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The Earth Shell / Le Coquillage de la Terre
3

Dante’s master piece – the Divine Comedy - is above all an allegory in verse, on
sin and redemption. His journey through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise in search
of spiritual realization can be regarded as an auto-initiation containing three
ways of self-discovery and introspection of one-self and one’s life, recurring to
mythology and history.
The poem is divided in three parts – Hell, Purgatory and Paradise with 33
Cantos in each part, plus an introductory Canto in Hell, written in ‘terza rima’,
Dante having as his guides throughout the journey successively – Virgil, Beatrice
ad St. Bernard, thus transforming number ‘3’ with a special meaning.
Dante’s auto-initiation was made possible through his journey to Hell, Purgatory
and Paradise, the poem containing three ways of self-discovery and introspection
of one-self. So, the artist chose to group three cantos to serve as theme for her
interpretation on the first print, building the image in three levels, which
correspond to the former.
Instead of choosing a particular set of verses in each Canto for her prints, like
many of her renowned predecessors did, Elena Hlodec by grouping three or more
Cantos, rather attempted a synthesis of the message hidden in those, through
her personal interpretation of the poem.
Interpreting and illustrating to the poem’s rich allegories, more natural
structures (designs) were used in the prints, so as to enhance the idea of the
futility of things and the characters that are mortified in Dante's poem as
historical or mythological entities and also as symbols of life.
The overuse of demoniacal imagery in Inferno is depicted in a more contemporary
form of expression, so as to counterbalance the rich metaphors used by Dante,
and in order to reach more expressively the physical and moral degradation of
the perverted human nature.
But this is achieved, not through illustrations of all of the chosen characters, but
by ingeniously balancing and adding rich symbolism to the composition, making
it dynamic and yet powerful in suggestion and in consonance with the text.
The print is thus built up in three parts each depicting a synthesis for each
Canto, the idea being to recreate a new interpretation of the chants through an
image which compresses the three cantos, rather than as a construction
dissociating three chants one after another
The middle one represents the beginning of Dante’s journey, lost amidst a dark
wood of error (symbol of the three Passions – Lust, Pride, Greed) and seeking the
true path guided by Virgil – the Poet, sent to him by Beatrice. With Virgil’s help
and through the study of Beauty and Greatness he will be conducted to the
contemplation of the celestial things, through Inferno and Purgatory. Beatrice in
turn will be his guide trough Paradise.
The ‘Inferno Gate’ is thus represented in the center, like a symbol the human
soul, with a Man coming from the real world to participate as a third character in this case the viewer, the writer or the artist -, in the dialogue between Dante
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and Virgil, bearing his two oversized arms opening the gates to let the story
begin (Canto I-§ 1-10).
The upper part depicts Dante’s talk with Beatrice (Canto II- § 70-100), involved
in a net, illustrating the communication between them, having in the background
a triangle – symbol of the Divinity, alluding at this stage to the fact that at the
end of the journey they will enter Paradise and also symbolizing the depths of
thoughts, hopes, harmony and creativity. Dante’s head is deprived of the
traditional laurels since in the Artist’s own words «they are to be shown
throughout these series of prints as a leitmotif, something unreal like a thought
as metaphysical transcendence from one life to another - LIFE, FLIGHT,
REBIRTH (the Inferno's gate is vivid) »
Finally, the lower part represents the earth shell taking shape, but showing some
characters rejected from PARADISE but also from INFERNO because they did
not have honour. They are empty connected through cord as tragic figure of
human soulless and emptiness, left in the dark (Canto III - § 1-10 and § 40-70).
The central axis of the print - the symbolic gate – makes the connection between
the couple at the top and the "decomposed" emptiness of humans at the bottom.
The whole image uses different types of perspective: frontal, ‘vol d'oiseau’, and
‘contre-plongée’.
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Anger and Melancholy / La colère et la mélancholie
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Canto IV – The First Circle of the Inferno depicts the Limbo with the Virtuous
Pagans, the place on the edge of Hell, where the souls who despite have not
chosen Christ chose to live as virtuous – the non-baptized and those who were
born before Christ, as Virgil.
At the upper part of the print are portrayed the Poets of Antiquity, namely
Homer, Horace, Ovid, and Lucan, upon geometrical figures - being an image of
wisdom and rationality, and detached from the large portrait below, representing
sorrow, anger and melancholy.
In the middle, the images above are covered by a segment of a circle depicting the
love story of Francesca de Rimini and Paolo Malatesta, told in Canto V- the
Second Circle – the Lustful, involved in an iron grid structure as if holding
together their suffering.
