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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
!

A Choreographer’s Voyage Within Dante’s Inferno 
 

By 
 

Vivian Lee Reach  
 

Master of Fine Arts in Dance 
 

 University of California, Irvine, 2017 
 

Professor Molly Lynch, Chair 
 
 

      This thesis fuses literature and dance with a focus on Dante’s Inferno. It presents the 

connections between the world of literature and dance, Dante Alighieri’s personal background, 

the theme of Inferno, my choreographic process, and various authors’ opinions on the “misery 

[darkness]” and “happiness [light]” found within the tercets of Inferno.  

 My choreographic voyage within Inferno allows me to demonstrate through movement my 

intellectual understanding of the events portrayed in Dante’s pilgrimage through the Nine 

Spheres of Hell and the Light that surpasses all darkness and evil. Even when Dante the Pilgrim 

reached the lowest and darkest section of Hell, there was still truth and equanimity to be found.  

 Dante’s first Canticle illustrates that the Divine Love (God) helped Dante through the 

heavy darkness and sinful shadows of Hell. For He “gives light to them that sit in darkness and 

in the shadow of death, to guide our feet to the way of peace” (King James Version, Luke 1.79). 

Overall, the purpose of this research is to effectively combine literature and dance with an 

emphasis on Dante’s Inferno and to artistically show the truth and the Light through “A 

Choreographer’s Voyage Within Dante’s Inferno.” 

!

!
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INTRODUCTION 

      The architectural design of my thesis is structured around my choreography on Dante’s 

Inferno. Within the landscape of my production is a bridge above a “stream of time which unites 

the modern and ancient world” (Dunbar, xiii). My plan is to construct a work of art that brings 

together aspects of the past and drafts of the present by creating a modern dance inspired by the 

medieval realm of Dante’s Inferno. As eloquently expressed by Samuel Butler, “Every man’s 

work, whether it be literature or music or pictures or architecture or anything else, is always a 

portrait of himself, and the more he tries to conceal himself the more clearly will his character 

appear in spite of him” (Butler, The Way of All Flesh).  

      My literary journey began with hundreds of books neatly stacked on multiple shelves 

within the local Tuscaloosa Library in Alabama. The numerous volumes of every genre 

stimulated my four senses. I could see, feel, smell, and touch any book I desired. The knowledge, 

imagination, and legacy of writers encircled me, while I stood in awe. The path which was 

chosen next wasn’t hard to find. I knew exactly where my feet were advancing, the marvelous 

land of literature. At an early age, I understood my likes and dislikes quite clearly. Aristotle once 

explained, “Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom” (Stavropoulos 47). From the age 

of ten, I confidently knew literature and dance would always be a part of my life.  

      This thesis investigates the combination of dance and literature with a focus on 

Dante’s Inferno. After Dante Alighieri was exiled from Florence, he was welcomed into the 

house of Cangrande della Scala, ruler of Verona during the late 13th century to early 14th century. 

While a guest of della Scala, Dante voiced his reasoning to his Patron for writing his epic:  

“The aim is to remove the living in this life from a state of misery, and lead them to a state of 
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happiness” (Dreher 25). Dante wanted the world to know there is hope in the darkest of times.  

      Italian poet, Renaissance humanist, and Dante admirer, Giovanni Boccacio, mentions in 

the bibliography Life of Dante the instability in trusting people of the world. Boccaccio continues 

by proclaiming that men, like Dante, should strive to “uplift themselves to heaven, in whose 

perpetual law, in whose eternal splendors, in whose true beauty, may be recognized without a 

cloud of stability of Him who moveth the one order of things and other, accordant to reason; that 

leaving transitory things, we may fix our every hope on Him as on the fixed goal, would we 

ne’er find ourselves deceived” (Boccacio 27-28).  Boccacio explains that Dante the Poet put his 

trust in the Light of the world, and by having faith and hope in the Divine Love, the Florentine, 

like the Phoenix, rose out of the ashes of misery.  

      Visible within Inferno is an elaborate epic of a man journeying through a gruesome 

darkness, which ultimately leads him to “rebehold the stars” (Longfellow 202). Dante the Poet 

validates that there is always Light at the end of the tunnel. His dogma throughout Inferno is the 

underlining theme for my choreography. My thesis production shows Dante’s pilgrimage 

through each level of Hell.  There are many aspects of my choreography which demonstrates the 

sinner’s predicaments in Hell, while also showing the Light between the “eternal darkness” 

found within each of the nine concentric circles (Musa 36). Overall, the purpose of this thesis is 

to use Dante’s theme of the Light and happiness against darkness and misery as inspiration for 

movement.  

 

 

 



3!
!!

CHAPTER ONE 

     Heaven versus Hell. Light versus darkness. Good versus evil. Happiness versus misery. Truth 

versus lies. Reason versus desire. Beginning versus ending. Virtues versus vices. Forgiveness 

versus resentment. Love versus hate. Peace versus war. Life versus death. These ageless 

antonyms are a part of the human race and have existed since the beginning of time. Regardless 

of which words an individual or society decides to use to describe these facets engrained within 

the human psyche, each description engulfs a person depending on the emotional connection and 

environmental experiences throughout their life. My choreographic and personal mission for my 

thesis is to portray truth, hope, faith, joy, grace, mercy, love, peace, and the Light in a never 

ending circle of Hell.  

      Literature and history are a part of every society. One of the ways in which a tale from 

the past can be told through generations is by means of dance. The root of literature is a story, a 

narrative unfolding one line at a time. The trunk of literature is the words, myth, and characters 

within each story. One of the branches growing from the base of a literary tree is seen in the art 

form of expressive dance. People can understand and relate to literary works through embodied 

movement. There is an expression and emotion that goes along with literary and historically 

based dances. Audience members are drawn into performances which graft literature into dance. 

For example, American Ballet Theatre’s performance of both Cinderella and Romeo and Juliet 

both come from legendary works of literature. Not only does the audience witness a performance 

with clear, impressive, and distinctive steps, but it also sees the story line unfolding as Juliet runs 

from the balcony into the arms of her beloved Romeo.  The dance steps of any performance can 

only impact an audience up to a point. For instance, when the characters from Shakespeare’s 
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Romeo and Juliet fall instantly in love with each other at a masked party, the audience forgets to 

focus on the notable steps of the performers, and hearts flutter as the young couple unite.  

      Similarly, Jiri Kylián created Stamping Ground based on the oral ethnic tales of the  

Aboriginals of Australia. To understand and create a dance based on the Aboriginal society, 

Kylián needed to immerse himself in their culture, history, and oral traditions. By researching, 

writing, and physically developing choreography inspired by the Aboriginal’s style of 

movement, Kylián created a pioneering work of art. The history and literature of cultures do not 

necessarily have to be included in a book. They can easily be expressed with traditional oral tales 

or through dance. With tribes like the Aborigines, history and literature can be conveyed by their 

movement vocabulary, musicality, or the origination of a step. Just as Jiri Kylián studied and 

meditated on the cultural literature of the Aboriginals, I have researched and studied the history 

and literature of Dante’s Inferno, in order to translate his epic poem into a dance production. 

From the roots, to the trunk, to the branches of a literary tree, I picture myself growing from a 

branch into a new green leaf that sprouts with ambition, intent, and elation.  

      In the Old Testament, Elihu professed to Job, “For God does speak - now one way, now 

another” such as though dreams, visions, and suffering (The Bible: New International Version, 

Job 33:14). God spoke to both Job and Dante Alighieri through their pain and misery, and they 

found deliverance for their souls by “going into the pit,” and they both saw “the Light” (Job 

33:28). C.S Lewis explains that “Pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our 

pleasures, speaks in our consciences, but shouts in our pains. It is His megaphone to rouse a deaf 

world” (Epperly, 25). Like Lewis, Dante the Poet wanted to help people through their depravity 

and show them the path towards eternal happiness through his writings. For Dante the Poet 
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seemed to have found the straightway path towards celestial beatitude and away from misery by 

going through a misery of his own, which left him emotionally drained.  

      Dante’s pronounced “state of misery” began in 1302 when he was exiled from his 

cherished hometown of Florence (Dreher 43). Dante wrote that the banishment left him feeling 

as if he were a “ship without sail and without rudder, drifted upon ports and straits and shored by 

the dry wind that grievous poverty exhales” (Dinsmore 151). Dante the Poet, absorbed in misery, 

grief, and self desire, found no inner peace. Author and Scholar, Charles Allen Dinsmore 

believed the poet’s happiness came from a “Power higher than his own will” (Dinsmore 177). 

This Power or Divine Love (God) was Dante’s source of eternal happiness. Dante left all feelings 

of self-assertion behind and in the end he escaped the clutches of misery through “a Light as 

never was on sea or land” (Dinsmore 225).  

      Not only is happiness a state of being, the entire feeling of happiness is a direct arrow 

shooting towards the Divine Love. Dante entered the gloomy wood and was spiritually weak, but 

the strength of the Divine Love encamped over the poet’s weaknesses and fears, which allowed 

him to behold the stars of Heaven. For sometimes it is in the darkest moments of life that the 

Light becomes truly noticeable. Literary critic and historian John Addington Symonds stated in 

1899, “As the earth sinks into shadow, heaven shines radiant around him [Dante]” (69). Overall, 

Dante was passionate about his purpose for writing the Divine Comedy because through the 

Divine Love he found the true path of happiness and could express to others the way to achieve 

the Light that illuminated his soul (Dinsmore 9). For he believed “in bringing in as much of the 

Kingdom of God upon the [literary] earth as is possible” (Dinsmore 9).  
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      For years, there was an inquiry many scholars pondered concerning C.S. Lewis’s 

conversion to Catholicism, his literary sources, and the mentors who altered Lewis’s life. Joseph 

Pearce’s book, C.S. Lewis and the Catholic Church, explains “the objective shape of Lewis’s 

theological, literary, and spiritual works in their relation to the Catholic Church” (Pearce xxiii). 

Pearce gives innovative insights into the famous writer who continues to influence people 

worldwide. For example, Pearce identifies Dante’s Divine Comedy as a profound influence, 

which inspired Lewis’s religious beliefs and his erudite chronicles. Dante’s tercets spiritually 

“opened a new world” for Lewis and when reading Inferno, he expressed “a feeling of spacious 

gliding movement, like a slow dance, or like flying” (Joseph 33). Lewis, as Pearce mentions, was 

so inspired by the Florentine poet he learned Italian, in order to read the Comedy in its original 

dialect (23). As he explained to his friend, Walter Hopper, Dante the Pilgrim goes “down and 

down and down,” hits the lowest section of Hell, passes Lucifer’s waist, and finally delights in 

the “defense of God’s goodness” (144). In other words, Lewis was divinely moved by Dante’s 

journey through the thick darkness of Hell and his return to the Light. 

