
DANTE 
I 

THE INFERNO 

I n my own experience of the appreCIation of poetry I 
have always found that the less I knew about the poet 
and his work, before I began to read it, the better. A 

quotauon, a criucal remark, an enthUSIastIC essay, may well 
be the accIdent that sets one to reading a particular author; 
but an elaborate preparauon of hIstOrical and biographIcal 
knowledge has always been to me a barrier. I am not de­
fending poor scholarship; and I adnut that such experience, 
solidified into a maXUll, would be very dtfficult to apply in 
the study of Latin and Greek. But with authors of one's 
own speech, and even with some of those of other modern 
languages, the procedure is posslble. At least, It is better to 
be spurred to acquire scholarship because you enjoy the 
poetry, than to suppose that you enjoy the poetry because 
you have acquired the scholarsrup. I was passionately fond 
of certam French poetry long before I could have trans­
lated two verses of It correctly. Wlth Dante the dIscrep­
ancy between enjoyment and understanding was sull 
wider. 

I do not counsel anyone to postpone the study oflt~han 
gramm.ar until he has read Dante, but certamly there IS an 
immense amount of knowledge which, until one has read 
some of his poetry with intense pleasure-that is, Wlth as 
keen pleasure as one is capable of getting from any poe~ry 
-is POSIUVely undeSIrable. In saying tills I am aVOIding 
two pOSSIble extremes of criticism. One might' say that 
understanding of the scheme, the philosophY' the con-
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cealed meanings, of Dante's verse was essential to apprecia­
tIOn; and on the other hand one might say that these things 
were qmte Irrelevant, that the poetry in his poems was one 
clung, wruch could be enjoyed by itself WIthout studymg 
a framework which had served the author in producmg 
the poetry but could not serve the reader in enjoying itt 
The latter error is the more prevalent, and IS probably the 
reason why many people's knowledge of the Comedy is 
hIDlted to the Inferno, or even to certain pas~ges in it. The 
enjoyment of the Divine Comedy is a contmuous process. If 
you get nothmg out of it at first, you probably never will; 
but if from your first deciphering of It there comes now 
and then some direct shock of poetIC mtensity, nothing but 
laziness can deaden the desire for fuller and fuller know­
ledge. 

What is surprising about the poetry of Dante is that it is, 
in one sense, extremely easy to read. It is a test (a positive 
test, I do not assert that It IS always vahd negatlvely), that 
genume poetry can communicate before it is understood. 
The Impression can be venfieq. on fuller knowledge; I 
have found WIth Dante and with several other poets ill 
languages m which I was unskIlled, that about such impre·s­
SIOns there was nothing fanciful. They were not due, that 
IS, to misunderstandmg the passage, or to readmg into It 
something not there, or to aCCIdental sentimental evoca­
tions out of my own past. The impressIOn was new, and of, 
I beheve, the objective 'poetic emotion'. There are more 
detailed reasons for this experience on the first readmg of 
Dante, and for my saying that he is easy to read. I do not 
mean that he writes very simple ItalIan, for he does not; or 
that hIs content is simple or always simply expressed. It is 
often expressed with such a force of compreSSlOn that the 
elucidation of three lines needs a paragraph, and theIr allu­
sions a page of commentary. What I have in mind is that 
Dante is, m a sense to be defined (for the word means httle 
by itself)~ the most universal of poets in the modern lan­
guages. That does not mean that he IS 'the greatest', or that 
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he is the most cOlnprehenslve-there is greater variety and 
detail in Shakespeare. Dante's universalIty is not solely a 
personal matter. The Itahan language, and especIally th'.:: 
ItalIan language In Dante's age, gams much by beIng the 
product of universal Latm. There is somet1llng much 
J,llore local about the languages m wluch Shakespeare 
and Racine had to express themselves. Trus IS not to say, 
eIther, that EnglIsh and French are InferIor, as vehicles of 
poetry, to Itakan. But the Italian vernacular of the late 
Middle Ages was stt1l very close to Latm, as lIterary expres­
SIOn, for the reason that the Inen, lIke Dante, who used It, 
were trained, in plulosophy and all abstract subjects, m 
m.ediaeval Latm. Now medIaeval Latm IS a very fine lan­
guage; fine prose and fine verse were written m It; and It 
had the quahty of a highly developed and lIterary Esper­
anto. When you read modern phllosophy, m EnglIsh, 
French, German, and ItalIan, you must be struck by na­
nonal or racial dIfferences of thought: modern languages 
tend to separate abstract thought (mathematics is now the 
only universal language); but medIaeval Latin tended to 
concentrate on what men of varIOUS races and lands could 
thlnk together. Some of the character of this universal Ian ... 
guage seems to me to inhere m Dante's Florentine speech; 
and the localizatIon ('Florentine' speech) seems if anything 
to emphasize the uruversalIty, because It cuts across the 
Illodern diVISIon of nationalIty. To enjoy any French or 
German poetry, I think one needs to have some sym.pathy 
with the French or German mmd; Dante, none the less an 
Italian and a patnot, IS first a European. 

