The Anachronist’s Comedy:
Inferno

by Branwen Cryccthegn Deorcwuda



Introduction

It started out with a rather strange visual: instead of Dante being
carried up in the claws of an eagle, Dante being sailed up to Heaven in the
beak of a pelican. The image amused me, and my mind began to work on
other images. Somehow I decided to rewrite Dante’s Commedia for the
SCA. I had no idea what I was getting myself into. Two years later I am
finally out of Hell. I hope to reach Heaven in another two years, which is
possible if I write a canto a week.

I have used terza rima, Dante’s rhyme scheme, which is easier to
do in Italian than English, and some of my rhymes are forced, but overall I
think I acquitted myself well. I, like Dante, use a lot of allusion in my text.
There are several changes in the form, but overall I tried to remain true to
the original. I also tried to follow the events of the original, though some
changes and deviations were inevitable. I would recommend reading the
original before, after, or even during your reading of this lowly work. After
all, Dante is a genius. I am merely a geek trying to do homage to him.

There’s a lot of C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien in here. They are
my own heroes, as scholars, writers, medievalists, and Christians, so
references to them permeate the text. I think every person in the SCA
should at some time read Lewis’ The Discarded Image, but that’s another
story.

Early on in the writing of this piece I realized that the narrator and
I are roughly the same person. The narrator is a character in her own right,
and as with most narrative voices has a specific perspective and so is not
necessarily the voice for all people in the SCA. The narrator is a fighter and
poet, a cripple’ walking with a cane, and a Christian woman. She is a
teacher in both the SCA and the mundane world, and she hails from the
Barony of Darkwood in the Principality of the Mists, in the Kingdom of the
West. She and Dante mostly get along.

I want to caution the reader at this point. Very few names have
been given, a noticeable deviation from the original Inferno, and while
some people have directly inspired sections of this work, overall the figures
in here are characters compiled from a number of stories. I have solicited
ideas from all over the Known World. Don’t try to figure out who everyone
is supposed to be, and don’t blame me too much if you recognize yourself.
The likelihood is that I do not even know you or, if I do know you, I have

no clue as to your guilt. If you see yourself in Hell I suggest keeping quiet
about it; you may reveal more than you wish by making a fuss.

As for the Western perspective, I did get a lot of input from people
from around the Known World, as I said, but the experience from which I
write is a Western perspective. I would like to think that this does not limit
the acessibility of the work. There are many SCA archetypes in here, and
Dante himself is my model. He focused directly of Florence, and yet his
work is accessible to people the world over.

I hope you find the journey interesting.

Branwen Cryccthegn Deorcwuda
April 30, 2004

T'used several translations in working with this piece, but the one I relied upon most
is the John Ciardi translation."
The annotations to this poem have been done by Jennifer Nestojko.

"I like to use this word for myself for a number of reasons, some of which
can be found in Nancy Mairs’ article “On Being a Cripple”.

! Ciardi, John. The Inferno: Dante’s Immortal Drama of a Journey Through
Hell. Penguin Books: N.Y. 1954



Hell’s Levels

The Vestibule of Hell: Fringies
Circle 1: Limbo (Those who lived before the SCA)
Circle 2: The Carnal (The Man of Passion, Hat Whores)
Circle 3: Gluttony (Incautious Drinkers)
Circle 4: The Hoarders and the Wasters
Circle 5: The Wrathful and the Sullen
Circle 6: Heretics (Mundanes who Don’t Want Their Spouses
to Play, The City of Dis, Inflammatory List Members, Those
Who Don’t Understand Monty Python.)
Circle 7: The Violent (Against Their Neighbors, Against
Themselves {The Apathetic and The Wood of Career
Suicides } Against God, Nature, and Art { Knights, Laurels,
Pelicans}
Circle 8: Fraud

Bolgia 1: Seducers

Bolgia 2: Flatterers

Bolgia 3: Peerage Point Proponents

Bolgia 4: Anonymous E-mail Senders

Bolgia 5: Grafters

Bolgia 6: Hypocrites

Bolgia 7: Thieves and Plagiarizers

Bolgia 8: Evil Counselors

Bolgia 9: Sowers of Discord and Gossips

Bolgia 10: Falsifiers (Those Who Don’t Do Research or
Demos, Impersonators)Giants/Bad Kings
Circle 9: Compound Fraud (Treachery to Kin, Treachery to
Country, Treachery to Hosts and Guests/Rapists, Treachery to
Masters)



Inferno: Canto I
The Dark Wood of Error

Light was fading quickly, the failing neon sign
fizzled once, paused, and then resigned itself to night
punctuated by the rear red eyes glowing in their line.

The snarled traffic showed me that my choice was not right;
the route was wrong; I fumbled bleakly for my Page,"
struggling to read the words in my dashboard light.

I sought, I thought, the gloried splendours of an age
or two, or even more, when chivalry held sway,
but my dreams seemed swallowed up by roads and rage.

I did lift mine eyes up to the hills," to check my way,
where I beheld a valiant sight, bright and grand,
wrought in the sky, where still, it seemed, ‘twas day.

There appeared to be a fire burning o’er the land,
new-kindled in darkness, as with the new-year’s flame:"
that mighty conflagration first cupped in one hand,

and kindled by the light thus burning a small hope came;
I thought I spied an exit lane, hidden in gloom, .
and stuck there a cardboard sign with familiar name."

I inched on, filled with joy, though scarcely was there room,
desperate to break free from that stagnant auto trap
where other commuters sat entrenched in their doom.

Yet as the side road wound around each country lap
the glow that had heartened me faded soon from view,
and fears that I had been led astray began to sap

me of what little strength I had left, ‘tis true,
and thought I that I dreamed when first that shape I spied,

but no, there stood a ghostly bird of ghastly hue."

It filled the road before me, and each time I tried
to swerve round its squawking bulk it flew to thwart me,
more fearsome yet than aught else on this fright-filled ride.

Its beak was sagging: a loathsome horn of plenty
spilling to the ground its bounty of rotting cod;
it stared at me with eyes black, malevolent, and beady,

directing my path in a way that seemed most odd,
paying not the slightest heed to my own desires.
Then, from the side, I spied a strangely shapen rod

held by a wight with the look of one who requires
all to bow before him giving service and praise,
holding ambition and pride as sacred sires,

one who relies on strength and the sword he raises
to carry the day, with chivalry a false hope,
the field of honor being the field he razes.