      Dante’s ultimate purpose was “to remove the living in this life from a state of misery, and 

lead them to a state of happiness” (Dreher 25). Dante’s concept poetically displays the Light in 

the midst of darkness, which is also found in Lewis’s novel The Lion, the Witch, and the 

Wardrobe. The characters, Peter, Susan, Edmund, and Lucy, enter the land of Narnia through a 

wardrobe into an icy winter where they are uncertain of the path ahead. For these children, the 

dangerous, cold, and freezing snow reflects isolation and malevolence. They are lost within dark 

woodlands where the straight path is gone, and their rescuers are beavers. In comparison, when 

Dante the Pilgrim is lost “within a forest dark,” the  Divine Love comes to his rescue by sending 
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Virgil to guide him through Hell (Longfellow 1). In both of these situations, the Light triumphs 

when individuals are faced with despair and darkness. 

      There are also similarities in the temptations found within the relationships of Inferno and 

The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. Located in circle two of Inferno, Francesca da Rimini is 

so self-centered that her personal desires land her forever in Hell. Similarly, in the carriage of the 

Ice Witch in Narnia, Edmund’s desire for personal satisfaction brings him to treacherous 

consequences. Edmund’s selfish cravings for Turkish delights leads him to commit a Judas-like 

betrayal of his family and friends. Edmund’s choice of taking a treat from the evil Ice Witch of 

Narnia eventually leads him into a state of misery. However, Aslan, the Light of Narnia, 

sacrifices his life for Edmund bringing him out of misery and away from the clutches of the Ice 

Witch.  

      The Divine Love, in the words of literary scholar Mark Musa is the “Emperor dwelling 

on high” (Musa 22). In Narnia, Aslan is the son of “The Emperor beyond the sea” (Lewis 80). 

Aslan comes not only to offer peace and happiness to Edmund, but to insure it. He is the 

Commander and Chief of Narnia. Aslan’s character, death, resurrection, and sacrifice for 

Edmund is inspired by Jesus Christ. Furthermore, Lewis’s Edmund and Dante’s Pilgrim both 

find happiness with the help of Aslan and the Divine Love. The Lion, the Witch, and the 

Wardrobe and Inferno allow readers to understand how the good in mankind is only a shadow 

compared to Christ’s purity. Only through a personal relationship with Christ, allowing the Holy 

Spirit to dwell within, can God’s perfect Light shine through. “And because we believe in Jesus, 

God’s light shines through us” (“Rise and Shine–An Epiphany Message”).  

    Author of Life of Dante, Charles Dinsmore implies there must be a “self-surrender and 
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obedience to a higher will” in order for the soul to be redeemed and find happiness (Dinsmore 

171). Dinsmore believed Dante the Pilgrim’s journey within Inferno was a literary way to reveal 

the path towards truth, hope, and happiness, which ultimately leads towards “a love that moves 

the Sun and other stars” (Waller 96). Dinsmore understood Dante’s “sense of mission” when 

writing the Divine Comedy, which “overshadowed his selfish ambition” for worldly recognition 

(Dinsmore 230). 

      Professor David Bruce, in Dante’s Inferno: A Discussion Guide, wrote, “If Dante were to 

write in order to become famous instead of writing in order to say the truth, The Divine Comedy 

would not be the fertile work of art we know today” (Bruce 77). Dante wrote to present the 

justice and power of the Divine Love, not to achieve fame for his literary epic or poetic talents. 

Dinsmore believed Dante the Poet abandoned the desires of the world in order to seek a “greater 

passion for truth” (Dinsmore xv). He concluded that Dante “hated untruth as well as loving the 

truth” (215). Literary author and Distinguished Professor of Italian, Mark Musa, writes how 

Dante loved “all those who pursue the truth and despise those who follow error” (Musa, xxiii). In 

retrospect, he loved goodness and truth and disliked evil and lies (Musa, xxiii). Dante defined the 

truth in Inferno; he painted it so clearly that each verse was stroked with such vividness and 

clarity that “it would burn forever in the memory of men” (235). Musa mentioned that men 

centuries later embraced this ultimate truth, like Thomas Carlyle, who described the French 

Revolution as “Truth dancing in Hell-fire” (242). 

      In Plato’s Pheadrus, the protagonist Socrates says individuals have a “form of 

desire…an inborn desire for pleasure,” but the soul should “first consider the truth” (Plato 16, 

26). Souls “seek the upward path and are eager to follow but they lack the means and are carried 
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around below the surface” (29). One must seek the “Plain of Truth” with enthusiasm, rather than 

pursuing the desires and pleasures of the world (29). Socrates believed humans need “a firm hold 

on truth”; otherwise, they would be considered “laughable in some way… artless” (49). To 

understand truth and attain happiness, Socrates posed the question, “Do you think it is possible to 

understand the nature of the soul at all intelligently, without understanding the nature of the 

whole?” (58). In other words, human beings cannot truly understand every part of themselves 

without considering the Divine Love. “I see clearly,” Dante states, “that our intellect is never 

satisfied unless the Truth illuminates it beyond which nothing true extends” (Dinsmore 245). 

      Dante believed the Divine Love was the True Guide through all aspects of his journey. In 

Chapter one, part three of Life of Dante, Dinsmore poetically describes Inferno: “There is an 

unearthly beauty quivering on Dante’s pages that will always arrest the attention of elect minds.” 

Dante’s unrelenting faith “fed his imagination, his intellect, and his heart. He did not possess a 

faith, it possessed him. It rained into his soul vitality and glory” (Dinsmore 237).  Dante writes, 

“I have it so shining and so round that in its stamp nothing is doubtful to me” (Longfellow 636). 

Furthermore, Dante’s Inferno is like a “glorious Cathedral” where every aspect seems to have 

been built by the hands of God (Dinsmore 297). 

      Scholar and writer Denise Helibroon-Gaines states the purpose of Dante’s epic is “to 

celebrate the goodness of God” (Dante’s Inferno: The Indiana Critical Edition 29). She believes 

the darkness within Inferno “evokes its opposites, the light and life, the state of happiness found 

in the divine presence” (286). This famous Florentine’s poem is a “song in honor of God” (292). 

In addition, author Alison Morgan writes about the “state of happiness,” which can be found 

within Dante’s epic and how this happiness symbolizes the Divine Love (Morgan 22-23). 
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Morgan believes “the state of misery” represents the frozen, six winged worm identified as 

Lucifer who is found in the very center of Hell (22-23). Morgan shares her thoughts about 

overcoming misery and desire with the help of the divine ladder to reach the gates of Heaven; 

“We as sinners live in a valley of tears, indeed in a lake of misery, from which we are created to 

ascend to the mountain of the celestial paradise by means of a ladder” (45). 

      There are many suggestions, ideas, and statements relating to the darkness and the Light 

within Inferno. Several well known artists and authors continue to share similar narrative themes 

regarding light within darkness. In An Introduction to The Study of Dante, John Addington 

Symonds explains how Dante’s epic poem is precious and “not a single sentence is 

improvised…it has all been framed by lifelong meditation” (Symonds 198). Dante’s Inferno 

clearly displays the truth and power of the Divine Love, which will forever be imprinted in the 

minds of others. When reading Inferno, there is something which initiates the heart to act. Many 

scholars and readers of Dante’s Commedia find inspiration from Dante’s sublime poem through 

his intriguing narrative, didacticism, and the underlining message of hope. Mark Musa states, 

that in order to translate the words of Dante as a faithful interpreter one must listen “to the 

rhythm and movement within the lines [of Inferno] and the movement from line to line” (Musa 

xxxviii). There is inspiration in the brilliance of Dante’s imagery within each tercet, Canto, and 

circle of Hell. Dante transports a reader into a realm of both creativity and mysticism. These 

features found throughout Inferno were the foundation and motivation for my dance production 

showcasing the Light within the midst of darkness. In the lyrics of the Florentine poet, “Beauty 

awakens the soul to act” (Demakis 26).  

      My artistic goal is to integrate the Light within darkness to generate original 
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choreography that demonstrates the truth. C.S. Lewis expressively states in his masterpiece Mere 

Christianity, “Even in literature and art, no man who bothers about originality will ever be 

original: whereas if you simply try to tell the truth (without caring twopence how often it has 

been told before) you will, nine times out of ten, become original without ever having noticed it” 

(Lewis 226). Therefore, I constructed a concert featuring Dante’s journey from the dark wood, 

through the Nine Circles of Hell, and finishing with him gazing towards the heavenly stars. The 

challenge of creating movement for every circle of Hell was arduous but not impossible. The 

French Playwright and Master of Comedy, Molière, writes, “The greater the obstacle, the more 

glory in overcoming it” (Mieder 745). There were obstacles I faced daily concerning my 

production, but the exaltation of pushing past these barriers outweighs the sacrifices. Similarly, 

Dante the Pilgrim faced multiple obstacles on his journey, such as the Infernal Furies, Geryon, 

Medusa, Minos, and the Malebranche. However, he ventured past each and every creature and in 

the end, rested in the glory of God under the starry sky.  

      After Dante the Pilgrim searched for truth through his journey in Hell, he looked up and 

beheld shining lights symbolizing the beauty, virtue, and truth of the Divine Love. Author and 

theologian, E. Swedenborg, believes that the signification of stars is “the knowledge of good and 

truth” (Crompton 83). Professor David Bruce has written multiple books on Dante’s trilogy, and 

in his opinion, the main reason why all three canticles of his Divine Comedy end with the word 

stars is symbolic. Bruce gives reference to a quote by Dante translator, John Ciardi: “As part of 

his total symbolism Dante ends each of the three divisions of the Commedia with this word 

[stars]. Every conclusion of the upward soul is toward the stars, God’s shining symbols of hope 

and virtue” (Bruce 189). Every terza rima within Dante’s Divine Comedy has clearly been 
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written “under the glowing shadow of God” (Dinsmore 245).   

      From the beginning of time, there has been an interplay between light and darkness. The 

easiest way to describe the meaning of light is something which permeates joy and happiness in 

one’s heart. Darkness can be explained in four words: the absence of light. While Dante is 

engulfed in a place of utter darkness and misery, he begins to understand what light really 

represents. Author D.H. Sidebottom agrees with this perspective stating, “Stars can’t shine 

without darkness” (Mishra). In addition, I have made new discoveries while meditating deeper 

on the concept behind my entire thesis production, regarding the Light within darkness. The 

Light in Dante’s Inferno is different from the stereotypical assumptions of light. The Light 

within the realms of Hell is found within Dante the Pilgrim himself. He is shielded by the Light, 

something which no soul in Hell possesses. Dante’s inner light can be seen as many different 

things: courage, reason, ambition, or intelligence. However, the Light resting inside Dante’s soul 

is from the Creator. Dante scholars call him, “Divine Love,” C.S. Lewis uses the adjective “Joy,” 

and I know Him as my God and Savior.  

      Trying to analyze every tercet within Inferno in order to pinpoint where the Light is 

found is simple. The reader must read the first and last word of Inferno. For every word from the 

beginning to the end is written in the Light and glory of the Most High God. Each line brings 

Dante the Pilgrim closer and closer to understanding the justice and power of the Divine Love. 