This drfference, which IS one of the reasons why Dante 
is 'easy to read', may be dIscussed in more particular mani­
festations. The style of Dante has a peculIar lucidity-a 
poetic as distinguished from an intellectual lucidity. The 
thought may be obscure, but the word is lucid, or rather 
translucent. In EnglIsh poetry words have a kmd of opaCIty 
which IS part of their beauty. :!; do not mean that tIre beauty 
of EnglIsh poetry IS what is called mere 'verbal beauty'. It 
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IS rather that words have associations, and the groups of 
words in aSSOCIatIOn have associatIons, which IS a kind of 
local self-consclOusness, because they are the growth of a 
particular cIvilization; and the same thing IS true of other 
modern languages. The Italian of Dante, though essentially 
the Itahan of to-day, is not in this way a modern language,. 
The culture of Dante was not of one European country 
but of Europe. I am aware, of course, of a directness of 
speech which Dante shares with other gre:!-t poets of pre­
Reformation and pre-RenaIssance times, notably Chaucer 
and Villon. Undoubtedly there IS somethmg m common 
between the three, so much that I should expect an ad­
filrer of anyone of them to be an admirer of the others; 
and undoubtedly there is an opacity, or inspissatIon of 
poetic style throughout Europe after the RenaIssance. But 
the lucIdIty and universality of Dante are far beyond those 
quahties in V ilion and Chaucer, though they are akin. 

Dante IS 'eaSIer to read', for a foreIgner who does not 
know Itahan very well, for other reasons: but all related 
to this central reason, that in Dante's time Europe, with all 
Its dIssensions and dIrtIness, was mentally more united 
than we can now conceive. It IS not partIcularly the Treaty 
of VersaIlles that has separated nation from nation; nation­
ahsm was born long before; and the process of dIsintegra­
tion wluch for our generation culmmates in that treaty 
began soon after Dante's time. One of the reasons for 
Dante's 'easiness' IS the folloWlllg-but first I must make a 
illgresslOn. 

I must explam why I have said that Dante IS 'easy to 
read', instead of talkmg about lus 'umversahty'. The latter 
word would have been much eaSIer to use. But I do not 
wish to be thought to claim a uruversalIty for Dante which 
I deny to Shakespeare or Mohere or Sophocles. Dante is no 
more <uruversal' than Shakespeare: though I feel that we 
can come nearer to understanding Dante than a foreigner 
can COIlJ.e to understandmg -those others. Shakespeare, or 
even Sophocles, or even Racine and Mohere, are deal-

240 



DAN T E 

ing wIth what is as universally human as the material of 
Dante; but they had no choice but to deal wIth it in a more 
local way. As I have said, the Italian of Dante is very near 
in feehng to medIaeval Latin: and of the mediaeval phll­
osophers whom Dante read, and who were read by learned 
men of rus time, there were, for instance, St. Thomas who 
was an ItalIan, St. Thomas's predecessor Albertus, who was 
a German, Abelard who was French, and Hugh and 
Richard of St. Victor who were Scots. For the medium that 
Dante had to use compare the opening of the Inferno: 

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura) 
che la diritta via era smarrita. 

In the middle of the journey of our life I found myself in a dark 
wood} having lost the straight path. 

with the hues Wlth which Duncan is introduced to Mac­
beth's castle: 

This castle hath a pleasant seat; the air 
Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself 
Unto our gentle senses. 

This guest of summer 
The temple-haunting martlet) does approt1e 
By his loved masonry that the heaven's breath 
Smells wooingly here: no jutty ,frieze) 
Buttress, nor coign of vantage, but this bird 
Hath made his pendant bed and procreant cradle: 
Where they most breed and haunt, I have observed 
The air is delicate. 

I do not at all pretend that we appreciate everything, 
even in one single line of Dante, that a cultivated Italian 
can appreciate. But I do maintam that more IS lost in trans­
lating Shakespeare into Italian than in translatlllg Dante 
into Enghsh. How can a foreigner find words to convey 
m his own language just that combinatIOn of intelligibility 
and remoteness that we get tn many phrases of Shake-
speare~ 

Q E S.E. 
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I am not considermg whether the language of Dante or 
Shakespeare is superior, for I cannot ad:tnlt the questIon: I 
merely affirm that the differences are such as make Dante 
easier for a foreigner. Dante's advantages are not due to 
greater genius, but to the fact that he wrote when Europe 
was still more or less one. And even had Chaucer or V ilion 
been exact contemporaries of Dante, they would still have 
been farther, lingwstlcally as well as geographically, from 
the centre of Europe than Dante . 

