (34.140-44).