Lewis explains in Mere Christianity that God is found in the past, present, and future of every 

circumstance. The affirmation of this can be found in the first chapter of Revelation: “I am Alpha 

and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is 

to come, the Almighty” (Revelation 1:8). 
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      So what is darkness? Darkness is the absence of God. For “In the beginning God created 

the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the 

face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, ‘Let 

there be light:’ and there was light. And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the 

light from the darkness” (Genesis 1:4). Even though, Dante the Pilgrim was submerged in 

darkness, he was protected from the torments, the demonic creatures, and the darkness of Hell by 

the Light of God.  

        In truth, grafting the literary archives of multiple great scholars into my choreography, 

regarding the Light and darkness within Inferno, led me to start generating more expressive and 

intentional movement phrases. The history of Dante Alighieri and his first Canticle as well as the 

different philosophies of inordinate literary sources were the foundation of my dance phrases. 

This research motivated me to construct every movement phrase with purpose and intent just as 

Dante wrote every terect with a clear objective. The power behind the words of Dante, 

Dinsmore, Bruce, Lewis, and others has encouraged me to push past my boundaries as a 

choreographer and critical thinker. For example, I have grown in my choreographic thoughts 

regarding the sinners in circle two by seeing the connection between Edmund, from Lewis’s 

Narnia, and Francesca de Rimini. From my research, I was able to view the souls in circle two in 

a new way, which changed my choreography ideas completely. Today I have a deeper 

understanding of these sinners who were not only wanton in life, but also egotistic and 

narcissistic, being unable to control their personal desires even in their hellish circumstances. 

Each sentence, word, and thought, throughout this paper, plays a major role in my choreography. 
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Unexpectedly, the concept of the Light within darkness has such a deeper grasp on my soul for in 

this life, “We see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face…” (1 Corinthians 13:12). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

      One of my favorite quotes by Plato states that, “The beginning is the most important part 

of the work” (Plato 54). My choreographic process began in the world of Dante’s Inferno. Every 

word, symbol, character, and circle within Dante’s realm motivated my choreographic decisions. 

One of the main aspects of my process was selecting the right music for each dance I envisioned.  

This method is similar to American choreographer and dancer, Mark Morris, who uses 

musicality as the basis of his work. As Balanchine said, a dancer must “See the music, hear the 

dance” (Croce). Before I started to construct choreography for my thesis concert, which starts 

with Dante the Pilgrim lost in a dark wood and ends with him beholding the bright lights above,  

I ventured to find intense, diverse, and intricate music. For example, the music for the Second 

Level of Hell is called Sarajevo by Max Richter. The operatic vocal element within the song is 

almost supernatural, which creates a certain atmosphere within the space. The song’s unusual 

and distinctive sound goes well with my conceptual ideas for this specific circle. One of the main 

goals for my choreography in this particular circle is to showcase through movement that these 

lost souls are uncontrollable in their own desires. The aria of the song is intense and wild, which 

is similar to the behavior and personality of the lustful sinners. In addition, the choral sounds 

throughout Sarajevo are reminiscent to the wallowing sighs of the wanton sinners within this 

realm. 

      After receiving audiobook rights to William Longfellow’s translation of Inferno,  

I incorporated multiple lines within each song. The overlapping of music and text allowed the 

dancers and audience to understand and connect to the inner, emotional thoughts of Dante the 

Pilgrim as he travels from one circle to the next. Once the music was chosen and fused with 
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 the text, I begin improvising within the designated space. The structure of my improvisation 

usually begins with a word, thought, or image from my research on Dante’s first canticle. For 

example, when developing the choreography for the First Circle of Hell, I began with the word 

“blind” taken from Canto IV: 13 (Longfellow 19). From there, I allowed my choreographic ideas 

concerning the meaning and significance of the word “blind” to be released through 

improvisation. Moreover, the dances I created for each of the Nine Circles of Hell were designed 

differently in order to form diverse yet distinctive results.  

     As an artist and choreographer, one of my favorite aspects is using movement to 

permeate and release emotions and philosophies. A vast amount of my movement vocabulary 

and improvisation for my thesis was driven by emotion as well as the dogmas of Dante the Poet. 

Since there are no mistakes in improvisation, I constantly challenged myself to push through 

familiar choreographic habits and initiate different methods of thinking to orchestrate phrases. In 

addition, I strived to push myself to unite both the mind and the body equally when improvising. 

I endlessly asked myself questions: Does this movement correlate with the music and Dante’s 

imagery within Inferno? Are there different ways to demonstrate this phrase? Could this 

movement be done on the floor? Overall, I enjoyed creating movement and releasing emotions, 

while also extending my mind as a critical thinker.  

     After improvising within the space, I selected certain phrases that amalgamate the music 

with my overall concept. From there, I began piecing together sections of my improvisation into 

a dance. When developing these phrases, I aimed to craft movement that extends until the last 

possible second. My objective was to constantly construct choreography which molds dancers to 

never be early or late, but always on time with the music. Lastly, I strived to create choreography 
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which include the three C’s: Choices, Chances, and Changes. As a choreographer, I want to 

make clear choices, take as many chances as possible, and always welcome change.  

      An outside source of inspiration for my choreography came from paintings, sculptures, 

and architectural designs. Several of these works of art, such as the symbolic and Romanesque 

architecture of the Shrine of Santo Domingo from the Abbey of Silos, guided my movement 

phrases. For example, the image from the Abbey depicts six saints doing six different hand 

gestures, which could be used as inspiration for the Sixth Circle of Hell, where the sinners are 

trapped in flaming tombs of fire. In addition, there could be six dancers on stage performing six 

different movements, or the dancers could redirect in space six times. Another work of art used 

as inspiration for movement invention is the Venetian painting by Sebastiano Mazzoni which 

depicts a battle between the gods Apollo and Daphne. This painting shows “fluidity and 

luminosity,” which is the “the effects of the Venetian tradition” during the 17th century (Steer 

174). As a dance choreographer, this specific work of art could easily translate into The Ladies 

of Light from Canto II as they move together in a space filled with the Light, demonstrating fluid 

and frail movements.  

      Thus the combination of dance, poetry, and art was the foundation for my choreography. 

The primary inspiration for my concert is Dante’s Inferno. During Dante’s era, both poetry and 

art were two popular ways of expressing the “spirit of intellectual freedom” (Symonds 7). John 

Addington Symonds in his novel, An Introduction to The Study of Dante, states the study of both 

literature and art were “really the study not of one national genius, but, if I may so express 

myself, of a whole family of cognate geniuses [Dante Alighieri, Sandro Botticelli, Fra Angelico, 

Leonardo da Vinci, Guido Cavalcanti] grouped together and obeying the same laws, but 
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producing markedly different results” (7-8).  

      Likewise, scholar and writer Charles Allen Dinsmore believed Italy artistically 

“produced four geniuses of the first order, - Dante, Leonardo da Vinci, Michael Angelo, and 

Machiavelli” (Dinsmore 56). French Sculptor, Auguste Rodin, expressed “Dante’s ability to 

‘sculpt’ his characters through language” was fascinating (“Painting & Artists Inspired by Dante 

Alighieri's Inferno”). In truth, Dante had a “practical acquaintance with the art of painting,” and 

Dinsmore considered “his faculty of vision intensified, by his early application to painting” 

(Dinsmore 37). 

     Clearly the visualization of Inferno indicates that Dante was well rounded in both poetry 

and art as well as politics. He was a triple threat of his age. In Dinsmore’s opinion, Dante, along 

with Homer and Milton, are three poets whose artistic abilities “succeeded in fixing any moment 

so specific and representative in the history of thought” (Dinsmore 98). Dante clearly shaped the 

characters within Inferno, just as choreographers shape their stories through movement (Alison 

Morgan 98). As a fellow artist, I agree with Dinsmore that there is no literature or work of art 

“which so faithfully depicts a stubborn character in its mental strength and moral dignity” as 

Dante the Poet has done in his epic trilogy (Dinsmore 139).  

      When constructing the choreography for my thesis production, I have, like Dante, used 

both poetry and art to enhance my creation. Dante scholars, such as Dinsmore and Symonds, 

agree that Dante was extremely gifted in poetry and was inspired daily by the art around him. 

Similar to Dante, I have a passion for poetry and an admiration for art. To truly reap the benefits 

of both, I continued to study the poetry of Dante the Poet, while also devoting time and research 

into the historical art of the Greek, Roman, Venetian, Romanesque, Gothic, and Renaissance 
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cultures, as well as many other traditional art forms. I used these fields of study as departure 

points for my choreography. One of my favorite quotes describing the beauty and distinctions 

between poetry and art is by Leonardo da Vinci, who states, “Painting is poetry that is seen 

rather than felt, and poetry is painting that is felt rather than seen” (Belle “Leonardo Da Vinci”). 

      From an early age, I have always been a visual learner. After reading William 

Longfellow’s translation of Inferno, with illustrations by Gustave Dore, I was able to imagine 

Dante’s journey through each circle of Hell as a vivid dance. Dore transforms the elegant words 

of Dante the Poet into magnificent images, which brings every character and setting to life. 

Inspired by Gustave Dore, I created illustrations to showcase my ideas, the dancer’s formations, 

and color themes of every dance within my concert. These images helped me choreographically 

and were presented to my cast, lighting designer, and stage manager.  

      At first, my drawings were notes and sketches in a journal. However, after drawing 

multiple choreographic maps in Dr. Lisa Naugle’s class at the University of California, Irvine,  

I became inspired, confident, and enthusiastic about this process. Since there were fourteen 

dances in my thesis concert, I drew fourteen maps. I choreographed fourteen dances to clearly 

present the pilgrimage of Dante the Pilgrim from the Dark Wood through the Nine Circles of 

Hell. Thus, there were three dances before Dante ventures through the nine circles, one dance 

with Dante and Beatrice after circle five, and one dance after the final circle, equaling fourteen 

dances. Furthermore, I had fourteen performers to correlate with my fourteen dances and 

fourteen maps.  

      The first phase of my drawing process was researching and reviewing famous maps of 

Inferno by artists such as Sandro Botticelli and Domenico di Michelion. Botticelli’s map of 
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Dante’s nine concentric levels of Hell and di Michelion’s fresco were two sources used as 

inspiration (Wirtz 63). These unique images and famous artworks ingeniously interpolate to 

Inferno and are similar with their bold colors and sharp edges. Both works of art visibly 

showcase the sinners throughout Dante’s thirty-four cantos, which inspired me to create and 

illustrate panoramic choreographic maps for each of the dances performed in my final thesis 

production. The last part of my process was choosing a color theme and a title for each map. 

After reading each Canto several times, I was able to form meaningful titles and select color 

themes for each specific circle in Hell. These maps were beneficial in my choreographic and 

research process.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

Choreography and Art  

      When developing each dance for my final thesis production, I used various aspects from 

sculptures, paintings, architecture, and illustrations as inspiration for my choreography. There 

were nine specific dances for each of Dante’s realms of Hell. In addition, there were three 

opening sections, a duet between Dante and Beatrice, and a closing solo of Dante the Pilgrim 

reaching towards the stars. In total, there were fourteen dances in my thesis production, which 

were individually titled to exemplify the theme of each section. In Canto II of Inferno, Dante the 

Pilgrim beseeches the Muses to help him explain his experiences. The Muses were allegorically 

mentioned in the second chapter of Inferno to explicate their inspiring talents when describing 

poetry and art. Analogously, all of my dances had three or more works of art which were Muses 

for my choreography.    