.But the simplicIty of Dante has another detailed reason. 
He not only thought 1U a way 1U which every man of hts 
culture in the whole of Europe then thought, but he em­
ployed a method which was common and commonly 
understood throughout Europe. I do not mtend, in thIs 
essay, to go into questions of disputed mterpretations of 
Dante's allegory. What is important for my purpose is the 
fact that the allegorical method was a defirute nlethod not 
confined to Italy; and the fact, apparently paradoXIcal, 
that the allegorical method makes for simphcity and intel­
hgibihty. We incline to think of allegory as a tiresome 
cross-word puzzle. We inchne to aSSOCIate It with dpll 
poems (at best, The Romance of the Rose), and in a great 
poem to ignore It as irrelevant. What we ignore is, m a 
case like Dante's, its particular effect towards lucidity of 
style. 

I do not recommend, in first reading the first canto of 
the Inferno, worrywg about the identIty of the Leopard, 
the Lion, or the She-Wol£ It is really better, at the start, 
not to know or care what they do mean. What we should 
consider is not so much the meaning of the images, but the 
reverse process, that which led a man havmg an Idea to ex­
press it m images. We have to consider the type of mind 
which by nature and practice tended to express itself in 
allegory: and, for a competent poet, allegory means clear 
visual images. And clear visual images are given much more 
mtensity by having a meanmg-we do not need to know 
what that meaning is~ but in our awareness of the image we 
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must be aware that the mearung is there too. Allegory is 
only one poenc method, but it is a method which has very 
great advantages. 

Dante's is a visual imagination. It is a visual imagination 
in a different sense from that of a modern pamte! of snll 
lIfe: it IS VIsual in the sense that he lIved in an age in which 
men still saw viSIons. It was a psychologtcal habIt, the trIck 
of which we have forgotten, but as good as any of our own. 
We have nothmg but dreams, and we have forgotten that 
seeing viSlons-a practice now relegated to the aberrant 
and uneducated-was once a more slgruiicant, Interesting, 
and disciphned kind of dreanung. We take it for granted 
that our dreams spring from below: possIbly the qualIty of 
our dreams suffers In consequence. 

All that I ask of the reader, at this point, is to clear his 
nund, ifhe can, of every prejudice agamst allegory, and to 
admit at least that it was not a device to enable the umn­
spIred to write verses, but really a mental habit, wruch 
when raised to the point of genius can make a great poet 
as well as a great mystic or saint. And It IS the allegory 
which makes It possible for the reader who is not even a 
good Italtan scholar to enjoy Dante. Speech varies, but our 
eyes are all the same. And allegory was not a local Itahan 
custom, but a universal European method. 

Dante's attempt is to make us see what he saw. He there­
fore employs very simple language, and very few meta­
phors, for allegory and metaphor do not get on well to­
gether. And there IS a peculiarity about his comparisons 
which is worth noticing in passing. 

There IS a well-known comparison or simile in the great 
XVth canto of the Inferno, which Matthew Arnold singled 
out. nghtly, for high praise; which IS charactensnc of the 
way in which Dante employs these figures. He 15 speaking 
of the crowd in Hell who peered at rum and his guide under 
a dIm light: 

e s~ ver noi aguzzevan Ie ciglia, 
come vecchio sartor fa nella cruna. 
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and sharpened their vision (knitted their brows) at us, like an 
old tailor peering at the eye of his needle. 

The purpose of this type of sinnle 1S solely to make us see 
more dejinitely the scene which Dante has put before us In 

the preceding lines. 
she looks like sleep, 

As she would catch another Antony 
In her strong toil of grace. 

The unage of Shakespeare's is much more complicated 
than Dante's, and more complIcated than it looks. It has 
the grammatical form of a kind of Simlle (the' as 1f' form), 
but of course 'catch in her tou' is a metaphor. :Sut whereas 
the simile of Dante is merely to make you see more clearly 
how the people looked, and is explanatory, the figure of 
Shakespeare IS expanSIve rather than intensive; its purpose 
IS to add to what you see (eIther on the stage or in your 
1magination) a reminder of that fascination of Cleopatra 
wmch shaped her history and that of the world, and of that 
fascinanon being so strong that it prevm1s even in death. It 
is more elusive, and It IS less poss1ble to convey without 
close knowledge of the English language. Between ~en 
who could make such inventions as these there can be no 
question of greater or less. But as the whole poem of Dante 
IS, if you hke, one vast metaphor, there is hardly any place 
for metaphor in the detail of It. 

There is all the mQre reason to acquaint oneself well with 
Dante's poem first part by part. even dwelling specially on 
the parts that one likes most at first, because we cannot 
extract the full significance of any part without knowmg 
the whole. We cannot understand the inscription at Hell 
Gate: 

Giustizia mosse it mio alto Fattore; 
fecemi la divina Po testate , 
la somma Sapienza e il primo Amore. 