Behind him stood a tree with branches like coiled rope
ready to strangle any person innocent
of the danger threatening, unable to cope

with the noose of this tree that while magnificent,
showing well-groomed leaves, is utterly malignant
in its dealings with a chance-met drab-dressed peasant.

The pool lying at its tangled roots was stagnant,
for no new stream was allowed to flow forth clear;
old leaves clung to branch, new growth to it repugnant.

To my horror I saw this living stump was near,
far too close it was, from its path I could not swerve,
within its melancholy shade my fate seemed clear.



I braced myself for impact, felt I'd lost my nerve,
crashed, then sat up, feeling dazed, when I saw a man.

I called to him from those shadows: “Whom do you serve?”

He stood there unspeaking, as if there were a ban
upon his speech, when again I cried: “Give me aid,”
and, stumbling from my car, from out that grove I ran.

I came close, he moved not, as if from granite made,

yet when I stood right next to him he heaved a sigh

and spoke: “The One to whom true homage must be paid
is the only one I serve,Viii who can never die,
but I have died and walk no more upon the green of earth,
yet if you should so choose, your path will with me lie.

I died, but when alive, was Florentine by birth;ix
the world I claimed as mine is swallowed up in time
with all its dreams and shares of misery and mirth.

That world and worlds beyond I chronicled in rhyme,
Dante was my name, and my comedy divine
is how men know me now, with its own truths sublime.

Then Virgil was my guide, though seldom straight the line
he led me, where souls lamenting shivered,
paying each sin’s recompense, left in Hell to pine,

and through sights so grim my own soul was delivered.
Your soul has foundered, and thus become estranged.”
“Hell!” I cried, and at the thought my spirit quivered.

but with purpose, to cure the sickness of your heart,
wherein you see, tarnished and dulled, all you treasure.

It is a mighty journey, treacherous to start;
you’ll hear the cries of those poor sinners trapped in pain,
see punishment for wrongs in which they’ve taken part.

Then upon a mount which burns even in the rain
You will see souls in torment, happy to be there
if by enduring thus they come to holy gain.

If onward with your journey you then wish to fare,
seeking to see the joys of that celestial sphere,
another shall come forth for you to take you where

I can never go, for having spent my time here
on earth long before that landmark Beltane revel
the Queen who dwelleth there gives unto me no cheer.”™

“Poet of the past, with you let me be level,”
I cried to him, “I wish to take this journey now
taking you as guide; you seem more saint than devil.

I escaped that haunted tree, though I don’t know how,
also the knight and bird which filled me with such dread;
to your purer heart and greater wisdom I bow

and ask you to lead me onward, as you have said,
past the very gates of Hell, though dreadful the way.”
He moved on in silence; I followed where he led.

“The same,” he said, “yet not the same, for much has changed,
set within a cosmos narrower in measure,
thus this threefold venture is somewhat rearranged.

'T like to use this word for myself for a number of reasons, some of which
can be found in Nancy Mairs’ article “On Being a Cripple”.
" Ciardi, John. The Inferno: Dante’s Immortal Drama of a Journey Through

Hell. Penguin Books: N.Y. 1954

Come for your own sake; we travel not at leisure, il The Page is the newsletter for the Kingdom of the West.



¥ Psalm 121

" The SCA new year is Beltane and this is a reference to Beltane fires.

“i The ubiquitous SCA sign

‘' In the original Dante is faced with three creatures: the leopard of malice, the lion of violence
and ambition, and the she-wolf of incontinence. The narrator faces a malign form of each of
the three Peerage councils: the Pelicans, the Knights, and the Laurels.

Vit Dante is, of course, Catholic.

X As Virgil was to Dante, so Dante is to the narrator.

* Just as Virgil, having been a non-Christian, cannot go to Heaven, so Dante, having been born
before the time of the SCA, cannot go to this Heaven.




Inferno: Canto I1
The Descent

The light diminished fully, the dark air calling
all living creatures to warm nests and beds to sleep
after day’s toil, but I found my spirits falling

into a deeper gloom, preparing for that leap
down to the black abyss, that murky pit of sin;
the road stretched out before me, dangerous and steep.

I said to my companion, “Before we begin
tell unto me, ere I falter, how I can dare
presume myself to be a prize for grace to win.

Before the potter, Lodema,” fires her wares,
she first inspects each fragile piece for flaws,
then tosses the unworthy. So must I beware

and check that I am worthy to brave the black maw
of hell, to receive this salvation
from those powers, in front of whom I stand in awe.”

Did I see there a look of exasperation
cross my good guide’s face? But no, with a gentle tone
he said, “Please understand, my participation

was solicited by a lady who is prone
to no evil: joyous Heaven is where she dwells,
yet she looked down from that height upon you alone

and saw your struggle, your deeper sorrow that quells
even the noble spirit, and so she set off

seeking a solution. Love, deepest of all wells,

a gift at which neither peasant nor king can scoff,

is what prompted her to find me, her love for you,”
his eyes misted over, he paused with a cough,

then continued, “she reminds me of one I knew,
shining Beatrice, who for my sake did the same,
both are ladies whose kindness shine forth bright and true.

And thus to me in Limbo Arianwen came
to plead to me your case and set me on my task
to give guidance to the weary, help to the lame,*

but still I had a concern, which I could not mask.
‘My lady,” asked I, ‘how can you descend to Hell
and leave behind the shining light in which you bask?’

‘Listen,” she said, ‘and mark you, listen well,
nothing can touch me. Hell I travel without fear,
for I am protected from all things fell.

Love has sent me to aid the one who I hold dear,
and in bliss dwells a lady who heard of this plight
and so through compassion chose to send me here.

That gracious lady in Heaven went first to speak
with Ginevra, whose very smile illumines all
who chance upon her, and yet though her manner meek

she is a lamp whose light does upon all gentles fall,
despite their appearance, no matter their station.
The lady said to her, ‘The reason for my call

is that thy friend below is pressed with temptation
and is lost and wandering astray; I ask aid

from you in this cause, for the sake of our nation.’

Ginevra, at whose feet many a cause is laid,



immediately agreed that there was a need
and hastened to where, right by Alexia, I stayed

and said to me; ‘Arianwen, does your heart bleed
at the state of the dear one whose steps now falter
more than usual, who is hampered in each deed,

and who, not so long ago, was an exalter
in the creativeness of our society
but for whom disillusion comes her halter.’