The challenge for my choreography of the First Circle of Hell was that it is characterized 

as Limbo. The title of this dance is “Four Mighty Shades” based on the four poets: Homer, Ovid, 

Lucan, and Horace. These characters are introduced to Dante the Pilgrim in Canto IV. My first 

inspirations were two illustrations by Gustave Dore, titled Limbo and Poets in Limbo  

(Appendix A). My second inspiration was the illustration by David Day from his novel Tolkien: 

An Illustrated Atlas. Day’s image in Chapter IV portrays “The race of men awakened at the 

rising of the sun,” which shows four men crouching in a large forest filled with tall trees (Day 

93) (Appendix B). The landscape and number of occupants in Day’s image resembles Canto IV 

of Inferno where the four poets are located in a valley surrounded by numerous trees. My third 

inspiration was the image from Chapter IV of Jack Anderson’s Ballet & Modern Dance, which 
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depicts the ghost like “Elf Maidens” from August Bourneville’s A Folk Tale (Anderson 74) 

(Appendix C). In comparison, Dante describes the sinners in the first circle as “thick-crowded 

ghosts” (Longfellow 21). My final inspiration was the 15th century fresco, St. Augustine, by 

Sandro Botticelli (Appendix D). The detail in Botticelli’s painting is incredible. He skillfully 

displays St. Augustine being “moved my prophetic visions, which cause him to make a touching 

gesture to his right hand in a moment of religious emotion” (Wirtz 261). Augustine’s strong 

emotion led him to place his right hand over his heart, which correlates to the feelings Dante the 

Pilgrim experienced when realizing the punishment for the Limbo is having no hope of seeing 

the Divine Love face to face. Dante the Pilgrim stated, “Great grief seized on my heart when this 

I heard” (Longfellow 21). Furthermore, Augustine’s body position could easily be the position of 

Dante the Pilgrim when he uttered those doleful lines. 

     In my vision of the fifth Canto, where Dante journeys through Circle Two of Hell, which 

houses the Wanton, I pictured one of the most destructive forces on Earth. The title for this dance 

was “The Infernal Hurricane” (26). These souls are trapped in a “place mute of all light” where 

they are hurled in an eternal whirlwind (Longfellow 26).  Gustave Dore’s two designs, Lustful 

and Paolo and Francesca, from the second realm of Hell were my first source for movement 

inspiration (Appendix E & F). My second finding was the renowned sculpture, The Kiss, by 

Auguste Rodin, which features the entangled lovers of Paolo and Francesca (Appendix G). My 

third discovery was by the Swiss painter, Henry Fuseli’s, Amanda-Rezia, which is similar to the 

lover’s body position in both Dore and Rodin’s works of art (Appendix H). Next, was the image 

of the “Elf Maidens, who symbolize the dangerous lure of the supernatural” from Anderson’s 

Ballet & Modern Dance (Anderson 74) (Appendix C). My fourth discovery was “The Vision and 
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Creation of Arda” in Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas (Day 26) (Appendix I). This illustration by 

David Day is parallel to the whirlwind “that never rests” in circle two (Longfellow 26). Within 

Rolf Toman’s Romanesque: Architecture. Sculpture. Painting, I came across two pillar reliefs 

from the cloister of a mosaic (Toman 262) (Appendix J). The pillar showcases a man touching 

his heart, a man pointing towards the sky, and a man holding a book. This corresponds to some 

of the literary descriptions from Canto V of Inferno. The man touching his heart corresponds 

with the verse spoken by Francesca: “Love has conducted us unto one death” (Longfellow 29). 

The man holding a book can be referenced to Francesca blaming a book for her adulterous sin, 

and the man looking towards the sky could symbolize Dante the Pilgrim stuck in the middle of 

Francesca’s lies, and his only relief is looking upwards to the Divine Love. There are two 16th 

century works by Michelangelo Buonarroti, featured in Rolf C. Writz’s Florence: Art and 

Architecture, which were used as inspiration for my choreography. The first was the Tomb of 

Lorenzo de’ Medici, and the latter is the Tomb of Giuliano de’ Medici, which portrays sculptures 

of two men and one woman in diverse poses (Appendix K & L). The final piece of artwork I used 

for inspiration was Giambologna’s sculpture of the Greek god, Mercury (Appendix M). If 

described by a dancer, the position of Giambologna’s Mercury is in a turned in low back attitude 

with one arm in high fifth. From Mercury’s outstretched index finger to the wings on his heel, 

Giambologna’s artwork was the perfect inspiration for movement creation.                

 Similarly, the sinners of Gluttony reside in the Third Circle of Hell. Dante the Pilgrim is 

first greeted by the three headed dog, Cerberus, who is the guard over all the gluttonous souls.  

Therefore, the motivating visualization for a stage presence included a reference to this 

monstrous dog. The dance for this circle was entitled “The Howling Rain.” The images, 
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Cerberus and Gluttons, by Gustave Dore were used as inspiration for movement and staging 

purposes (Appendix N). The white marble sculpture of Hercules and Cerberus at Holfburg 

Palace Complex (Appendix O) and the statue of Hercules and Cerberus by Giambologna 

(Appendix P) both display the battle between a mortal man overcoming a ravenous beast. In both 

artworks, Cerberus’s three heads wrap around the body of Hercules. This motion was the 

inspiration for the dancer’s wrapping movement around Dante the Pilgrim in “The Howling 

Rain.” My next finding was the illustration from Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas, which depicts 

“The dark and forbidding Mines of Moria” (Day 191) (Appendix Q). The image was similar to 

the murky and obscure scenery found in Canto VI of Inferno. There is an intertwining and 

overlapping of bodies in circle three of Inferno, which is also conveyed in Dore’s Gluttons 

image. Similarly, is the early work, The Battle of the Centaurs, sculpted by Michelangelo 

Buonarroti that exhibits an entire area “dramatically filled by moving, intertwining bodies” 

(Wirtz 395) (Appendix R). There were two sculptures found in Florence: Art and Architecture, 

which were noted for “The Howling Rain.” The first was The Tribuna by Bernardo Buontalenti, 

(Appendix S) and the second was Giambologna’s sculpture of “three figures linked in a twisted 

and spiral-like composition” (Wirtz 100) (Appendix T). My last finding for “The Howling Rain” 

comes from Toman’s Romanesque: Architecture. Sculpture. Painting. In section eight, there was 

an image of the Abbey of Saint-Gilles located in Southern France. On the church’s west façade, 

in the detail of the frieze, there are three beast-like animals. Below these animals are faceless 

men in numerous positions (Appendix U). This 12th century work is similar to the three headed 

beast and the virtually faceless sinners found in circle three of Inferno.  
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  Inspired by Dante’s Fourth Circle of Hell, “Wheel of Fortune” was the title of my fourth 

dance. This circle holds the Avaricious and the Prodigal. The drawings Plutus and Avaricious 

and the Prodigal by Gustave Dore clearly highlight the sinners’ guard, Plutus, and the 

punishment of the hoarders and greedy (Appendix V & W). Located at the Archaeological 

Museum in Naples, the 2nd century marble copy of the Farnese Atlas is a man holding a heavy 

weight on his back (Appendix X). This is reminiscent to the souls in circle four pushing and 

carrying “great weights by main force of chest” (Longfellow 37). My next discovery was from 

Stalley’s Early Medieval Architecture. In Chapter Five, there is a 12th century painting, The 

Tower of Babel, on the nave vault which shows multiple builders carrying squares on their backs 

to build the Tower of Babel (Appendix Y). Subsequently is Domenico di Michelion’s fresco of 

Dante and the Divine Comedy (Appendix Z). In the background of di Michelion’s work, the 

sinners of circle four are in a deep lunge with large rocks on their backs. Two of my inspirations 

for “Wheel of Fortune” came from B.F. Cook’s Greek and Roman Art in the British Museum. 

First was the “portrait-statuette of a Hellenistic ruler” (Cook 155) (Appendix a). The following 

was Lely’s Venus by painter Sir Peter Lely, which is “the statue of Aphrodite crouching” (186) 

(Appendix b). The last works of art used as departure points for movement invention came from 

Toman’s Romanesque: Architecture. Sculpture. Painting. In chronological order, there were 

eight findings which resembled the predicaments of the sinners within circle four. The first was a 

small sculpture decoration from the Alpirsbach Abbey of a man holding up a wall. The second 

was from the capital on the Porte des Comtes of three figures with burdens on their back. The 

third was a relief from the Basilica de San Vicente of two masked men holding a structure in a 

deep lunge. Next, the fourth was the throne of Bishop Elia, which depicts two men carrying the 
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weight of a wall. My last discovery was a pulpit by sculptor’s Robertus and Nicodemus. On the 

upper left corner, there is a woman who embraces a small wall with the dorsal side of her hands 

(Appendix c, d, e, f, g). In the Protestant Parish Church in Gelnhausen, in the choir arcade, there 

is a man surrounded by vines inferior to a square pillar (Appendix h). In a cathedral in 

Hildesheim, Germany, there is a beautiful bronze chest which is supported by four men figures 

(Appendix i). Finally, there are the Monastery of Alpirsbach’s stained glass windows, where two 

men are moving a large load up a steep hill (Appendix j).  

      The Fifth Circle of Hell is where the Irascible and Sullen sinners remain. The dance for 

this circle was titled “Watery Abyss.” There were four images from Gustave Dore’s “World of 

Dante” which illustrates the souls in Canto VIII: Styx, Wrathful, Wrathful II, and Outskirts of Dis 

(Appendix k). David Day’s drawing, in Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas, resembles the river of Styx 

and Outskirts of Dis (Appendix l). This image showcases the collapsed city of the Numenoreans 

and how “the sea arose in wrath” (Day 131). This description is similar to the wrathful sinners 

fighting each other in the river Styx. When viewing the struggling bodies of the sinners in Dore’s 

Styx and the curved shape of the long ship boats in Day’s image, I immediately thought of 

movement ideas for “Watery Abyss.” In Cook’s Greek and Roman Art in the British Museum, 

there is a frieze showcasing the fight between the Lapiths and Centaurs from the temple of 

Apollo. Here the centaurs are in various dance-like positions (Appendix m). The last two sources 

used for movement inspiration came from Florence: Art and Architecture. Initially, there is the 

distant poses in Bernardo Buontalenti’s The Tribuna, and the preceding is Sandro Botticelli’s 

colored drawing of Dante’s Inferno (Appendix S, n).  
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      My dance, which represents the sixth circle, was titled “Pillars of Smoke” and was 

inspired by the horrific image in David Day’s Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas in the chapter “The 

Cracks of Doom” which illustrates the creature Gollum crawling out of a flame filled pit, which 

resembles the fiery tombs mentioned in Canto IX of Inferno (Day 233) (Appendix o). Dwelling 

in Dante’s Sixth Circle of Hell are the Heresiarchs. Also the three images, Farinata, Farinata II, 

and Anastasius' tomb, by Gustave Dore, clearly displays the punishment given to the circle six 

sinners, who reside in flaming tombs for eternity (Appendix p). My next discovery was the 

eccentric painting, Apollo and Daphne by Sebastian Mazzoni from A Concise History of 

Venetian Painting by John Steer (Appendix q). The body positions of the Greek god and nymph 

reminded me of the extreme factionalism between Farinata degli Uberti and Cavalcante de' 

Cavalcanti from circle six of Inferno. Dante speaks to these two sinners of Heresy in Canto IX 

and specifies their punishment is sharing the same fire filled sepulcher for eternity.  