The lower part of the print depicts Canto VI – the Third Circle - the Gluttons,
where the greedy are punished, by lying in the mud with heavy rain mixed with
hail pouring over them, and being guarded by the Cerberus, who barking with
his three mouths, continuously disturb and cause them pain.
The connection is made through two triangles of light and shadow, which put
together look like an hourglass.
The central character is a metamorphosis between human, animal and matter also an antithesis between the soul swallowed by the sin of greed and the
resurrection, represented by the dynamics of the circles of movement.
The three headed Cerberus is depicted as a violent creature, unstoppable in his
ferocious greed. The rain comes to accentuate his extreme madness and one of
the circles is interfering with his barking, trying to stop him.
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Monolithic Rain/ La Pluie Monolithique
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Canto VII – the Fourth Circle with the Avaricious and the Prodigal, Plutus god of
the dead - a symbol of greed who flatters the devil -, hell’s god of wealth
associated with those that did not know how to deal with fortune.
Canto VIII - The Fifth Circle with the wrathful, with Phlegyas and his boat and
the Passage of the Styx, one of hell’s classical rivers and the fallen angels.
The print illustrates Dante's journey into those circles, meeting Plutus who
shows his anger when seeing Dante travelling through Inferno. The four spheres
represent the four circles – the avaricious, the prodigal, the wrathful and the
haughty – that by bumping are transformed into a monolithic structure – a
Human Stone.
The description continues with the Fifth Circle in the middle with a wooden
transversal view as a symbol of Phlegyas transporting Virgil and Dante across
the river Styx, and the last image that falls over as rain are the heretics
announcing Canto VI.
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The Sunset Messenger / La voix du Crépuscule
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In this etching the Artist attempts to illustrate, through expressive or evocative
images, a synthesis of what Dante evokes in his journey through the Sixth Circle.
As in all the other engravings illustrating the Inferno, the backbone of the visual
imagery was based on three elements – Symbols, Emotions and Psyche – from
which are drawn the figurative characters of Dante's antithesis in the Inferno.
Once again Greek Philosophy, Mythology and the Divinity are combined
horizontally, as a Greek-Roman allegory, through representations of the Limb,
the Medusa – one of the three Gorgons –, Theseus, the Erinyes – or the Three
Furies, also known as the infernal goddesses -, and Erichtho - the witch.
An allusion to the Labyrinth and to the ‘Four Elements’ – Water, Air, Earth and
Fire – apparently was introduced, only to nuance the drama and violence which
could arise from a chaotic blending of these elements, residing into an
uncontrollable movement.
The central axis of the engraving develops around the Hands - a symbol of the
Heavenly Power and the Messenger from Heaven, the theme of Vergilius and
Dante’s talk. The Axis separates the Heretics from the Three Furies and Gorgons
but it also gives shape to the Damned Souls - the Heretics opening their tombs.
The Erinyes - Megaera, Alecto and Tisiphone, who avenged crimes against the
natural order, are represented as powerful creatures whose wrath could not be
easily appeased. But, both they and the Medusa induce the frantic, frenzy
infernal movement which Dante refers in the Poem, and depict the hysteria,
movement, shape and face as of women, in opposition to the bodies of the
Heretics-Spirits, not well defined but rather depicted as shadows.
Using diffused rather than descriptive images the Artist invite the viewer to
participate in the perception of the whole engraving, as a shadow of a crowd.
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Rainbow / Arc-en-ciel
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In this fine etching the Artist chose to depict Chants XIII-XVII – The Seventh
Circle - around her interpretation of six topics: the Labyrinth, the Centaurus, the
Wood of the Self Murderers, The Violent against God, The Violent against
Human Nature, and Geryon.
The nucleus of the image is the broken Labyrinth, at the bottom, where lays
fallen Minotaur, as it was destroyed, but transformed into a structure expanding
into two characters called Harpies, that appear on both sides
The labyrinth is like a circle that induces the movement of the passage of time,
rotating the image clockwise, from the bottom to the top, like in a spiral. It also
intends to express the movement of the Centaurus and the arch above, as a
rainbow, and the fallen characters portrayed on top with the eyes closed.
The three Centaurus are trampling the damned souls that lay underneath them
in the River and trying to push them back, seemingly victorious and triumphant
over the savagery, bestiality and violence of the Minotaur.
They are riding with open arms and their torso is like an arch, from where the
arrows are fired.
The Wood of the Self Murderers or suicidal is represented as an arch of a
rainbow, with the vegetation structure in movement, from where the mutilated
and deformed bodies are immersed.
The violents against God are represented as characters whose bodies are nude,
still and lifeless, having lost their faces or these having become mere masks, the
bodies being the only reminder, that once they had been humans.
The central eye that closes the composition represents the blindness, anger and
avarice, and Geryon is depicted as a beautiful, serene face.
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