Alexia del Mare, in whose sweet piety
and peaceful spirit we have found for us a guide
gave support to the cause in its entirety,

and so, with such sweet blessings, I could not abide
a moment longer, but directly I made haste
to seek you out so that this saving quest be tried.’

As she spoke, I could not help but see a tear, chaste
and pure in its deep affection, so pay attention

to what I have said and make sure you do not waste

such freely given love, nor mock the intention

of these three ladies who have gifted you with grace

and sent me to guide you, as I have made mention,

and so I led you away from that loathsome place,
that stagnant pool and gnarled dark malicious tree.
So shall we now continue and pick up the pace,

or is it your intention to give up and flee?”
But no, news of Arianwen in me kindled

a new hope that I was worthy to be set free

“O gracious lady, my soul has not dwindled

to something so petty as to be forgotten,
and I will pass through that gate so sharply spindled,

my heart feels strengthened now, where before ‘twas rotten,
O Guide! O Poet! O literary Master,
whose great masterpiece has indeed been taught in

many a university class, go faster,
lead me on the way; I promise not to go back
but continue to the dwelling of disaster.”

My guide turned and walked on without looking back,
I firmly grasped my cane and set my shoulders straight
and began again my pace down that darkened track.

* Lodema is an artisan and merchant in the Kingdom of the West.
* The author and the narrator are essentially the same person. The narrator thus walks with a
cane or more and her best friend is Arianwen o’ Aberystwyth.



Inferno: Canto III
The Vestibule of Hell: Fringies

I am the way into the city of sorrow,
I am the way unto the people who are lost,
I am the way into night without a morrow.

A certain justice forged me out of fire and frost,
custom caused the construction of my walls most sheer;
‘tis through love’s decree that sin should pay a cost.

Those things only which human nature cannot sear
or warp have been ere me; captured in time I stand.
All hope and joy abandon, ye who enter here.

These strange inscriptions burned above me like a brand,
turning to my guide I asked him “What does this mean?”
He said, “Each person in her own fate takes a hand.

If one truly seeks salvation, grace will redeem
each troubled soul; only those who hold strong to sin

are damned, and so have Hell in which to vent their spleen.

He smiled at me gently and said “Shall we begin?”
and taking me by hand he led me through those gates
where I, once through, did hear a most infernal din.

Figures swirling round me, whirling at a rapid rate
were dressed outlandishly in garish garb most strange:
a man in vampire fangs, a succubus his mate,

or so it seemed from her skin-tight vinyl dress; mange
was indicated by matted fur, synthetic

in weave, worn by a werewolf half-way through his change.

I saw brush by me a faerie most pathetic

whose brightly colored wings were crushed and soiled and torn,
her elf ears bent; things were not quite copasetic.

There was a Vulcan with demeanor most forlorn
as if the group he ran with had no logic sense;
next a Viking came with a hat of doubled horn.

An apparition before me loomed, and from whence
he came I did not know, unless from Pennsic fields,
clad in tattoos, understandably looking tense.

An iron band about his brow seemed sealed;
it sprouted dragon wings upright in hammered steel;
a skirt of leather strips his sturdy legs revealed.

As I watched souls tormented dance this strangest reel
my eyes at once were riveted to a chain mail
bikini, whose bright links did little to conceal

the generously formed voluptuous female.
Such a sight as this inspired me to wonder
what cuts and bruises such a costume would entail.

Over all the wailings was a sound of thunder
emanating from a most surly swarm of bees
who pursued fake pirates spilling plastic plunder.

It seemed these varied folk were struck by a disease
which turned out, I saw, to be the insect boils and stings
and the incessant biting of insistent fleas.

Those thus bitten ran on as if they too had wings,
and I turned to my counselor for a meaning

to be given in explanation of these things.

He seemed to guess my purpose, and o’er the keening



spoke, and said, “These souls are those who could not choose
a place and time to be; their clothes are the gleaning

of themes both fantastic and medieval, and whose
participation in life is e’er on the fringe,
and so in this metaphoric structure they lose

all hope of a true place. From conforming they cringe
and the reality they shape is quite their own,
meaning that the fires of Hell will never singe

them, for that would give them status full blown.
Instead they are stung, in everlasting nagging,
and in this placeless void they ever cry and moan.

But come; while among these folk our pace is lagging,
and ‘tis time for us to hasten to the river
before we hear the barbarians start their bragging.”

We traveled further down, where shades stood a-shiver,
newly sent to wait their fate in the depths below:
a fresh load for the ferryman to deliver

to the other side, ‘cross the current deep and slow.
Standing there was the Constable taking down names
of those who stood to pay their fee and downward go.

He looked at me most angrily: “Not to the flames
is this one sent, for her spirit is still giving
of service and kindness, the like that never maims

another heart nor the capacity for living
in joy within this group. I cannot let her pass;

we have already done the eternal sieving

which brings down the chaff to stand in a huddled mass.

She has not been chosen for such a horrid fate,
but better off attending Collegium class.”

My dear guide then said, “Your anger you need to sate
on these other folk; this one is Heaven-sent
so that her true salvation should not be too late.”

The Constable agreed, though ‘twas against his bent,
and so I was permitted passage unhindered,
yetere I could but stir, down.

10



Inferno: Canto IV
Circle One: Limbo

There was a sound of thunder, and echoing clap
reverberating through the dark and gloomy hills
which wakened me from out my unexpected nap.

Up I jumped, feeling rested, with a few slight chills,
examined my surroundings. I stood on a ledge
of a chasm deep. “Don’t you wish to know the ills

of those who dwell here?” snapped my guide from darkened ledge,

“where bereft of mercy stands that lovely lady,
and no birds are singing beside the withered sedge?”

“Your misquote of Keats at me seems rather shady,”
I answered, laughing at my own egregious pun.
“Sorry,” I said, “you just look a little fady.”

He stared at me and sighed: “What’s done, I guess, is done,

and I was the first to crack a joke.” Regarding Keats,
of this region’s inhabitants, he is in fact one,

although his place is found among the poets’ seats.
Near here you’ll find the spirits of those who never
had a chance to sample varied SCA treats.