Justice moved my high ~"flv.[akeT; what made me were the divine 
Power, the supreme Wisdom, and the primal Love. 
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until we have ascended to the highest Heaven and re­
turned. But we can understand the first Eplsode that stnkes 
most readers, that of Paolo and Francesca, enough to be 
moved by it as much as by any poetry. on the first readmg. 
It is introduced by two smilles of the same explanatory 
nature as that which I have just quoted: 

E come g li stornei ne portan l' ali, 
nel.freddo tempo, a schiera larga e piena, 
COSt quelfiato gii spiriti mali; 

And as their wings bear along the starlings, at the cold season, in 
largefull t100p. 

E come i gru van cantando lor lai 
facendo in aer di se lunga riga; 
cosi iJid' io venir, traendo guai, 

ombre portate dalla detta briga; 

And as the cranes go chanting their lays, making themselves a 
long streak in the air, so I saw the wailing shadows come, tvailing, 
carried on the striving wind. 

W ~ can see and feel the situation of the two lost lovers, 
though we do not yet understand the meaning wInch 
Dante gives It. Taking such an episode by itself, we can get 
as much out of It as we get from the readmg of a whole 
single play of Shakespeare. We do not understand Shake­
speare from a single readmg, and certainly not from a single 
play. There IS a relatlon between the various plays of 
Shakespeare, taken in order; and it is a work of years to 
venture even one inruvldual interpretanon of the pattern 
in Shakespeare's carpet. It is not certain that Shakespeare 
himself knew what it was. It is perhaps a larger pattern 
than Dante's, but the pattern is less distinct. We can read 
with full comprehension the lines: 

Noi leggevamo un giorno per diletto 
di Lancillotto, come arnor 10 strinse; 
soli eravmno e senza alcun sospetto. 
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Per piujiate gli occhi ci sospinse 
qu.ella lettura, e scolorocci if viso; 
rna solo un punto fu quel che ci virzse. 

Quando leggemmo il disiato riso 
esser baciato da cotanto amante) 
qu.esti, ehe mai da me nonfia diviso, 

La bocca mi bacio tutto tremante: 

One day, for pastime, we read of Lancelot, how love con­
strained him; we were alone, and without all suspicion. Several 
times that reading urged our eyes to meet~ and changed the colour 
of our faces; but one moment alone it was that overcame us. 
When we read how the fond smile was kissed by such a lover, 
he, who shall never be divided from me, kissed my mouth all 
trembling. 

When we COl11.e to fit the episode mto lts place in the 
whole Comedy, and see how this punishlnent IS related to 
all other punishments and to purgations and rewards, we 
can apprecIate better the subtle psychology of the simple 
hue of Franc esc a: 

se fosse amico il re dell' universo 

if the King ojthe Universe were our friend . ..• 

or ofthelme 
Amor, ehe a nullo amato amar perdona 

Love, which to no loved one permits excuse for loving . ••• 

or indeed of the hne already quoted: 
questi, che mai da me non fia diviso 

he, who shall never be divided from me .... 

Proceeding through the Inferno on a first reading, we get a 
succession of phantasmagonc but clear images, of images 
which are coherent, in that each reinforces the last; of 
glimpses of mdivlduals made memorable by a perfect 
phrase. like that of the proud Farinata degh Ubertl: 

ed ei s' ergea col petto e colla fronte} 
come avesse 10 inferno in gran dispitto. 
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He rose upright with breast and countenance J as thOt~gh he enter­
tail-zed great scorn of Hell. 
and of partIcular longer epIsodes, which remain separately 
in the memory. I think that among those which impress 
themselves most at the first reading are the episode of 
Brunetto Latini (Canto XV), Ulysses (Canto XXVI), 
Bertrand de Born (Canto XXVIII), Adamo di Brescia 
(Canto XXX), and Ugohno (Canto XXXIII). 

Although I thlnk: it would be a mistake to skip. and find 
It much better to await these eplsodes until we come to 
them m due course, they certainly remain in my memory 
as the parts of the Inferno which first convinced me, and 
especially the Brunetto and the Ulysses episodes, for which 
I was unprepared by quotatton or alluslOn. And the two 
may well be put together: for the first 1S Dante's tesomony 
of a loved master of arts, the second Ins reconstruction of a 
legendary figure of ancient epic; yet both have the quality 
of surprise which Poe declared to be essential to poetry. 
This surprise, at its highest, could by nothing be better illus­
trated than by the final hues with which Dante dismlsses 
the' damned master whom he loves and respects: 