      The greatest challenge for an enactment of the Seventh Circle of Hell was the three rings 

where the sinners of Violence are held. The outer ring holds the Violence against Their 

Neighbors, the middle ring contains the Violence against Themselves, and in the inner ring exist 

the Violence against God, Nature, and Art. The name for this dance was “Tangled Thickets” 

from Canto XIII:7 (Longfellow 71). There are seven images by Gustave Dore illustrated for the 

seventh round of Hell: Centaurs, Centaurs 2, Harpies, Pier della Vigna, Spendthrifts, Violent, 

and Brunetto (Appendix r, s, t, u, v, w, x,). All seven of these images were used as inspiration for 

my choreography. Also, when looking through Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas “the Mallorn trees 

of Lothlorien shimmered in gold,” were reminiscent to the Wood of Thorns where the sinners of 

suicide remain (Day 200) (Appendix y). In addition, the curved and angled tree limbs in David 
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Day’s image were used for movement creation in “Tangled Thickets.” My last finding for 

movement invention was from Cook’s Greek and Roman Art in the British Museum of an Early 

Cycladic marble sculpture portraying a faceless woman with folded arms (Cook 13) (Appendix 

z).  

      The dance embodying circle eight was titled “Vessel of Fraud.”  The Fraudulent and the 

Malicious sinners are within Dante’s Eighth Circle of Hell. Once again, Gustave Dore’s 

drawings were helpful when forming choreography. The images used by Dore for “Vessel of 

Fraud” include Malebranche, Caiaphas, Thieves, Thieves II, Agnello, False Counselors, 

Schismatics, Betran de Born, Betran de Born II, Falsifiers, Falsifiers II, and Myhrra  

(Appendix aa, bb, cc, dd, ee, ff, gg, hh, ii, jj, kk, ll).  For formation and pose ideas, I used David 

Day’s illustration of the entry to Dunharrow, which leads “down into Darkness,” the satyr’s 

different positions on a 490-480 BC wine cooler by vase painter-Douris from Greek and Roman 

Art in the British Museum, and the Martyrdom of St Andrew painted by Giovanni Antonio 

Pellegrino in 1721 within The Consise History of Venetian Painting (Appendix mm, nn, oo). In 

Chapter Seven of Early Medieval Architecture by Roger Stalley, there is a 12th century sculpture 

on the south portal of the Romanesque church of Santa Marta de Tera. Located on the portal is 

the figure of St. James as a pilgrim (Appendix pp). The statue presents a man on a pilgrimage 

who is overwhelmed and dismayed, which is comparable to Dante the Pilgrim’s “sense of dread” 

when entering circle eight (Moran).  

      The final and abysmal circle of Hell is where the cold-blooded traitors reside. The title of 

this dance was “Forever Chilled,” which corresponds to the sinners’ punishment, who are 

“wholly covered up, and glimmered through like unto straws in glass” (Longfellow 197). 
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Gustave Dore’s images Cocytus, Bocca degli Abati, Ugolino, Ugolino II, and Ugolino's Despair 

were all used for movement inspiration (Appendix qq, rr, ss, tt, uu). In addition, the eerie images 

by Gustave Dore depicts the atmosphere I endeavored to create through my movement phrases. 

The Ninth Circle of Hell is separated into four rings: Caina, Antenora, Tolomea, and Judecca. 

The four divisions contain Traitors to Their Kindred, Traitors to Their Country, Traitors to Their 

Friends, and Traitors to Their Lords and Benefactors. For inspirational formation ideas, I used an 

image by David Day of “The Flight of the Nordor,” which provides geometrical inspirations 

based on the configurations of the towers of ice (Day 61) (Appendix vv). Another finding is from 

The Connoisseur Complete Encyclopedia of Antiques, which depicts a collection of 17th century 

Italian daggers. The image displays nine blades facing vertically and one facing horizontally 

(Hillier 51) (Appendix ww). I immediately envisioned the formation of nine dancers moving 

towards the front and Dante the Pilgrim moving horizontally. My last choreographic driven 

discovery for “Forever Chilled” was a “Kwakiutl carved wooden grave figure” located at the 

Horniman Museum (125) (Appendix xx). This figure guided my approach to movement through 

sharp gestures and the repetition of static phrases. Overall, the combination of these images 

provided a framework for this section of my concert. All of these departure points helped shape 

my movement inventions and kept my intentions clear. 

Choreographic Maps 

      For my thesis production on Dante’s Nine Circles of Hell, I created fourteen 

choreographic maps. These panoramic choreographic maps distinguish each specific dance with 

titles, lighting ideas, formations, number of dancers, and color themes. These maps show the 
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motif of my choreography based on Inferno. These choreographic map illustrations reveal my 

philosophical and artistic look at Dante’s first Canticle.  

      The very first choreographic map I created, as well as the first dance of my thesis concert, 

was “Phantoms of Sin” (Appendix I).  It showcases Dante in “a forest dark” and the three 

temptations he faced on his way up the desert slope to reach the sunlit hill (Longfellow 1). 

Located on choreographic map one is a path of lights and symbols signifying the dancers’ 

movements for their upper and lower extremities. In addition, the drawing of the laurel wreath 

represents Dante’s position on stage. The green animal located on the right is the first temptation, 

the Leopard, who impedes Dante, forcing him away from the spot light (sunlight hill) in the far 

distance. Another section of choreographic map one depicts the second temptation, the Lion, 

whose dotted footprints appear in the far left corner.  

      The second staging map I created is titled “The Intercession of Three” (Appendix II).   

This choreographic map represents the Three Ladies of Light who live with no fear of the sinful 

underworld. As the story goes, the Divine Love sees all things and will not abandon Dante on his 

journey. Instead He sends Mary, “the supreme model of human spirituality” to tell St. Lucia 

about Dante’s predicament (Musa 361). St. Lucia informs Beatrice who calls upon Virgil to be 

Dante the Pilgrim’s guide through Hell. In this choreographic map, I have highlighted three 

circles, which are the positions of the “Three Ladies Benedight” (Longfellow 7). The circle with 

the Roman numeral one represents Mary’s spot on stage. The circle with the Roman numeral two 

is the location of St. Lucia. The circle with the Roman numeral three indicates the position on 

stage of Beatrice, the “Lady of Virtue” (Longfellow 10). As in choreographic map one, the laurel 

wreath symbol represents Dante’s position on the stage.  
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      In Canto III, Dante comes upon the Gate of Hell. The detailed positions and movements 

of my staging were inspired by Dante’s Inferno and Auguste Rodin’s Gates of Hell and The 

Three Shades and were illustrated and noted in choreographic map three, “The Path towards 

Enteral Dole” (Appendix III). Dante has left the presence of Beatrice and must venture past three 

Furies before entering the gate. In terror, Dante quickly turns around and sees a Light in the far 

corner. This Light is the Divine Love, who keeps an eye on Dante’s journey. Three shadows 

engulf Dante, then dance around him alternating in different poses. Dante the Pilgrim tries to 

reach the Light, but his pathway is blocked by these three shades. Thus, Dante returns to the edge 

of the gate, where he eludes the three pursuers and advances through the Gate of Hell.  

      The title for the fourth dance diagram, “Four Mighty Shades,” represents the story of 

Canto IV (Appendix IV). This choreographic map focuses on the First Circle of Hell and four 

specific sinners Dante the Pilgrim meets in “the abysmal valley dolorous” (Longfellow 19). The 

four souls within this circle are the great poets: Homer the “sovereign,” Horace the “satirist,” 

Ovid, and Lucan (22). There are multiple symbols and marks within this choreographic map that 

signify the dancer’s representation of the four poets. The X on this choreographic map indicates 

the dancers’ floor movements as they portray each poet. During the performance these dancer’s 

eyes are momentarily shut symbolizing each poet’s punishment of never having the hope of 

seeing the Divine Love. On the other hand, Dante’s position is in the center of this choreographic 

map, and when performing, Dante the Pilgrim’s eyes will be open because he can see the Divine 

Love face to face. To better understand the story of Canto IV, viewers must realize the sinners of 

Limbo have lost their innocence and will remain for eternity with their Laodicean attitude of 

neutrality. In the Bible, the Laodiceans are the fence sitters, who will never take a stand against 
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sin, always preferring gray to black or white in moral decisions. In addition, since innocence is a 

gift from The Divine Love, these sinners will remain spiritually impartial as their innocence 

fades away. In the words of Ernest Hemingway, “All things truly wicked start from innocence” 

(Reef 80). The cross shape on this choreographic map represents the ending position of Dante, 

which symbolizes his belief in the “Mighty one” (Longfellow 21). Illustrated in the far right 

corner of this choreographic map is the “ladder of salvation,” which exemplifies the Divine 

Love’s illumination even in the darkest places (Morgan 11). This glimmering gold ladder was 

inspired by the fresco from Chaldon, Surrey, where the church of St. Peter and St. Paul depicts 

the “ladder of salvation” (11).   

      The stage representation of his continuing “fate-ordained journey” has Dante descending 

to the Second Circle of Hell, a place “mute of all light,” which whirls the wanton souls around 

and around (Longfellow 26).  The name for the fifth choreographic map is “The Infernal 

Hurricane” (Appendix V).  Two things remain from previous choreographic maps, the golden 

ladder and the laurel wreath, which signifies the Divine Love’s presence and Dante’s location on 

the stage. In the far left corner of choreographic map five, there are three different illustrations. 

The symbol V in the center personifies the dancer portraying the lustful, self-centered Francesca 

de Rimini. The other two drawings located within this choreographic map are in the shape of a 

book and a heart. These entities coincide with Francesca presenting “herself as the victim of an 

irresistible force: it was the tyranny of love that made her reciprocate Paolo’s passion…and the 

hypnotic spell of the Old French romance” (Musa 314). Unlike da Rimini, who blamed her illicit 

“love” for Paolo and “readings” of adulterous novels for her transgressions, Dante learns to take 

responsibility for his actions (Longfellow 29-30). He realizes justice can never belong to those 
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who willingly chose to ignore the “true way” (1). Moreover, there is a symbol located in the 

upper left corner of choreographic map five, which portrays the Eye of Horus from Egyptian 

Mythology. This eye represents Francesca’s lover, Paolo Malatesta, who “did weep so” (30). The 

thought process behind the Eye of Horus is that the marking below the pupil of Horus could 

resemble a tear falling from Paolo’s face.   