Your modern world has made an effort to sever
itself from the plagues and pestilence pf the past;
the construction of flush privies is quite clever,

and so when in large groups you are so closely massed
you do not fear plague or leprosy or smallpox:

only the kinder truths have been allowed to last.

History’s miseries are returned to that box

of Pandora, or so you strive for such a feat.
It is these old scourges that sound out among the rocks,

for medieval history is indeed replete
with sexism and sickness, which you all eschew
and dance upon the sanitary cold concrete.

The moanings you hear are an echoed review
of these aspects of the past that you have denied
so that you may have more comfort in what you do.

Your society does not recreate the pride
of a noble made manifest in slaughter, through
the maiming of those who on his estate abide.

But come now to the Citadel, for there will you
meet the liverer’s son, that young John,
and many of those artisans whose main purview

was both antiquity and chivalry. Upon
those subjects they thought much and would have with delight
joined your society.” The attitudes you don,

being weekend warriors, would seem to them right,
for they were enthralled by medieval aesthetics,
or strange anachronisms, or the Grail’s light.

Poets and painters here outnumber the medics:
imaginations fever more on Arthur’s tale
or hallucinations of desert ascetics.

Here sits Alfred, Lord Tennyson, who did regale
us with many stories about a round table

and the most noble quest for the Holy Grail.

T.H. White and others like him were most able
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to depict Arthur’s life and death and time between,
and encounters with a knight in sable.

The Pre-Raphaelites painted with a pale sheen
of romance from past days, of heroines in story
and bright knights of errantry taken from French lays.

Sir Walter Scott it was who gave us the glory
of Ivanhoe, and those beauties both dark and fair:
Rebecca and Rowena. While rather gory,

the monsters of Beowulf were with the critics paired
by Tolkien, mighty Anglo-Saxon master,
who, while dressed in Viking garb, pedestrians scared.

He showed the work to be an elegy; caster
of his own tales he also was, a lord of rings
and other things. May he never know disaster

such as the form of Xenawen that movie brings.*
No, he blissfully is spared in the true Heaven

where never sorrow comes and Donald Swan still sings.”

The anachronistic humor that can leaven
the dullest day with rabbit or Jabberwock
is known to each child who’s reached the age of seven.

This skewed perspective, and his willingness to mock
foibles of society, make Lewis Carroll
for anachronistic pleasure; he had no block

against silliness. He would have helped filk carols!
One who’d have liked the modern medieval journey

is the Earl of Edlington, who faced the peril

of the field, for so he organized a tourney

that was held in the year of 1839.
He was no poet writing of bracken ferny

and little elves; he was a predecessor fine
of Alden wars. *You might just say he missed his day.”
My guide stopped speaking, so I voiced a thought of mine:

“Where is C.S. Lewis; you know that I would pay
to meet him but once, ‘cause I think he’s just too cool.”
Said Dante, “Lewis himself never came this way

even though a medieval scholar. As a rule
he disliked poor logic, and so he might have cried
on SCA-West,* ‘What do they teach them in these schools!”*

No, he had other fish to fry, and when he died
his apologetics were rewarded, and thus
he has gone onward and upward at Aslan’s side.”

Lewis had reached Heaven; I counted that a plus,
and so I went to meet the others there within,
for it was a kindly place, with light wind to muss

the hair, but no gale. They were not there due to sin
and so their home was pleasant with no storms to fight,
but soon we had to go further and deeper in

and therefore leave that Citadel of art and light.
Though no storm blew within, without a hurricane
did rage. We went into that dark and stormy night.

* The narrator and the poet develop an interesting relationship from the start.

* Keats is, of course, the liverer’s son, and the spirits in the Citadel are the equivalent to the
virtuous pagans, being those who were born before AS 1 but who would have enjoyed the
SCA.

* The author has issues with the LOTR movies, especially the way Arwen is portrayed.

* Swann put some of Tolkien’s poetry to music.

12



* Alden wars have between 20 — 30 battles in a day usually.

* SCVA-West is a list for members of the West Kingdom.

* While Tolkien might have enjoyed aspects of the SCA, Lewis would most likely be irritated
by the general lack of focus on actual medieval ideas.
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Inferno: Canto V
Circle 2: The Carnal

We journeyed down from Limbo to that second shelf:
a circle smaller in size but greater in pain,
and more intense the torment inflicted on self

by chosen sin. There sits in center of the lane
a giant monster who sends each soul to its fate,
matching sin to circle to add, not ease, the strain.

Though loathsome in appearance, its most vivid trait
is the long and coiling tail that it wraps around
its bloated body, sin and punishment to mate.

The number of coils it wraps around its squatting mound
determines the destined circle that the troubled
shade must go unto and how deep into the ground.

“Hey you,” cried the beast, “your torment may be doubled
if on you saunter without even checking in!”*
To me he spoke in wrath; his forehead bubbled.

“Oh go ahead and pop your pride! This woman’s kin
have sent her down this path purposing redemption.
The road through Hell is free to her so she can win

her way to joy. From your coils she has exemption.
Though her way to Heaven seems a contradiction,
‘tis through death that one achieves the resurrection.”

My guide moved us on despite the dark prediction
and soon we found ourselves within a whirlwind

of souls together tossed in eternal friction.

For a moment I found myself to Dante pinned,

then freed myself, and before another fierce gust
could hit me I asked, “In what manner have they sinned?”

Dante smiled sadly; “’Tis not your sin, I trust,
for you seem quite a sweet innocent Darkwood lass,”
but this circle is held for errors such as lust

and other indulgences in passions that pass
when all-consuming, not rooted in true feeling,
which makes the joy of love change into something crass.

The fault is not the clothes skimpy and revealing,
but rather the choice to unleash all desires,
and while a passionate kiss can send you reeling

abandoning oneself without honor sets fires
that sear and burn those to whom you have plighted troth.
Setting loose your passions can bog you down in mires.

Before you call me prude and at convention scoff,
let me tell you the tale of the Man of Passion.
His interests resemble a candle-stricken moth

that burns in glory and then gives up its ration
and falls to ash. He loves and leaves and loves once more,
changing his face a thousand times in this fashion.

Marriage did not work out because it made him sore
that his wife could not comprehend his o’erflowing
feeling, and so unfairly showed him to the door.”

Off in the corner a stronger storm was blowing;
barely could we reach it, so windy and vicious

it was. “Here,” said the sage, “are those who would attain

control over another soul, so delicious

14



they seem, using their bodies and favors as bait,
while ‘neath this ploy their intentions are malicious.

