
Creative Essay Prompt
Review: Inferno 18-25

Sandow Birk’s paintings and film
K. Olson’s Essay

YOU GO TO HELL 
FOR WHAT?!?

“Simple Fraud”



“Tenth Circle Added to 
Rapidly Expanding Hell”

The Onion, September 23, 
1998

Creative Essay
Due October 6
Canvas Upload



Tripartite division of sins: 
Aristotle’s Ethics

(Limbo: Circle 1)

Incontinence (Upper Hell)
Ó lust (2)
Ó gluttony (3)
Ó avarice/prodigality (4)
Ó anger/sullenness (5)

_______ (*heresy*, 6) _______

Violence (7)
Ó against others, self, God

Fraud
Ó simple fraud (8)
Ó treachery (9)



Malebolge: “evil pockets”



ENTERING THE 8TH CIRCLE: FRAUD

Ñ Malebolge: “evil pockets”

Ñ 10 different kinds of fraud: 
which have we seen so far?  
Which is most surprising to 
you?

Ñ What’s different about fraud?  
Why is fraud worse than 
violence? heresy? sins of 
incontinence?
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Sandow Birk

Award-winning L.A. 
visual artist

Contemporary 
subjects: American life, 
social issues (esp. social 

justice), inner city 
violence, war, prisons, 
religion, travel, surfing



Sandow Birk on Dante’s Divine Comedy

Dante’s “Divine Comedy” —five-year 
project including:

Ó paintings and lithographs
Ó updated textual adaptation (with 

Marcus Sanders) 
Ó toy theater film (directed by Sean 

Meredith)

Voices: Dermot Mulroney (Dante), 
James Cromwell (Virgil), Martha 
Plimpton, Scott Adsit, Tony Hale, and 
many more



Birk’s adaptation reads Dante’s poem as a meditation on this life, this
world, not the one to come.



Birk’s adaptation reads Dante’s poem as a meditation on this life, this
world, not the one to come.

On its own, this idea is not all that original.



“[T]he artist attempts to immerse 
his spectator in the pilgrim’s 
tension between a moral and 
spiritual journey and the urban 
icons of a global consumerist 
culture… His critique speaks to the 
cause of the pilgrim’s 
disorientation in the face of urban 
and national realities… in a way 
that gives his political views a 
touch of humor and irony.”

K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American 
Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 

Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)
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K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American 
Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 

Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)

“[T]he artist attempts to immerse his spectator in the pilgrim’s tension between a 
moral and spiritual journey and the urban icons of a global consumerist culture… His 

critique speaks to the cause of the pilgrim’s disorientation in the face of urban and 
national realities… in a way that gives his political views a touch of humor and irony.”



K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 
Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)



“There is still another way to consider Birk’s adaptation: as a 
statement concerning the practice of adaptation itself… [H]ow can 
one overcome distance and time in translating cultures? This 
aspect of Birk’s translation and adaptation—in which Dante as well 
participates when he revises Vergil, Statius, and many others—
breaks down such limitations for the dissemination of art.”

K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 
Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)



“The spirit of Dante is renewed, 
with even a social critique in the 
spirit of Dante – but not to the 
letter of his work... It is by 
means of his altered conception 
of the vernacular that Birk’s
Comedy is able to reproduce the 
spirit of Dante’s social critique 
for his modern audience.”

K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American 
Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 

Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)



Research 
Papers

Due Dec 1
Object analysis due Oct 27

Annotated bibliography due Nov 17



Screening:
Dante’s Inferno

(S. Birk, S. Meredith, P. Zaloom, 2007)

Scene selections:

Ñ Geryon
Ñ Seducers
Ñ Flatterers
Ñ Barrators
Ñ Hypocrites
Ñ Thieves



Dante’s Inferno (2007)

Ñ How does Birk use his work as political 
commentary?  What political statements does he 
make?  What makes the Inferno a good vehicle for 
these statements?

Ñ How does the film adapt Dante’s value system to 
ours?  In what ways does it change Dante’s system 
altogether?

Ñ Is Birk’s commentary still relevant in 2020? In what 
ways is it dated? How would you update it, 13 years 
later?



Ñ “Watching these clips made me realize Dante's purpose within the comedy. He uses 
politics and name dropping to prove a point and to illustrate a sense of morality and 
journey.”

Ñ “I think this version is just an evolved version of the story to adapt to more contemporary 
perspectives on suffering and punishments, while still remaining close enough to the 
original text.”

Ñ “I realized that this is exactly what Dante does as he places his own contemporaries in hell. 
The distinction between them is my familiarity with the figures in Birk's interpretation 
versus my unfamiliarity with Dante's contemporaries which allows me to view them strictly 
through the lens of literary characters. I feel like it should have been obvious to me earlier 
on but I'm starting recognize just how political and partisan the Comedy is as a piece of 
art.”



“There is still another way to consider Birk’s adaptation: as a 
statement concerning the practice of adaptation itself… [H]ow can 
one overcome distance and time in translating cultures? This 
aspect of Birk’s translation and adaptation – in which Dante as well 
participates when he revises Vergil, Statius, and many others –
breaks down such limitations for the dissemination of art.”

K. Olson, “Dante’s Urban American Vocabulary: Sandow Birk’s Comedy,” 
Dante Studies 131: 143-169 (2013)



Theft, 
metamorphosis, 
and the text:

If theft is the appropriation 
of another’s “property,” 
what is textual adaptation? 
If theft and metamorphosis 
go hand in hand, are all 
textual adaptations also 
thefts? Is Dante “stealing” 
what is Ovid’s? Is Birk
“stealing” what is Dante’s?



Adaptation and Appropriation:
What distinguishes a project like Birk’s from a project 

like Dante’s? Are they the same kind of adaptations? Do 
they have similar means? Similar ends? Similar goals?



Inferno 26
Tennyson, “Ulysses”
Primo Levi, “Il Canto di Ulisse”

FOR REFLECTION:
Ó Is Ulysses’ voyage sinful or virtuous?
Ó Does Ulysses’ speech have anything 

to do with his punishment as a 
counselor of fraud?

Ó Why does Dante rewrite the story? 
Why Ulysses?

For next week: ULYSSES