     The sinners of Gluttony reside in a “maledict…cold, and heavy” rain in choreographic 

map six (Longfellow, 31). This Canto is where Dante the Pilgrim faces “the great worm,” 

Cerberus, and the souls of the Third Circle of Hell. (32) After his encounter with the groveling 

bearded beast, Dante the Pilgrim mentions the wailing noise of the rain. This choreographic map 

is called “The Howling Rain” (Appendix VI). The landscape for choreographic map six was 

inspired by Gustave Dore’s Cerberus and Gluttons and the architectural design and creatures 

found on the west façade of the Abbey of Saint-Gilles. The yellow box shape in the middle of 

this choreographic map is the intertwining “mixture of shadows” within circle six (Longfellow 

35). In addition, there is a diamond shape in the upper left corner of choreographic map six. 

Occupying the center of the diamond shape are three dark lines. These three strokes exemplify 

envy, arrogance, and avarice: “The three sparks that have all hearts enkindled” (34).  

      Subsequently, the title for the next choreographic map is “Wheel of Fortune” inspired by 

Canto VII, line 34 and 68 of Inferno (Appendix VII). Throughout the Fourth Circle of Hell, lack 

of wisdom and “discernment” is rampant (Longfellow 38). The folk who must “dance their 

roundelay” are the Avaricious and the Prodigal (37). These sinners were nonsensical about the 

controls of Fortune. They were consumed by their own splendors, allowing their greediness and 

decadence to rule against their better judgment. The Roman playwright, Titus Plautus, believed 



34!
!

“moderation in all things is the best policy” (Shapiro 616). The hoarders and wasters were both 

incontinent with their fortune, unable to achieve balance. These sinners underestimated the 

power of the Wheel of Fortune, who “empties treasures from race to race, from blood to 

blood…and therefore one people triumphs, and another languishes, in pursuance of her 

judgment, which hidden is, as in the grass a serpent” (39). Within each circle, Dante 

communicated with individual or multiple sinners. However, the souls of circle four were so 

endlessly absorbed in the rolling of their weights, they were rendered completely unrecognizable 

(38). In other words, these unrepentant souls had turned into something inhuman. C.S. Lewis 

explains the power of transformation in The Voyage of the Dawn Treader when Eustace’s lack of 

self-control “turned him into a dragon while he was asleep…and while sleeping on a dragon’s 

hoard with greedy, dragonish thoughts in his heart, he had become a dragon himself” (Lewis,73). 

On the outskirts of this “lurid circle,” Dante the Pilgrim hears the “accursed wolf,” Plutus, 

speaking gibberish (36). This “benignant Sage” is located on the right side of choreographic map 

seven (36). He is in a crouched position under a green cloak. The reason Plutus is drawn under a 

cloak is because he is the god of the underworld, and the color of the cloak drawn on 

choreographic map seven implies his title of the god of wealth. After hearing the “crackling 

voice” of Plutus, Dante ventures on and beholds sinners “rolling weights forward by main force 

of chest” (37). These “faceless” sinners clash together in an interminable joust (Bruce 39). Some 

sinners are spendthrifts, and others are greedy, but overall every sinner residing in circle four are 

addicted to the love of money. Thus, there are four souls on choreographic map seven drawn in a 

large money bag. Two of the souls are in dark green, representing the Avaricious, and the other 

two sinners are drawn in light green representing the Prodigal. Congruently, the body positions 
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of these four shadows drawn on choreographic map seven were inspired by the Domenico di 

Michelion’s fresco of Dante and the Divine Comedy.  

      The choreographic map for the fifth layer of Hell entitled “Watery Abyss” was inspired 

by the sinner’s desolation and the sea which “arose in wrath and…collapsed into a watery abyss” 

from Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas (Day 131) (Appendix VIII). Upon leaving the Fourth Circle, 

Dante descends to “the foot of the malign gray shores” (Longfellow 40). There he sees the 

occupants of the Fifth Circle of Hell: The Irascible and the Sullen. These souls are punished in 

the murky marsh known as Styx. The wrathful sinners fight and bite each other on the marshes’ 

surface as the slothful gurgle underneath the “sable mire” (41). In the middle of choreographic 

map eight, there is a boat, which signifies the transportation Dante takes to arrive at the City of 

Dis. In the back left corner of this choreographic map is a drawing of dark towers representing 

the outskirts of the City of Dis. The five red lines slashed inside the boat represent five dancers 

in red costumes doing linear movements. The brown rocks on the right side of map eight 

correlate with Gustave Dore’s Styx. Dore’s illustration, along with the cluster of rocks, was 

inspiration for my sharp and rigid movements. The dark waves detailed in the left corner of this 

choreographic map represent “the dead canal” (Longfellow 43). In addition, the sinner’s body 

positions in Dore’s Wrathful and Eugene Delacroix’s Dante and Virgil in Hell were noted for 

movement and formation ideas within this choreographic map. In conclusion, the spatial 

arrangement on map eight correlates with the painting Seascape by Marco Ricci and the 

Numenoreans Defeat illustrated by David Day.  

       “Through the black air, and through the heavy fog”, Dante the Pilgrim reaches the Gate 

of the City of Dis (Longfellow 48). One of the inspirations for the setting of this choreographic 
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map was the image of the “silver trumpets of the Elves…followed by the glory of the rising sun 

in the world’s dawn” from Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas (Day 97). Inversely, Dante the Pilgrim is 

unable to journey into the second realm of hell without Divine Intervention. Since Dante’s 

journey is “willed on high”, the Divine Love sends the Archangel Michael (36). Dante states in 

Canto IX, “Well I perceived one sent from Heaven was he…and he made sign that I should quiet 

stand, and bow before him” (51). After helping Dante, the Archangel spoke “holy words all 

confident…and returned along the miry road” (52). Dante the Pilgrim now “entered without any 

contest” to the Sixth Circle of Hell (52). Map nine showcases a purple cross in the center 

symbolizing the power of the Divine Love. On both sides of this choreographic map there are 

golden wings representing the “outstretched wings” of the Archangel Michael (Musa 370). This 

choreographic map is entitled “Celestial Messenger” (Appendix IX). There are three works of art, 

which were noted for the creation of this choreographic map as well as movement invention: 

Transfiguration by Raphael, The Annunciation by Fra Angelico, and the 500 BC bronze 

sculpture of a “winged figure from the collection of Richard Payne Knight” (Cook 61). The exact 

posture of the female figure with wings described in Cook’s Greek and Roman Art in the British 

Museum is reminiscent to the position of Warrior One in Yoga. She is described as “Legs in 

profile, forward knee raised, chest frontal…maintained by a girl runner perhaps made in 

Laconia” (61).  

      The staging for the first round in Lower Hell depicts the Sixth Circle of Hell, which, for a 

second time, houses the Heresiarchs. Their punishment is “exactly what they thought they would 

get after death: a tomb” (Bruce 52). These sinners are buried in “uneven” sepulchers filled with 

fiery flames (Longfellow 52). Dante the Pilgrim faces no guard in this circle “because tombs 
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don’t need guards” (Bruce 53). Dante starts to venture his way through circle six and suddenly 

notices one tomb incases two sinners of Heresy: Farinata degli Uberti and Cavalcante de’ 

Cavalcanti. Farinata was a Guelf while his tomb mate was a Ghibelline, which makes them 

political and social enemies. Even though these two souls occupy the same flaming hole, “they 

completely and totally ignore each other” (56). For this dance, there were two dancers portraying 

the Guelf and the Ghibelline. “Pillars of Smoke” exemplifies the souls of heresy and is the title 

for choreographic map ten (Appendix X). The two sources used for this map and movement 

inspiration include the image of Gollum falling into a flaming hole of fire from Tolkien: An 

Illustrated Atlas and Sebastion Mazzoni’s painting Apollo and Daphne from A Concise History 

of Venetian Painting. In addition, elements of Gustave Dore’s Farinata are seen in the scenery of 

choreographic map ten such as the location and angles of the tombs and the smoke and scattered 

flames dispersing from each crypt.  

With foreboding, Dante the Pilgrim passes across circle six and comes upon the Seventh 

Circle of Hell, which “was not marked by any path whatever” (Longfellow 71). Within the 

“seventh abyss” are three separate rings (74). These three separate sections of torment for the 

sinners are depicted in choreographic map eleven. The outer ring, within the river, Phlegthon, 

holds the Violence Against Their Neighbors sinners, who are forever damned to viciously bite 

themselves. These souls’ punishment is being boiled in a “river of blood” for eternity (67). The 

Violent Against Themselves, residing in the middle ring, are punished in a “wood of thorns” 

(71). These sinners of suicide are a “dusky” color of the “intertangled” branches of trees (71). 

These souls “have no free will…because in life the Suicides rejected free will by committing 

suicide” (Bruce 67). The guards for these souls are the “hideous Harpies” who “feast on the 
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leaves and shrubs” of the sinners (Longfellow 71). Among the Suicides are the Profligates who 

“violently wasted their money” (Bruce 71). Their punishment is being lacerated piece by piece 

by large black dogs who are “swift of foot” (Longfellow 75). The inner ring holds the sinners of 

Violence Against God, Nature, and Art. There are three separate sections of torment for the 

sinners in the last ring, which are depicted in choreographic map eleven. Here the Blasphemers 

lie in a desert with an endless rain of falling flames, the Usurers have large, heavy bags filled 

with money hanging from their necks, and the Sodomites are forever running and “are punished 

by having to lie on the desert ground for hundred years, while being unable to brush off the 

falling flakes of fire from their body” (Musa 78). I envisioned all of these circumstances in circle 

seven when illustrating choreographic map eleven. The title for the eleventh choreographic map 

is called “Tangled Thickets” (Appendix XI). Illustrated on this choreographic map are 

three circular pieces of rope to distinguish the outer, middle, and inner rings on stage. The rope 

also represents Dante’s description of the sinners, who are “bound within knots” (Longfellow 

74). Some of the choreographic map inspirations for “Tangled Thickets” came from Dore’s 

seven illustrations of the seventh round of Hell and the Cycladic figurine in Greek and Roman 

Art in the British Museum. The landscape of choreographic map eleven came from three notable 

discoveries. First, was the circular shape of the Basilica of San Vitale’s architect model in Early 

Medieval Architecture (Stalley 71). The next two findings for choreographic map eleven were 

“the timeless halls” and the “the Mallorn trees of Lothlorien shimmered in gold” illustrated in 

Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas (Day 31; 200). Once again, the shining ladder in the right corner is 

present in choreographic map eleven to signify the Divine Love watching over the Florentine 
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poet. In the words of Brunetto Latini from Canto XV: “If though thy star [Divine Love] do 

follow, Thou canst not fail thee of a glorious port…” (Longfellow 85).  