Sex is what they offer, but you’ll learn far too late
that in actuality they feed on power,
more dangerous than a spider who eats her mate.

Be not surprised when your love life starts to sour
and you are spit back out onto the lonely road;
she is but luring fresher meat into her bower.”

“Oh yes,” I said, “I know of more than one who sowed
such poisonous seed, but if you held no high place,
nor such a rank were likely to achieve, they showed

nothing but contempt. It seems something of a race
or other competition where the man is more
a prize than love. Sadly too often is the case.”

I sighed once, then asked, “What of the common hat whore
who works her wiles to worm her way from bed to crown?”
Said Dante, “They are not here, but look to yonder shore

across the way.” “What?” I cried, looking up and down,
“I see so few shadows there the landscape is bare,
and less than ten shades there are, each in tattered gown.”

“Right,” said Dante, “so astute you are it seems there
is scarcely need for me.” I glared at him, then spoke;
“And what is the reason for such sparsity, where

the rest of Hell seems filled with beings who wail and croak?”
“’Tis simple,” replied the poet, “it’s a fable

passed around in story and traded as a joke.

The hat whore is a myth, and one that is able

to keep expanding despite the lack of models,
though many a woman gets stuck with that label.”

The master gave me the look of one who coddles
the tender infant new in comprehension
that must be constantly helped as it toddles

its way into the world. The misapprehension
that I was but a child in my understanding
irritated me, and while that reprehension

pissed” me off, still I was better not demanding
more respect. I suppressed a mighty urge to shout
and looked instead at the path to the next landing.

I swear to you my retreat was not a rout;
I was curious as to what would happen next,
when a mighty gust of wind came and knocked me out.

* Demons and monsters tend to use coarser language.

* Darkwood is the Barony from which the narrator hails. Of course all Darkwood lasses are

sweet and innocent.

* It seems that the narrator has been hanging out with the aforementioned demons and

monsters, or just those with coarse language.
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Inferno: Canto VI
Circle 3: Gluttons

I had been knocked out by a great force of feeling,
or at least a strong gust of wind, but when I stirred
and opened my eyes the dim light was revealing

a more bitter scene of misery. It occurred
to me that I could be back home, warm in my bed,
but still I was luckier than those here interred.

The sky regurgitated snow upon my head,
the crystals of which seemed to be composed of bile.
No lovely winter wonderland this was; instead

the icy ground was churned into a mud most vile.
A fearful dog whose heads numbered no less than three
had slipped free from kingdom leash law demands; the style

in which he rampaged was a gruesome sight to see,
with his slavering mouths and strangely pointed beard.
Just one look his way and I felt the urge to flee.

From the way he barked and howled at us it appeared
that he would not let us pass, and I did wonder
what my guide would do; I confess to you I feared

the worst. But Dante, not fearing any blunder,
reached down and grabbed some fetid earth, and taking aim
he wound up his arm and let fly with his plunder.

He threw into the beast’s maw; twice more the same
shot was used, until all three mouths became quiet.

I was relieved; I had no wish for it to maim

us. I was glad not to be a part of its diet,

for Cerberus unchained is indeed most frightful,
and when seen outside of Hell’s Gate causes riots,*

especially among the heralds, delightful
though its blazoning may seem. I looked at the scene
around me more closely; the weather seemed spiteful

and the bitter sky pulsed and throbbed in such a mean
that my own head throbbed in sympathy. The ground stank,
yet on it crawled figures in attitudes obscene.

“These wretches,” said my guide, “habitually drank
to excess, and irresponsibly have imbibed
so many times that here they lie. Great lords of rank

and ladies sometimes gentle have each other jibed
on the subject of such habits, but too often
morning comes with shame, and so when one has bribed

a squire to fetch some aspirin and shades to soften
the harshness of day, memories begin to dawn
on him, and how, with bright green chunks, had coughed in

some sweet lady’s face with a technicolor yawn
and so ruined the hopes of a more secret tryst.
Look to the gentle whose bed is a piece of lawn,

not through choice, like you®, but because she ever missed
the road, her encampment, and finally her tent.
That gentleman over yonder cut loose and pissed

around the camps of several Laurels, and then sent
a brighter yellow onto the West pavilion

in a steady stream.” Quite suddenly a scream rent

the very air, and a man with face vermilion

16



went frothing by, waving a broken wicker chair.
Said my guide, “He thinks he’s in the Silmarillion

and he’s Turin Turumbar facing dragons there
where harmless trees are sleeping and the worst creature
is an irritated squirrel.* You do not care

if the occasional shenanigan features
a drunken fool. Your society does not gripe
about all alcohol like a tight-laced preacher

and enjoys happy revels of a certain type.
The line is fine between good clean fun and excess:
in time being stumbling drunk does not match its hype.”

I gingerly tried stepping clear of all the mess
on the ground, as well as avoiding those passed out,
though at the last task mentioned I had small success.

A groan alerted me to the large man whose stout
beer belly seemed to form an island of its own
in that dank muck. Seeing me, he began to pout,

and whimpered, “I sincerely heartily atone
for my lack of courtesy. I can’t, just now, stand,
since the earth keeps spinning, if the truth be known.”

In a gesture of chivalry he took my hand,
but I pulled it back before he could try a kiss.
He looked startled, as if it were a reprimand.

“My lady, I assure you, I am not like this
too often; I was just celebrating in fun.

Fun is the point of events; what you seem to miss

is that I’ve not done anything you have not done.

You have no right to preach or impose on me your views;
it’s not like liquor is a pleasure that you shun.”

Said I, “You’re right; drink is sometimes something I choose
to indulge in at a party at an event;
it is something I enjoy, not something I abuse.”

“It’s not the drinking alone, but ‘tis the intent,”
intoned my guide, “and the habitual contempt
of others around you that they seek to prevent.”

We turned away from him and others so unkempt.
“Addiction to drink creates its own living Hell,
so this Hell seems redundant. Perhaps those who tempt

their friends with booze, though they do say they mean it well,
when those same friends have tried to on the wagon stay
should be here instead,” I said. “What you try to sell,”

said he, “will not plans divine set in disarray,
for alcoholics™ are not in here residing,
and those who push them are indeed punished. Now, pray

consider that mercy is o’er all presiding
and that this circle holds but those who are careless
in the extreme, for they are the ones deriding

both themselves and your group’s cherished dream, rather less
than some perhaps. They are gluttons like the hound,
and after such gluttony wake lone and friendless.