Poi si rivolse, e parve di coloro 
che corontzo a Verona il drappo verde 
per la campagna; e parve di costoro 

quegli che vince e non colui che perde. 
Then he turned back, and seemed like one o/those who runfor the 
green cloth at Verona through the open field; and of them he 
seemed like him who wins, and not like him who loses. 
One does not need to know anythmg about the race for 
the roll of green cloth, to be hit by these lines; and in mak­
ing Brunetto, so fallen, run like the winner, a quality is glven 
to the punishment which belongs only to the greatest 
poetry. So Ulysses, unseen in the homed wave offlame, 

Lo maggior como della fiamma antica 
comincio a crollar"i mormorando, 
pur come quella cui vento affatica. 
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Indi la cima qua e III menando, 
come Josse la lingua che parlasse, 
gitto voce di Juori e disse: 'Quando 

mi diparti' da Circe, che sottrasse 
me piu d' un anno La presso a Gaeta . ..• 

The greater horn oj the ancient flame began to shake itself: mur­
muring, like aflame struggling against the wind. Then moving 
to and fro the peak, as though it were the tongue that spoke, 
threw forth a voice and said: 'When I left Ctrce, who kept me 
more than a year there near Gaeta . .•. ' 

is a creature of the pure poetic imagination, apprehensible 
apart from place and time and the scheme of the poem. 
The Ulysses epIsode may strike us first as a kind of excur­
sion, an Irrelevance, a self-indulgence on the part of Dante 
takmg a hohday from hIs Christian scheme. But when we 
know the whole poem, we recogruze how cunningly and 
convincmgly Dante has made to fit in real men, hIs con­
temporarIes, fnends, and enemies, recent hIstOrIcal person­
ages, legendary and BIblical figures, and figures of ancient 
fictIon. He has been reproved or srruled at for satIsfying 
personal grudges by puttIng in Hell men whom he knew 
and hated; but these, as well as Ulysses, are transformed in 
the whole; for the real and the unreal are all representative 
of types of SIn, sufferIng, fault, and merit, and all become 
of the same reality and contemporary. The Ulysses episode 
is particularly 'readable', I thmk, because of its contmuous 
straightforward narrative, and because to an English 
reader the comparison with Tennyson's poem-a perfect 
poem at that-is very instructive. It IS worth wrule noticing 
the greatly superior degree of simplification of Dante's ver­
sion. Tennyson, like most poets, like most even of those 
whom we can call great poets, has to get his effect WIth a 
certalD. amount offorcing. Thus the hue about the sea which 

moans round with many voices, 

a true specimen of Tennysa.n-Virgilianism, is too poetical 
In comparIson with Dante, to be the hIghest poetry. (Only 
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Shakespeare can be so 'poetical' without givmg any effect 
of overloachng, or distracnng us from the main Issue: 

Put up your bright swords or the dew will rust them.) 

Ulysses and rus slupmates pass through the pillars of Her­
-cules, that 'narrow pass' 

ov' Ercole segno Ii suoi riguardi 
",acciocche l' uom pit) oltre non si metta. 

where Hercules set his marks, so that man should pass no farther. 

'0 frati' ~ dissi, 'ehe per cento milia 
perig Ii siete giunti all' occidente, 
a questa tanto picciola vigilia 

de' vostri sensi, ch'e del rimanente, 
non vogliate negar l' esperienza 
di retro al sol, del mondo senzagente. 

Considerate la vostra semenza, 
fatti non joste a viver come bruti 
rna per seguir virtute e conoscenza.' 

'0 brothers!' I said, 'who through a hundred thot/sand dangers 
h·ave reached the West, deny not, to this so brief vigil of your 
senses that remains, experience of the world without men. that lies 
behind the sun. Consider your nature, you were made not to live 
like beasts, but to pursue virtue and knowledge.' 

They fare forth until suddenly 

n' apparve una montagna bruna 
per la distanza, e parvemi alta tanto 
quanta veduta non n' aveva alcuna. 

Noi ci allegrammo, e tosto torno in pianto, 
che dalla nuova terra un turbo nacque, 
e percosse dellegno il primo canto. 

Tre volte il fe' girar can tutte l' acque, 
alla quarta levar la poppa in suso, 
e la prora ire in gilt, com' altrui piacqu~? 

infin che il mar fu sopra noi richiuso. 
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there appeared a mountain brown in the distance; and it seemed 
to me the highest that I had ever seen. We rejoicedJ but soon our 
joy was turned to lamentation: for a storm came up from the new 
landJ and caught the stem of our ship. Tluee times it whirled her 
routtd with all the waters; the fourth time it heaved up the stern 
and drove her down at the head, as pleased Another; until the. 
sea closed over us. 
The story of Ulysses, as told by Dante, reads hke a stralght­
forward piece of romance, a well-told seaman's yam; 
Tennyson's Ulysses IS prImanly a very self-conscious poet. 
But Tennyson's poem is flat, It has only two dimenslOns; 
there IS nothIng more in it than what the average Enghsh­
man, WIth a feehng for verbal beauty, can see. We do not 
need, at first, to know what mountam the mountain was, 
or what the words mean as pleased Another, to feel that 
Dante's sense has further depths. 