       The title for choreographic map twelve is “Vessel of Fraud” (Appendix XII). “There is a 

place in Hell called Malebolge, wholly of stone and of an iron color, as is the circle that around it 

turns” where the Fraudulent and the Malicious are kept (Longfellow 100). This large evil ditch is 

divided into ten bolgia’s, which translates to pouches. Each bolgia holds a different set of 

sinners. This choreographic map and my choreography center on half of the bolgia’s from circle 

eight: The first, third, fourth, sixth, and tenth. The First Bolgia is where the Panderers and 

Seducers reside. Their punishment is walking endlessly in two files while being whipped by 

horned devils. Within the Third Bolgia are the Simoniacs, who reside head first in tub-like 

baptismal fonts, as the soles of their feet dance with flames. The Soothsayers are held in the 

Fourth Bolgia. They are tormented by being forced to walk backwards for eternity. Because 

these sinners of sorcery and fortune telling attempted to see into the future “their heads have 

been twisted around so that they always look backwards for their eternal” (Bruce 111). Inside the 

sixth pouch are the Hypocrites. They walk slowly with gilded robes. They are the only sinners 

within Inferno who wear clothes throughout Dante’s journey. The inside of their cloaks are lead, 

which weighs the sinners down, forcing them to walk sluggishly. Dante the Pilgrim describes the 

sinner’s heaviness by saying, “But owing to the weight, that weary folk came on so tardily, that 

we were new in company at each motion of the haunch” (Longfellow 132). The last and tenth 

Bolgia within the Malebolge contain four groups of sinner’s punished by different bodily 

diseases. The Alchemists, known as the “Falsifiers of Things” are tormented by Leprosy. The 

“Falsifiers of Persons” identified as Evil Impersonators run rapidly insane. Next is the 
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Counterfeiters, recognized as the “Falsifiers of Money,” who suffer an unbearable thirst and 

dropsy. The last group is the “Falsifiers of Words” branded as the sinners of perjury, who 

undergo a burning fever and a grisly odor (Bruce 164). All of the punishments and circumstances 

of the sinners were noted in choreographic map twelve. Furthermore, when creating 

choreographic map twelve and my choreography for “Vessel of Fraud,” I used multiple 

inspirations. For example, a major inspirational image was Giovanni Antonio Pellegrion’s 

painting Martyrdom of St Andrew and the poses of satyrs located on a wine cooler by Douris. 

The inspiration behind the overall landscape of choreographic map twelve came from Gustave 

Dore’s Nimrod, Giambologna’s Madonna of Humility, as well as David Day’s “dreadful tower of 

Barad-dur loomed over Mordor” and his “entrance of Dunharrow” (Day 191; 221). 

       The final circle of Hell and my choreographic map thirteen are divided into four rings: 

Caina, Antenora, Tolomea, and Judecca. The sinners in each ring of the Ninth Circle of Hell 

have committed a complex fraud to either their kindred, country, guests, or benefactors. In Mark 

Musa’s opinion, the sinners of complex fraud are a combination of simple fraud and violence. 

These cold-blooded traitors dwell in the inner most part of Hell and are incased in ice for 

perpetuity. Another punishment the sinners endure is the wind that “arises from the futile beating 

of Lucifer’s wings as he struggles to free himself from the ice. However, the beating of his wings 

only freezes the ice harder, imprisoning him [and the sinners] more securely” (Bruce 186). The 

title for map thirteen is “Forever Chilled,” which corresponds with the sinner’s punishment 

(Appendix XIII). There are four separate sections in choreographic map thirteen. First is the five 

swords on the right, which indicates five sinners lying supine in the frozen lake. The formation 

of the swords came from the image of Italian daggers found in The Connoisseur Complete 
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Encyclopedia of Antiques. The next section on choreographic map thirteen is the prison of Count 

Ugolino della Gherardesca and his progeny within a large frozen structure. This structure was 

inspired by “The Flight of Nordor” illustration by David Day (Day 61). In addition, the body 

outline of Count Ugolino and his descendants came from Gustave Dore’s Ugolino. The third 

segment on this choreographic map represents, in Dante’s judgment, the worst human sinners of 

all: Brutus, Judas, and Cassius. The three designs on my choreographic map depict the sinners 

“who hang from the black jowl” of Lucifer (Longfellow 199). These three souls are what “evil 

feeds on, and two of them are there because they assassinated the first Roman emperor” (Musa 

376).  Judas, of course, betrayed Christ. Finally, the illustration of Lucifer’s wings, in the outline 

on choreographic map thirteen, was inspired by the wings of Lucifer in Dore’s Satan and the 

mid-18th century “wrought iron bracket with delicate leaf and scroll decoration” from The 

Connoisseur Complete Encyclopedia of Antiques (Hillier 353). The four wings located on the 

very back and center of this choreographic map also symbolize the four rings within the Ninth 

Circle of Hell. For choreographic map thirteen and movement creation both the Kwakiutl figure 

from The Connoisseur Complete Encyclopedia of Antiques and Dore’s six images of the ninth 

realm of Hell were noted.    

      After a long and tiresome journey, Dante the Pilgrim finds the “hidden road” to behold 

“some of the beauteous things that Heaven doth bear…the stars” (Longfellow 202). Scholar and 

writer, Joan M. Ferrante writes, “In the Stars, Dante sees all human society as flowers of one 

garden…” (Musa 376). Ferrante continues by describing how stars are the reflection “of God and 

the eternal city of the Empyrean” (379). The stars, in the words of writer Denise Heilbrown-

Gaines, remain a “source of light” for Dante the Pilgrim’s voyage through Hell (296). The title 
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for choreographic map fourteen is “Reach for the Stars” (Appendix XIV). There were three 

findings which were influential in this choreographic map. First, was the image Stars by Gustave 

Dore. The second discovery was the illustration by David Day where “the Elves awoke and 

wondered at the light of the stars” (Day 75). Last was Starry Night by Dutch impressionist 

Vincent van Gogh, which depicts the glorious night sky and stars from the city of Arles. 

     Dante’s Nine Circles of Hell, along with numerous works of art and the creation of maps 

guided my choreographic explorations, fueled my choreography, and pushed me as a dance 

educator. The process of researching multiple artworks and constructing maps directed my 

movement vocabulary into something unique and unexpected. Overall, every source played an 

important role as I completed my choreographic journey though Dante’s Nine Circles of Hell.  
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CONCLUSION 

      French novelist, Marcel Proust, once stated, “The real voyage of discovery consists not 

in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes” (Davies 8). Through my choreographic 

voyage, I developed new discoveries. Improvisation, along with exploring specific research 

topics, played a significant role as I created my dance concert. From these two aspects, three 

current findings originated during my choreographic journey within Inferno. First was the 

realization that mistakes can be doorways which lead towards different outlooks on movement. 

When finalizing a phrase, I videotaped myself, which allowed me to concentrate on my 

movement, as well as observe my steps. As I viewed the video, I noticed steps which did not 

seem to resemble my specific style of movement. However, sometimes a phrase which looks 

different can actually be a good thing. As a dancer who is a perfectionist, I am critical, but as a 

choreographer, I realized the unexpected can lead to new discoveries.  

      Some of the sections and methods behind my choreography derive from images of art, 

sculptures, paintings, and architectural designs. When observing different works of art, I 

immediately found inspiration for my choreography. At first, I used the most obvious aspects as 

inspiration for movement, such as a cross symbol in a cathedral or a person’s position in a 

sculpture. Of course, these things were still prevalent and worth noting, but after looking through 

several works of art, I began to look beyond the main theme. Instead of saying, “I like the colors 

used in this painting,” I began asking myself in-depth questions, such as, “What is the mood and 

motif of the artwork and how could I translate them into movement?” I went from viewing art 

for pleasure to observing and interpreting the symbols found within individual pieces. I 

discovered my movement could not only be influenced by the literal context of artworks, but also 
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by characteristics, such as the dramatic brush strokes of Vincent van Gogh, which makes his 

paintings seem to be in motion, or even the harsh, rigid angles and blind arcading of medieval 

buildings. An eminent quote by Aristotle states, “The aim of art is to represent not the outward 

appearance of things, but their inward significance” (Demakis 21). In conclusion, I believe this 

second discovery improved my choreographic voice into something unexpected and innovative.    

      My third choreographic discovery led me to realize storytelling can be conveyed through 

both words and movements. Storytelling voiced through movement can be just as powerful as 

expressing a story through words. Dante’s Inferno tells a story so brilliantly and so intensely that 

any work of art is hard to compare. The Tuscan Poet had a miraculous gift of storytelling, which 

he told through every terza rima. Thinking about storytelling, I imagine Scheherazade from 

Arabian Nights using words to describe the setting, symbols, and scenery of her fables to the 

Sultan. Overall, I realized that storytelling through poetry is not limited; it is freely offered to the 

artistic world of dance. 

     The strength and growth I developed from my thesis concert evolved through continuous 

struggles and challenges. In the words of C.S. Lewis, “hardships often prepare an ordinary 

person for an extraordinary destiny” (Quotery). The trails and dilemmas I faced during my 

choreographic journey strengthened both my creative ability and my adaptability. These 

milestones were only “finger posts on the road to achievement…one fails toward success” 

(Tebow 64). 

     One of first things I encountered during my artistic process was finding a cast for my concert. 

From the very beginning, I knew I needed a large cast of dancers. Having only worked with 

smaller casts in the past, I was eager and anxious to work with over a dozen dancers. I was 
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fortunate when advised by my thesis chair, Professor Molly Lynch, to ask some of the freshman 

dancers who might have more schedule availability than many of the third or fourth year 

students. The talented dancers I worked with for my thesis were primarily trained in ballet. 

During the first few weeks of rehearsals, the dancers were awkward doing my style of 

movement. However, towards the end, they became confident with the movement vocabulary.  

 After much thought and conversation with my thesis mentors, I decided to give the part 

of Dante the Pilgrim to a male dancer. I believed having a male dancer portray the role of Dante 

would give the audience a true impression of Dante the Pilgrim. For the first time in my 

choreographic career, I would not be dancing in my piece. This allowed me to have the mindset 

of choreographer and director. However, as life goes, after fifty-five hours of solo rehearsals and 

three weeks before my thesis concert, the dancer playing Dante informed me that he could no 

longer dance the role. This predicament was unexpected and shocking. With almost no time 

before my thesis production, I knew what must be done. The responsibility of representing Dante 

the Pilgrim would be placed on my shoulders. However, I knew the Divine Love would guide me 

on the “straightforward pathway” and give me the strength and motivation to conquer this task 

(Longfellow 1). Looking back, I realize that my thesis concert truly became “A Choreographer’s 

Voyage Within Dante’s Inferno.”  

     One of the biggest obstacles I encountered was having to replace one of my main dancers two 

days before the show. Due to a sickness and weakness, this dancer was unable to perform. 

Instead of giving up right there and then, I taught two of my cast members her choreography. 

These two dancers were fast learners, and I was grateful for their hard work and dedication. My 

next step was to add twenty extra seconds to the music, in order to give the two dancers extra 
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time to change between the circles. For example, one of the replacement dancers was already 

cast in circle eight and now had to quickly change to dance in circle nine. This particular 

experience taught me that with courage, resourcefulness, and flexibility nothing is impossible.  

 After stepping back from this entire process, I realized that obtaining success in any field 

of art takes diligence, creativity, and willpower. I believe success is achieved when one meets all 

challenges and hardships face to face. This journey has allowed me to recognize that with 

constant courage and perseverance, I am able to weave through and overcome the struggles and 

fears of life. Undeniably, “Dreams can come true if we have the courage to pursue them” 

(Demakis 83).  