Now it’s time for us to leave this putrid ground

and clamber on down for the next leg of our journey.
Come, my young friend, for the fourth circle we are bound.”
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* Read the reports from the incipient barony of Hell’s gate, shared by Ricola of Fenhop and
Cyneburh of Catawaraburg

* The narrator dislikes tents and usually sleeps outside.

*J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Silmarillion. Turin Turumbar is a tragic dragon slayer.

* This circle is not reserved for alcoholics but for those who are gluttonous with drink.

18



Inferno: Canto VII
Circle 4: The Hoarders and Wasters
Circle 5: The Wrathful and the Sullen

On my arrival in the fourth circle, after
passing the usual monstrous guard, sounds of strife
met my ears. I was torn ‘twixt horror and laughter,

for here were two nations straining with all their life
in a horrendous and eternal tug of war

while sweat poured down their brows. The very air was rife

with their battlecries; as they strained their garments tore,
as well as their tendons and muscles. “You wasters!”
cried one group, “you care not what has gone on before

your time! You do not research; you are mere tasters
of the medieval flavor. Period learning
you leave to others. You are but cut and pasters

of random knowledge. You do not have the yearning
for a not-quite-forgotten age, but want pleasure
only.” Some fell into the mud they were churning,

but fought on. The other side was of like measure,
but of opposite view. “You hoarders!” was their cry,
“You hold tight to knowledge as if ‘twas your treasure,

but you have no room for play! You mock those who try
to be period but are only beginners,

because the bar you set for them is far too high!”

I thought on these extremes, pondering the sinners
who fought so fiercely in their mighty standstill
and realized that there were no losers or winners.

From a height they resembled an upset anthill,
from close they were a blend of chaos and order,
and their insults resounded in the air until

we passed out of reach of that circle. The border
between fourth and fifth was a sad and lonely fen:
the river Styx a-fouled in its course. Disorder

seemed here the rule. “Master, it seems beyond my ken
to know why we can’t have balance, but move ‘tween trends,
between being period, and not so strict, when

it seems a happy medium such strife could mend.
First one side holds a high place, the next then holds sway,
and those of us in the middle are left to fend

as best we can, and endure each as best we may.”
My guide heard and answered: “Know you of Fortune’s Wheel?
In its turning it does both the meek and proud dismay

as well as raise up. For Fortune takes no appeal,
but moves as pleases her. You can’t foresee the turn
that will raise up some and strike some low, but feel

the truth of life’s uncertainty. But you must learn
that this is not mere randomness; there is a plan
beyond your understanding. Do not spurn

the lessons taught therein, but within the Wheel’s span
bear up under misfortune and cherish sweet fame
and know that if you need to weather storms you can.”

I thought on this, then across the dark marsh we came,

where I saw a horde of angry shades, who were bare
and covered with slime. Everywhere I looked the same
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sight met me. These spirits seemed not so much to care
about their nakedness, for though covered with muck
they were glaring and mumbling and pulling their hair.

“They claim,” said Dante, “to be wronged, and so are stuck
in the mire of their imagined persecution.”
A spirit passed by, crying “No one gives a fuck

for chivalry, pageantry, or elocution.
The society is not in my image made!”
Said the poet, “They do not seek a solution,

but prefer instead to be wrathful, so the blade

of their ire cuts only them and those they lecture.
They are bogged down here in the mire of that tirade.”
I noticed that the bog had the strangest texture,

for ‘twas lumpier than oatmeal at summer camp,
though why it were so I could only conjecture

and put my head down closer, wishing for a lamp.
I noticed bubbles oozing from the fetid mush
and when they popped I heard voices: “We are damp

and cold, and covered with mud, but we will not hush.
We are the sullen.” One bubble whispered, “No prize
to me was ever given, though I worked my tush

right off in service to a Pelican. All lies
was I told about being appreciated...”
Another moan I heard: “To me it’s no surprise

that my work and art have been depreciated;
no one has ever noticed my efforts at all.”
Still another said, “I grew emaciated

serving the high table, but still no one can call
me Lord, for no Award of Arms has been granted
to me. I will serve no longer in the great hall.”

“I shan’t fight at tourneys,” one small bubble panted.
“I was beaten once by a rhino-hided knight.”
So spoke those from below, while the wrathful ranted.

“What on earth makes you think you are in the right?”
I shouted into the deep and muddy bower:
“If you take no action you each deserve your plight!”

I would have argued long past the midnight hour,
but my impatient guide bid me hurry onward,
so I came to the base of that nameless tower.
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Inferno: Canto VIII
Circle 6

So, where was 1?7 We came to a darkened tower
rising high above the land. It shot jets of fire
into the air, which were answered in like power

by a dimly seen, yet threatening, blackened spire.
Across Styx, which now ran as a river, there sped
a Ferryman, eager to ease his desire

for tormented souls. “Aha! One more soul,” he said,
“for me to bind and keep!” “Not so,” replied my guide,
“her company is yours the short time we are led

across these waters murky; only for the ride
is she yours, so save your breath and spare us your wrath.”
The Ferryman raged and fumed, but his hands were tied.

We stepped onto the boat to take the wat’ry path,
and the lowered hull set off to the further shore,
when a spirit arose from out that muddy bath.

He had round shining spectacles, and what is more,
streaming long dark hair and a forehead that was broad.”
I thought I knew him from many years before.

“Who are you?” I cried. “I am one whose grief has thawed,”
he said. “Pity me in this place of misery.”
“Ha!” I shouted, “I really find myself unawed

by the sight of you weeping. I'd be judge and jury
and I would sentence you to endure greater grief

had I the choice.” I was strong, but without fury,

in my condemnation. Here was a man whose chief

wrong was to judge our group swiftly and unfairly,
and doing so railed and raged against the relief

from mundane life that was taken there so rarely
by his wife. He refused even to meet her friends
outside events and feasts. His attitude barely

gave her one outing a month. I would to him tend
no aid, but with a nudge sent him splashing back.
My master turned and embraced me: “Heaven forefend

you should be an unkind friend,” he said, “but no lack
of that sort is found in you. Blessed is the one
who has befriended you and sent you on this track!