It IS worth pomtmg out agam how very right was Dante 
to introduce among hIs hIstorical characters at least one 
character who even to hIm could hardly have been ll10re 
than a fiction. For the Inferno is relieved from any question 
of pettmess or arbItrariness 111 Dante's selection of damned. 
It remmds us that Hell IS not a place but a state; that man 
is danmed or blessed ill the creatures of hIs Imagmation as 
well as in men who have actually hved; and that Hell, 
though a state, IS a state which can only be thought of, 
and perhaps only expenenced, by the projectIon of sensory 
images; and that the resurrectlon of the body has perhaps 
a deeper meaning than we understand. But these are such 
thoughts as come only after many readings; they are not 
necessary for the first poetlc enjoyment. 

The expenence of a poem IS the experIence both of a 
moment and of a hfetime. It IS very much like our intenser 
experiences of other human beings. There IS a £Ist, or an 
early moment which is uruque, of shock and surprise, even 
of terror (Ego dominus tuus); a moment which can never be 
forgotten: but which is never .cepeated integrally; and yet 
which would become destitute of significance If it did not 

250 



DANTE 

survive in a larger whole of experience; which surVlves 111-

side a deeper and a calmer feelIng. The majority of poems 
one outgrows and ouilives, as one outgrows and outhves 
the majority of human passions: Dante's is one of those 
which one can only Just hope to grow up to at the end of 
life. 

The last canto (XXXIV) is probably the nlost difficult 
on first readmg. The Vlsion of Satan may seem grotesque, 
especially If -We have fixed in our mmds the curly-hatred 
Byromc hero of Mllton; it IS too hke a Satan in a fresco in 
SIena. Certainly no more than the Dlvme Spirit can the 
Essence of Evil be confmed 111 one form and place; and I 
confess that I tend to get from Dante the impressIOn of a 
Devil suffering like the human damned souls; whereas I 
feel that the kind of suffering experienced by the Spirit of 
Evil should be represented as utterly dIfferent. I can only 
say that Dante made the best of a bad job. In puttlllg 
Brutus, the noble Brutus, and CasslUs WIth Judas Iscanot 
he will also disturb at first the English reader, for whom 
Brutus and CasslUS must always be the Brutus and Cassius 
of Shakespeare: but if my justification of Ulysses is valid, 
then the presence of Brutus and Cassius IS also. If anyone 
is repelled by the last canto of the Inferno, I can only ask 
rum to wait until he has read and lived for years WIth the 
last canto of the Paradiso, which is to my thinking the 
highest pOUlt that poetry has ever reached or ever can 
reach, and in which Dante amply repaIrs any fallure of 
Canto XXXIV of the Inferno; but perhaps it is better, on 
our :first reading of the Inferno, to omit the last canto and 
return to the beginning of Canto III: 

Per me si va nella citta dolentej 
per me si va nell' eterno dolore; 
per me si va tra la perduta gente. 

Giustizia masse il mio alto Fattorej 
fecemi la divina Potestate, 
la somma Sapienza e il primo Amore. 
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II 

THE PURGA TORIO AND THE PARADISO 

For the SCIence or art of wrltmg verse, one has learned 
from the Inferno that the greatest poetry can be wntten 
with the greatest economy of words, and with the greatest 
austerity m the use of metaphor, simile, verbal beauty, and 
elegance. When I affirm that more can be learned about 
how to write poetry from Dante than froth any English 
poet, I do not at all mean that Dante's way IS the only rIght 
way, or that Dante is thereby greater than Shakespeare or, 
mdeed, any other Enghsh poet. I put my meaning into 
other words by saymg that Dante can do less harm to any­
one trying to learn to Write verse, than can Shakespeare. 
Most great English poets are inimitable ill a way in wruch 
Dante was not. If you try to iffiltate Shakespeare you will 
certainly produce a series of stilted, forced, and violent dis­
tortions of language. The language of each great EnglIsh 
poet is rus own language; the language of Dante is the per­
fection of a common language. In a sense, it IS more pedes­
trian than that of Dryden or Pope. If you follow Dante 
WIthout talent, you Wlll at worst be pedestnan and flat; if 
you follow Shakespeare or Pope Without talent, you Will 
make an utter fool of yourself 

But if one has learned trus much from the Inferno, there 
are other things to be learnt from the two successive 
divislOns of the poem. From the Purgatorio one learns that 
a straightforward phUosophical statement can be great 
poetry; from the Paradiso, that more and more rarefied and 
remote states of beatitude can be the material for great 
poetry. And gradually we come to adllllt that Shakespeare 
understands a greater extent and variety of human lIfe 
than Dante; but that Dante understands deeper degrees of 
degradation and higher degrees of exaltation. And a further 
wisdom is reached when we see clearly that this indicates 
the equahty of the two men. 

