
Inferno XXIII:  Hypocrites 
 

Note: Tibor Wlassics quotes from a different translation of Inferno, so the spellings of 
names, quotations and line references are different from the Ciardi translation.  

Literal/Historical:  This canto presents “Dante’s tableau, which depicts a complex group 
of sinners, a spectacular chase, obsessive fear, suspenseful lights, and vivid treatment of 
thirteenth-century Florentine politics and ends with a subtle farce at the guide’s expense.  
These elements of the narrative are inscribed in a largely unseen ecclesiastical blueprint, 
which surfaces here and there.  Dante and the medieval vox populi associate hypocrisy 
with the clergy. Most commentators point out the clerical atmosphere of the canto, which 
suits the two protagonists among the damned—they are lay monks, ‘Jovial Friars’(103). 
The monasterial setting surfaces in the precise, sartorial details of the sinners’ garments: 
‘And they were dressed in cloaks with cowls so low / they fell before their eyes, of that 
same cut / that’s used to make the clothes for Cluny’s monks’ (61-63)” (Wlassics 306).  
Some commentators also see a monkish ogle in their gestures and attitudes—‘when they 
came up, they looked askance at me / a long while, and they uttered not a word’ (85-
86)—and in their vocabulary: They call their ‘heavy mantle’ a stola (90) and invite the 
pilgrim to identify himself to ‘this assembly (collegio)[or synod] of sad hypocrites’ (92). 
Their style of speech is rich in scriptural information (such as the New Testament 
references of Brother Catalano, 1114-123), as well as clerical unction and deviousness 
(e.g., the clerical corridor aside, 87-90, and the gloat in Catalano’s final sermon, 142-
144…. From the outset, Dante and Virgil…seem to imitate the ‘painted people (58), that 
is, the Friars Minor.  They model their gait on that of the Franciscan friars, and the image 
of the single file survives the flight of Dante and Virgil from the Malebranche, their 
meeting with the Jovial Friars, their conversation with the crucified Caiaphas, and 
Virgil’s impatience with the demons’ lies, which surfaces at the end to complete the 
framing of the canto” (Wlassics 306-7).   

“There is a common denominator in the presentation of the hypocrites in this canto and 
the presentation of the soothsayers three cantos earlier [lines 58-60].  Like these, the 
figures in Cano XX enter in a procession:  [XX: 4-10].  First both passage have, directly 
or indirectly, the same correlative: religious procession.  Second, as some readers have 
noticed, the two segments sound alike.  Both are musical compositions set to the nasal 
drone of nt, nd [example in Italian quoted from XX: 4-10].  Hieratic ponderous slowness 
of gait, especially of a multitude, seems to be musically connected in the poet’s mind 
with a murmuring roll of the lines” (Wlassics, 310-311).   

“The sin relates to its punishment.  The cloaks, golden on the outside and of lead within, 
as well as the crucifixtion of Caiaphas (but his more in the manner of figural 
representation), are fit images of hypocrisy.  Dante the storyteller knows that a visual 
evidencing of the abstract concept of sin cannot but help his transcendental travelogue.  
Contrapasso [symbolic retribution] does function time  and again as an aid in visualizing 
the hellish funnel.  There is coherence in Dante’s route for himself and the reader.  Left 
and right indicate actual directions.  Dante the storyteller seems to be interest not in the 
elementary symbolism of right and left, up and down, forward and backward, but in the 



lively gesticulating implied in the indications.  The Comedy is a vast choreographic 
production—a balled of steps, gestures, countenances by the pilgrim himself, by Virgil, 
and by the damned.  There is admirable casualness in the thumb-over-the–shoulder 
motion with which Virgil accompanies his vexed words: “He who hooks sinners over 
there / gave us a false account” (140-141).  In Inferno XX the pilgrim sets an example for 
the reader:  he himself points out this kind of reading.  The urge of jolly brothers to catch 
up with the hurried visitors shows on their faces (82-84).  Dante choreographs the exit of 
Virgil mocked by the unctuous Catalano: ‘And then my guide moved on with giant 
strides, / somewhat disturbed, the anger in his eyes’ (145-146)….His actions are 
explained…as “a thinking back”; and the movements are expressive of the feelings of the 
guide taken aback by the treachery of his informants (Wlassics 312-313). 

Political:  “My favorite instances of Dantean choreography are the movements that go 
beyond momentary emotion to bring out character.  The two seasoned politicians in 
Canto XXIII, former co-ombudsmen in Florence, Catalano and Lodergino, spectacularly 
dance out their personalities in hell: [quote of lines 85-90].  The actions of Caiaphas are 
readily seen.  Less prompt is our identification of the emotion (and its causes) or the 
character trait the actions represent:  anger, resentment, pique (‘that sinner writhed all 
over, / and he breathed hard into his beard with sighs’ [112-113]” (Wlassics 313).   
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