She has been defended now by what you have done.”
“O Master,” I replied, “T wish that more than this
punishment be meted out to him and begun

before I step onto the shore.” “Onward is Dis,”
pointed out the poet, “a larger town than Rome,
darker than Batman’s Gotham®, Hell’s metropolis.

Yet ere we spot its red fumes, look into the gloam.”
Looking down I saw that many a wrathful sprite
had grabbed that man I had wanted sunk into the loam.

What they’d done to him, I saw, much to my delight,
was pull out all his lustrous hair. He was now bald.
I turned from him to where fire lit up the night.

The Ferryman pulled us soon to ground, then he called
to us to get out. We alit upon the shore,

but the scene before us left me standing, appalled

at the city’s impenetrable walls, and more,
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at the stern figure standing guard before the gate.
I knew him, not by sight, but through the cherished lore

of former members and rulers, passed on when late
at night around a campfire. A second look gave
me confirmation. This fallen angel of fate

was once a knight and king known as Christain du Glaive.

He looked at my guide, and me and then spoke aloud:
“Who are you who seek to pass, to foolishly save

yourselves from torments within? It is not allowed
for you twain to enter and not be made to stay.”
I felt a qualm of fear at that visage so proud

and waited for Dante to order him away.
The poet, however, did not to him reply:
“Our only chance now is Heaven’s mercy. Pray.”™

That I was frightened by those words I won’t deny,
for Heaven seemed far away when facing that sword,
and a mumbled plea or two was all I could try.

Joining the fallen angel came a mighty Horde,
who had no use for royalty, or use for court.
I wished I were small enough to be ignored.

But overlooked I could not be, though I am short,
and I began to move in closer to my guide,
who for once had no authoritative retort.

My position seemed hopeless, with no place to hide,
when about my head there circled an albatross,

who whispered “Courage dear heart,” in a voice I tried

to place, for it was the dearest voice, past all loss

or fear.* Somehow I felt that the darkness had cleared
just a little, and my cowardice burned like dross

leaving me with faith. At this change I could have cheered,
but prayed instead, and not just to this play Heaven,
but to the One whose name I have ever revered.

The ability to pray now seemed to leaven
the solemnity of our lonely desperate straight,
for though the Horde numbered seventy times seven

I knew that our help would not come to us too late.
My master was sure; he had never lost his faith,
and though small we stood strong before that evil gate.

* He is the husband of a Scadian who refuses to play and actively resisted her playing.

* Dante has kept up with his reading over the ages.

* As Dante and the narrator are both Christian it makes sense that they would pray. This does

not imply that they are forcing religion on anyone else in the SCA.

* C.S. Lewis: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. The voice is that of Aslan.
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Inferno: Canto IX
Circle 6

We stood strong, but waiting began to wear away
our resolve, for time in that time-bound place did stretch,
much as did our nerves, which began to break and fray.

With some fondness I looked back to drunkard and letch
and their respective circles through which I had passed
without harm or holding. A most miserable wretch

appeared on the gate, like a bird on a mast,
but no bird this was. A most horrid expression
sat upon a mangled visage, which could be classed

with monstrous visages of former aggression
such as Medusa or my old eighth-grade teacher.
Two new foul beings then appeared, to my depression,

for each of the three was a most loathsome creature
with a mass of writhing serpents instead of hair.
Tongues that shot fire were their most prominent feature,

and the inflamed insults they called out scorched the air.
With voices like fingernails on chalkboards they screeched
at us, using words that most gentle folk forswear:

“We’ll sic the BOD on you, we’ll have your guide impeached!
We will rules-lawyer corpora ‘til Hell seems sweet!
We’ll read all the sermons that have ever been preached!”

Now, I am used to swearing and not scared to meet
all Mac Tir" in full frolic, but what met my ears

coming from those Furies would affront an efreet.

This abuse continued for what seemed to be years,

and still for our Heavenly guide we awaited,
trying to ignore all of Hell’s wailings and tears.

In time the air’s pressure seemed somewhat abated,
and a gusty gale suddenly began to blow
a listless muddy rain on those who berated

us so fiercely, putting out their tongues. Now I know
the storm presaged the Heavenly messenger, but
then all I saw were spirits diving deep and low

in the manner of frogs who leap into a rut
when a larger beast approaches. The only sound
was the plopping of souls and the pattering strut

of rain on those stony walls. So wet was the ground
it glistened red in reflection of eternal
fires that burned in the city the walls circled round.

The storm was the reaction of the infernal
to the intrusion of the divine; soon we saw
the messenger looked for. Almost paternal

was the look my guide gave me, but I was in awe
at the bright glory that was surrounding the knight
who now had approached. His mighty arm upheld the law;

so strong was his research that he was a fine sight

of period armor, with a well-crafted sword:

his very presence disbanded that darkness to light.
Though the years had passed swiftly, a memory stirred
of a revel in Felton held, to which the Kates™

had taken me, my first event, though somewhat blurred

in my mind. There I had met him, at any rate
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seen him, the seneschal of his college so fair,
and one whom many a coed wished for a mate.

By his otters I knew him", for such he would wear
on his clothes those long years gone. An angel indeed,
of a vast companionship of angels who bear

their flagons to the feast hall, filled full of bright mead,
and their banner so gallantly into battle
where they stand in the front lines and take a bold lead.

These angels possess nerves that little can rattle,
whether in war-time or when at the Saucy Wench;*
they drive their enemies before them like cattle,

and can drink any foeman right under his bench.
An angel aspires to the rank of a toad;
give him his sword and his shield, or a spear to clench,

and he’ll take on all comers when at the Crapaud.*
Obadiah, sweet singer, is one of this troop,
as well as Helgi, his brother, and stories are told

about their exploits. Another lord in this group
is the princely Thorfinn, whose coronet seeking
gave him rule o’er Mists and the Swan, so that the loop

of central Western thrones could be closed. The reeking

air seemed sweeter as this certain angel approached,
(if you wish to know more, play Angel: The Geeking).*

Christian watched as his territory was encroached,
but he gave not a sign of displeasure at this,

nor by the bright messenger was Christian reproached.

Instead, they met each other as friends do who miss

the company of the other. It did appear
that there was a hearty greeting, though not a kiss,

but a great bear hug. Asked the angel, “What’s this here?
Not quite the pad I pictured for you, but it suits.
So, my friend, where’s the best place to go for a beer?”