      The choreographic ambition for my concert was to showcase Dante’s vision of the Light 

within darkness and the goodness, power, and justice of God. Dante scholar, Joan M. Ferrante, 

stated when Dante constructed his poems “he had his audience very much in mind” (Musa 368). 

Similar to Dante, I wanted to show through movement a state of happiness even in a place filled 

with misery and torment, for in every person, there is a luminous light. People can overcome the 

fear of darkness if they carry the Light of the World within their hearts. Author and 

philanthropist J.K. Rowling believes, “Happiness can be found, even in the darkest times, if one 

only remembers to turn on the light” (Smit 154). 

      During my MFA voyage, I studied Dante’s Inferno and translated his panorama into a 

dance production. Through movement invention, choreographic dance maps, and the influence of 

multiple works of art, I strived to display the words of writer Denise Heilbronn-Gaines that, 

“darkness too evokes its opposites, the light and life, the state of happiness in the divine 

presence, the journey when the right path is chosen” (Musa 286). Even when a person is at his 
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lowest and darkest point, looking up, there is the Light. At the end of the day, I experienced the 

same emotion as found in the Italian poem, La Divina Visione: “The Comedy in its entirety I 

witnessed reproduced naturally as it flowed from my mind” (386).  

      Giles of Rome believed there are different ways of experiencing life. The first is to live in 

desire or darkness like a ravenous beast or to live in contemplation and the Light like an angel. 

The sinners in both Upper Hell and Lower Hell lived in desire, remaining in the darkness of Hell 

forever. On the other hand, Dante lived in contemplation, enduring in the Light of Paradise for 

eternity (Musa 367). As a scholar and believer, Dante understood the amount of knowledge and 

wisdom he would gain by studying and devoting his life to the words and ways of the Divine 

Love. In my personal experience, I thought I had known the Divine Love my whole life. 

However, over the last two years as I have been researching Dante’s Inferno, I discovered a 

different and brighter light shining within my soul compared to the dim one that resided before. 

The choice of studying the words of Dante the Poet have forever changed my outlook on the 

spiritual realm. Personally, God has always been a part of my world. Recently, I became 

spiritually connected to Him on a different level, which is hard to describe in words. It is like I 

have seen black and white my entire life, and now I see in vibrant colors. There is a veil between 

this world and the next, which has remained blurry until now. There is a curtain between the 

physical and spiritual world. Some believers never see this other world. It has taken me twenty-

two years to behold His right hand pulling back the curtain and displaying His Light. I see, hear, 

and feel Him all around me. I understand where I am, who I am, and what I will become because 

of my connection to the Divine Love. In literary terms, there is a sunrise from the East that has 

risen as swift as eagles and has lifted my soul into a brighter realm. I have given farewell to old, 
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worldly standards and materialism. I openly welcome His world of freedom, truth and peace. As 

a choreographer, I took a chance on combining literature and dance, and ultimately, “the 

unfolding narrative of Inferno the initial darkness gave way to an atmosphere suffused with 

light” (Musa 287).  

    In truth, Dante’s three epic canticles, the thirty-three cantos in Inferno, and his invention 

of the three lined stanza halos around the glorious Trinity. British preacher and author C.H. 

Spurgeon agrees stating, “Nothing will so enlarge the intellect…the whole soul of a man, as a 

devout, earnest, continued, investigation of the great subject of the Deity” (Crampton 12). Joan 

M. Ferrante believes Dante the Poet presents a clear message within Inferno that shows a 

forming of “circles which reflect God,” instead of circles which mirror selfish desires 

 (Musa 378). Ferrante continues by declaring, “serve justice rather than self-interest…and 

dedicate one’s actions to God’s will” (379). One thing I have learned from my research on 

Dante’s first Canticle is to never compromise true artistic vision for worldly desires. My overall 

goal is to always confirm the truth through my art, no matter what. Author and Professor David 

Bruce writes in his discussion guide of Inferno, “If you don’t tell the truth in your art, your art 

will not live on” (Bruce 80). 
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APPENDIX 
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Appendix A 
 

Gustave Dore’s Limbo and Poets in Limb 
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Appendix B 
 

“The race of men awakened at the rising of the sun,” 
David Da 
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Appendix C  
 

August Bourneville’s the ghost like 
“Elf Maidens, who symbolize the dangerous lure of the supernatural” from Anderson’s Ballet & 

Modern Dance 
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Appendix D 
 

St. Augustine, by Sandro Botticelli 
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Appendix E 
 

Gustave Dore’s Lustful 



64!
!

 
 

Appendix F 
 

Gustave Dore’s Paolo and Francesc 



65!
!

 
 

Appendix G 
 

Auguste Rodin’s The Kiss 
 



66!
!

 
 

Appendix H 
 

Henry Fuseli’s, Amanda-Rezi 
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Appendix I 
 

“The Vision and Creation of Arda” in Tolkien: An Illustrated Atlas 
the whirlwind “that never rests 
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Appendix J 
 

Pillar reliefs from the cloister of a mosai 
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Appendix K 
 

Tomb of Lorenzo de’ Medici 
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Appendix L  
 

the Tomb of Giuliano de’ Medici 
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Appendix M 
 

Giambologna’s Mercury 
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Appendix N 
 

Gustave Dore’s Cerberus and Gluttons  
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Appendix O 
 

White marble sculpture of Hercules and Cerberus at Holfburg Palace Complex 
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Appendix P 
 

Giambologna’s Hercules and Cerberus     
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Appendix Q 
 

“The dark and forbidding Mines of Moria” 
by David Day 
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Appendix R 
 

The Battle of the Centaurs Michelangelo Buonarroti’s 
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Appendix S 
 

Bernardo Buontalenti’s The Tribuna  
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     Appendix T 
 

Giambologna’s sculpture of “three figures linked in a twisted and spiral-like composition” 
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Appendix U 
 

Abbey of Saint-Gilles located in Southern France. 
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Appendix V 
 

Gustave Dore’s Plutus  
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Appendix W 
 

Gustave Dore’s Avaricious and the Prodigal 
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Appendix X 
 

2nd century marble copy of the Farnese Atlas 
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Appendix Y 
 

12th century painting, The Tower of Babel, on nave vault 
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Appendix Z 
 

Domenico di Michelion’s fresco of Dante and the Divine Comedy 
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Appendix a 
 

“portrait-statuette of a Hellenistic ruler” 
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Appendix b 
 

Lely’s Venus by painter Sir Peter Lely 
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Appendix c 
 

Small sculpture decoration from the Alpirsbach Abbey of a man holding up a wall 
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Appendix d 
 

From the capital on the Porte des Comtes of three figures with burdens on their back 
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Appendix e 
 

A relief from the Basilica de San Vicente of two masked men holding a structure in a deep lunge 
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Appendix f 
 

Throne of Bishop Elia, which depicts two men carrying the weight of a wall 
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Appendix g 
 

Pulpit by sculptor’s Robertus and Nicodemus 
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Appendix h 
 

Protestant Parish Church in Gelnhausen, a man surrounded by vines inferior to a square pillar 
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Appendix i 
 

Cathedral in Hildesheim, Germany, bronze chest supported by four men figures 
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Appendix j 
 

Monastery of Alpirsbach’s stained glass windows, two men moving a large load up a steep hill 
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Appendix k 
 

Gustave Dore’s Styx, Wrathful, Wrathful II, and Outskirts of Dis 
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Appendix l 
 

David Day’s collapsed city of the Numenoreans and how “the sea arose in wrath” 
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          Appendix m 
 

            Frieze showcasing the fight of the Lapiths and Centaurs from the temple of Apollo 
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   Appendix n 
 

Sandro Botticelli’s colored drawing of Dante’s Inferno 



99!
!

 
 

Appendix o 
 

David Day’s “The Cracks of Doom” 
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Appendix p 
 

Farinata, Farinata II, Anastasius' tom 
!
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Appendix q 
 

  Apollo and Daphne by Sebastian Mazzoni 
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Appendix r 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Centaurs 
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                    Appendix s 

 
Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Centaurs 2 
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Appendix t 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Harpie 



105!
!

 
 

Appendix u 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Pier della Vigna 
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Appendix v 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Spendthrifts 
 

 
 

Appendix w 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Violent 
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Appendix x 
 

Gustave Dore’s seventh round of Hell: Brunetto 
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Appendix y 
 

David Day’s “the Mallorn trees of Lothlorien 
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Appendix z 
 

Early Cycladic marble sculpture portraying a faceless woman with folded arms 
 



110!
!

 
 

Appendix aa 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Malebranche 
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Appendix bb 
 

     Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Caiaphas 

 
 

Appendix cc 
 

       Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Thieves  



112!
!

 
 

Appendix dd 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Thieves II  

 
 

Appendix ee 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Agnello  
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Appendix ff 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: False Counselors 

 
 

Appendix gg 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Schismatics  
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Appendix hh 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Betran de Born  

 
 

Appendix ii 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Betran de Born II  

 



115!
!

 

 
 

Appendix jj 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Falsifiers  
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Appendix kk 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Falsifiers II  
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Appendix ll 
 

Gustave Dore’s “Vessel of Fraud”: Myhrra 
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Appendix mm 
 

David Day’s illustration of the entry to Dunharrow, which leads “down into Darkness,” 
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Appendix nn 
 

the satyr’s different positions on a 490-480 BC wine cooler by vase painter-Douris from Greek 
and Roman Art in the British Museum, 
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Appendix oo 
 

Martyrdom of St Andrew painted by Giovanni Antonio Pellegrino, 1721 
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Appendix pp 
 

Romanesque church of Santa Marta de Tera figure of St. James as a pilgrim 
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Appendix qq 
 

Gustave Dore’s Cocytus  
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Appendix rr 
 

Gustave Dore’s Bocca degli Abati 
 

 
 

Appendix ss 
 

Gustave Dore’s Ugol 
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Appendix tt 
 

Gustave Dore’s Ugolino II 
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Appendix uu 
 

Gustave Dore’s Ugolino's Despair 
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Appendix vv 
 

David Day of “The Flight of the Nordor,” 
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Appendix ww 
 

 A collection of 17th century Italian daggers. from The Connoisseur Complete Encyclopedia of 
Antiques   
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Appendix xx 
 

A “Kwakiutl carved wooden grave figure” located at the Horniman Museum 
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APPENDIX 
CHOREOGRAHIC MAPS 

 

 
 

Appendix I 

Phantoms of Sin 
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Appendix II 

The Intercession of Three 
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Appendix III 

The Path towards Eternal Dole 
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Appendix IV 

The Path towards Eternal Dole 
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Appendix V 

The Infernal Hurricane 
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Appendix VI 

The Howling Rain 
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Appendix VII 

Wheel of Fortune 
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Appendix VIII 

Watery Abyss 
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Appendix IX 

Celestial Messenger 
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Appendix X 

Watery Abyss 
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Appendix XI 

Tangled Thickets  
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Appendix XII 

Vessel of Fraud  
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Appendix XIII 

Forever Chilled  
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Appendix XIV 

Reach for the Stars  