On the one hand, the Purgatorio and the Paradiso belong, 
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in the way of understandmg, together. It is apparently 
easier to accept damnation as poetic matenal than purga­
tion or beatItude, less IS lUvolved that is strange to the 
modern mind. I mSlst that the full meanmg of the Iriferno 
can only be extracted after appreClatlOn of the two later 
parts, yet It has sufficIent mearung m and by Itself for the 
first few readings. Indeed, the Purgatorio IS, I dunk, the 
most chfficult of the three parts. It cannot be enjoyed by 
itself like the Inferno, nor can It be enjoyed merely as a 
sequel to the Inferno; it requires apprecIation of the Paradiso 
as well; wInch means that its first reachng is arduous and 
apparently unremunerative. Only when we have read 
straIght through to the end of the Paradiso, and re-read the 
Inferno, does the Purgatorio begin to YIeld Its beauty. 
Damnation and even blessedness are more excItmg than 
purgation. 

By compensatIOn, the Purgatorio has a few episodes 
wluch, so to speak, 'let us up' (as the counterpart to letting 
down) more easily than the rest, from the Inferno. We 
must not stop to onent ourselves ill the new astronomy of 
the Mount of Purgatory. We must linger first WIth the 
shades of Casella and Manfred slain, and especially Buon­
conte and La Pia, those whose souls were saved from Hell 
only at the last moment. 

'Io fUi di Montefeltro J io son Buotlconte; 
Giovanna 0 altri non ha di me cura; 
per ch'io vo tra castor con bassa fronte'. 

Ed io a lui: 'Qual Jorza 0 qual ventura 
ti travia s~ Juor di Campaldino 
che non si seppe mai tua sepoltura?' 

'Oh') rispos' egli) 'a pie del Casentino 
traversa un' acqua che ha nome l' Arclziano J 

che sopra l'Ermo nasce in Ape1znino. 
Dove il vocabol suo diventa vano 

arriva' ioforato nellugola) 
fuggendo a piede e sanguinando il piano. 
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Quivi perdei la vista} e la parola 
nel nome di Maria jil1ii: e quivi 

caddi) e rimase la mia carne sola.' 
'I was of Montefeltro, I am Buonconte; neither Giovanna nor 
any other has care of me, wherefore I go with these, with 
lowered brow.' I said to him: 'What force or chance led you so 
far away from Campaldino that your place of sepulture has al­
ways been unknown?' 'Oh') said he} 'at the foot, of Casentino a 
stream crosses, which is called Archiano} and rises in the Apen­
nines above the Hermitage. There, where its name is lost, came 
I, jabbed in the throat,fleeing on foot, dripping blood over the 
plain. There my Sight left me} and I ended speech with (crying 
on) the 11.ame of Mary. There I fe ll) and my flesh alone remained.' 

When Buonconte ends his story, the third spirit speaks: 
'Deh) quando tu sarai tornato al mondo, 

e riposato della lunga via, ' 
seguito il terzo spirito al secondo, 

'rieorditi di me} ehe son la Pia; 
Siena mi fe' ) disJeeemi Maremma: 
sa lsi eolui ehe innanellata, pria 

disposando, m' avea con la sua gemma. 
'0 pray, when you return to the world, and are rested from your 
long journey/ followed the third spirit after the second, 're­
member me} who am La Pia. Siena made me, Maremma un­
made me: this is known to him who after due engagement 
wedded me with his ring.' 

The next epIsode that impresses the reader coming fresh 
from the Inferno is the meeting WIth Sordella the poet 
(Canto VI), the soul who appeared 

altera e disdegnosa 
e nel mover degli occhi onesta e tarda! 

proud atld disdainful, superb and slow in the movement of his 
eyes! 

E il dolce duca incominciava: 
'Mantova' . .• e l' ombra, tutta in se romita, 

254 



DAN T E 

surse ver lui del loco ove pria stava~ 
dicendo: '0 Mantot'ano, io son Sordello 
della tua terra.' E l' UH [' altro abhracciava. 

The gentle guide (Virgil) began: 'Mantua' . .. and the shade, 
suddenly rapt, leapt towards him from the place where first it 
was, saying: ' 0 Mantuan, I am Sardella of thy very soil.' And 
the one embraced the other. . 

The meeting .. wlth Sordello a guisa di leon quando si posa} 
lIke a couchant lion, is no lllore affecting than that with 
the poe:t StatlUs, In Canto XXI. Statius, when he rccog­
mzes his master Virgu, stoops to clasp hIS feet, but Vlrgtl 
answers-the lost soul speakmg to the saved: 

'Prclte, 
nonfar, che tu se' ombra, cd ombra ved.1.' 