The Gates’ guardian nudged them with his blackened boots
so that they swung open, then he passed right on through
with his friend; the Horde followed with jeers and hoots.

We were left on our own and knew just what to do;
we walked through the portal, while the coast was still clear,
into a strange landscape with its buildings askew.

* Mac Tir is a fun fighting group who have a colorful command of language.
* Members of the College of St. Katherines

* This is Wiglaf Wilfriding, a member of the Fellowship of the Argent Angels
* A tavern often dispersing hospitality at events

* A tourney where deeds of great valor are done

* A very silly and amusing game made up for and about the Angels.
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Inferno: Canto X
Circle 6: Inflammatory List Members

By a secret way we came into the city,
and found ourselves wandering in a little maze.
The dwellers within looked like objects of pity.

However, they clearly set each other ablaze,
and while still smoldering fired off other shots.
I felt a strong need to comprehend this strange craze,

and so turned to my tutor. Said he “They allot
certain spaces for discussion or opinion,
and each his own theory holds forth, lucid or not.

As soon as a topic heats up, then a minion
of the list, who has waited, flames the poor speaker,
and a thousand more flames appear, so to win yon

battle of words becomes a lost hope. The seeker
of logic in such a war loses her resolve,
for overwrought feelings overcome the meeker

writers to the list. The ones who desire to solve
these battles with reason are in Dis not entombed.
Only the inflammatory are so involved.”

The air over these cloth-covered walls ever boomed
with the sound of fireballs speeding overhead,
and though those in the cubicles seemed to be doomed,

they merely lit up, smoked, and returned fire instead.
These strange beings bent over their keyboards, so intent

they were on responding to whatever they read.

“Heretics, these are,” spoke on my guide, “giving vent

to their theories. Their heresies lie not in form,
which may not be flawed. The problem’s not with content,

but with execution, and messages that swarm
like bees, and covering the screen, commandeering
the list. Taking all attention they somehow worm

their way into new topics, which then start veering
away from the writers’ intended direction .
And far worse than the flaming is the snide sneering

at the tentative members who need protection
from those with more experience at being rude.
The fate of those people who voice an objection

to this vile behavior is the label of prude,
and worse. What irritates me is the defiance
of the fine art of wordplay, misshapen to crude

maneuvers and insults. Argument is science
and has long been revered, but science is lost
in such futile fire, and with no compliance

to rhetoric’s rules, clearly there must be a cost.”
I have been a part of several similar lists,”
and in turn been derided, belittled, or bossed,

whether in far-off lands or at home in the Mists,
for this is a land with no real place on a map.

For some of these boards an average day consists
of a hundred messages, most of them mere pap,
with three or four at most on the topic or theme.

I understand that folk must have a chance to flap

their mouths; work can be boring, but in the extreme
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the purpose fails and courtesies quickly vanish,
and so quickly can vanish our oft-touted Dream.

In this cubicle maze (the shade somewhat tannish)
the fire and smoke continued to rise; there was no way
to dampen the bonfires or bother to banish

the strangely constructed posts, so without delay
we hurried on further to a new neighborhood.
A gloomy figure looked at me, pausing to say,

“She looked like a witch; I just don’t get it. You would
think that was obvious, not really that funny.
Who was it who said witches are made out of wood?”

He sighed a deep sigh, wiped a nose that was runny,
and then went droning on his most somber complaint:
“The parrot is dead, so return him his money,

I don’t see why they laugh without any constraint.

A white bunny is always a most harmless beast,

not one that attacks, wreaking havoc with no restraint.”
I did not interrupt, but I knew that at least

there were bunnies both good and most wickedly bad.
While I reflected, his litany never ceased.

I realized that here was a fellow who’d not had
a good laugh at the Ministry of Silly Walks.

The man’s dilemma seemed to me terribly sad,

and I could not imagine being one who balks

at something completely different, for whom John Cleese

is no inspiration for imitative squawks.

He ranted about the cheese shop that sold no cheese,

but I was in no mood to listen any more,
but to get away I had to say many “Ni’s”

which sufficiently allowed me to close a door
on his fresh outburst of woe. Though it seemed unkind,
it needed to be done. We progressed as before

downward to where a spiraled circle did unwind:
the road through these unwholesome darkened city streets.
Despite the shadows, I eagerly left behind

both the ongoing flame-wars and the whining bleats
of the humor-deprived gentle. Still, I wondered
what more I needed to sample of Hell’s rank treats.

* These are, of course, internet mailing lists, as opposed to tourney lists.

* These references and the ones that follow are references to Monty Python. The 6™ circle is for
heretics, and while the flame throwers now dominate this part, it is arguable that someone who
doesn’t get Monty Python is a heretic in the SCA.
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Inferno: Canto XI
Circle 6: Heretics

As we made our way through those streets more heresies
we heard, though in their intensity they varied,
and there were more than all the popes or Pharisees

could number. We met groups whose strident voices carried
past the walls, groups who whispered in tones soft and hushed,
and groups that rapidly dispersed if we tarried.

When came we across one such cell, the members blushed
and confessed they were working out a new manner
to elect officials to the crown. They were crushed

often in public when they held forth their banner,
for few were the number they could find to rally
around it. There was one who seemed quite the fanner

of controversial fires, but couldn’t lead a sally
against convention's walls. The sect, however, tried
to spread the word and add members to their tally.

After many arguments, my poor brain felt fried
and I was relieved when we came unto the cliff
which led further downward. A while back there’d been a slide

of rocks, as if a quake had stirred them, or if
a giant with a club had indulged in a snit.
After so much walking my back felt rather stiff,

my clothes were grimy, and my hair was full of grit.
My guide said unto me, “We aren’t out of here yet,

so don’t give up. Three circles underneath here sit,

and they are more crowded, more numerous the set

of sinners sent there. The sins of incontinence
are those punished outside of this city, those met

within the walls of Dis, on this side of the fence,
are the errors of fraud, arrogance, and malice,
and the horrors of selfishness and violence.

For lovers of truth there is a lovely palace:
only the pure and righteous will find the Grail,
though any who wish to may sip from that chalice.

Those here trapped are those in whom darkness does prevail
by choice and habit, and so mercy’s saving balm
gives them no comfort, because they will not avail

themselves of its fair aid. The truest sense of calm
comes when a person can surrende