Ed ei sttrgmdo: 'Or puoi la qumttitate 
comprel1der dell' arnor ch' ate mi sea Ida • 
quando disme11.to nost1a vanitateJ 

tratta11.do l' ombre come cosa saldi.' 
"Brother! refrain, for you are but a shadow, and a shadow is but 
what you see.' Then the other, risi1~g: 'Now can you understand 
thl quantity of 10 tie that warms me towards you, so that I forget 
our vanity) and treat the shadows Wee the solid thing.' 

The last' episode' at all comparable to those of the Ifzjerno 
is the meeting with Dante's predecessors, Gtudo Gwmcelli 
and Amant Daniel (Canto XXVI). In trus canto the Lust­
ful are purged in flame, yet we see clearly how the flame 
of purgatory differs from that of helL In hell, the torment 
issues from the very nature of the damned themselves, ex­
presses their essence; they wnthe ill the torment of theIr 
own perpetually perverted nature. In purgatory the tor­
ment of flame is dehberately and conscIOusly accepted by 
the pemtent. When Dante approaches WIth Vlrgll these 
souls In purgatory flame, they crowd towards hIm: 

Poi verso me~ quanto potevanfarsi, 
certi si feron) sdnpre con riguardo 
di non uscir dove non fossel"o arsi. 
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Then certain of them made towards me J so far as they could, but 
ever watchful not to come so far that they should not be III the 
fire. 

The souls m purgatory suffer because they wish to suffer, 
for purgatIon. And observe that they suffer more actively 
and keenly, bemg souls preparing for blessedness, than 
VirgIl suffers ill eternal limbo. In theIr suffering is hope, in 
the anaesthesia of Vlrgll is hopelessness; tl1;tt IS the dIffer­
ence. The canto ends with the superb verses of Arnaut 
Damel In lus Provens;al tongue: 

'leu sui Arnaut, que ploT e vau cantanj 
consiros vei la passadafolor, 
e veijausen 10 jorn, qu' esper, denan. 

Ara vos prec, per aquella valor 
que vos guida al som de l' escalina, 
sovegna vos a temps de ma dolor.' 

POI s' ASCOSE NEL FOCO CHE GLI AFFINA. 

'I am Arnold, who weeps and goes singing. I see in thought all 
the past folly. And I see with joy the day for which I hope, before 
me. And so I pray you} by that Virtue which leads you to the 
topmost of the stair-be mindful in due time <1 my pain.' Then 
dived he back into thatfire which refines them. 

These are the high episodes, to which the reader mitiated 
by the Inferno must first cling, until he reaches the shore of 
Lethe, and Matilda, and the first sIght of Beatrice. In the 
last cantos (XXIX-XXXIII) of the Purgatorio we are al­
ready in the world of the Paradiso. 

But III between these epIsodes is the narrative of the 
ascent of the Mount, with meetings, VlSIons, and philo­
soplucal eXposItIons, all Important, and all drfficult for the 
unmstructed reader who finds it less excIting than the con­
tinuous phantasmagoria of the Inferno. The allegory in the 
Inferno was easy to swallow or ignore, because we could, 
so to speak, grasp the concrete end of it, Its sohdification 
Into imagery; but as we ascend from Hell to Heaven we 
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are more and more required to grasp the whole from Idea 
to Image. 

Here I must make a diversion, before tackling a specifi­
cally plulosoplucal passage of the Purgatorio, concemmg 
the nature of BelIef. I wish merely to indicate certain 
tentative conclusions of my own, wluch might affect one's 
reading of the Purgatorio. 

Dante's debt 1;-0 St. Thomas Aquinas,hke lus debt (a much 
smaller one) to VirgIl, can be easIly exaggerated; for It must 
not be forgotten thatDantereadand made use of other great 
medIaeval plulosophers as well. Nevertheless, the questIon 
of how much Dante took from Aquinas and how much 
from elsewhere is one which has been settled by others and 
IS not relevant to my present essay. Eut the questlon of 
what Dante 'beheved' is always relevant. It would not 
matter, if the world were divided between those persons 
who are capable of taking poetry simply for what it IS and 
those who cannot take it at all; if so, there would be no 
need to talk about this question to the former and no use 
in talkIng about it to the latter. But most of us are some­
what impure and apt to confuse issues: hence the justifica­
tion of writing books about books, in the hope of stralght­
ening things out. 

My point IS that you cannot afford to ignore Dante's 
philosophical and theologIcal beliefs, or to skip the pas­
sages which express them most clearly; but that on the 
other hand you are not called upon to belIeve them your­
self. It is wrong to think that there are parts of the Divine 
Comedy which are of mterest only to Cathohcs or to medi­
aevalisrs. For there is a dtfference (which here I hardly do 
more than assert) between plulosophical belief and poetic 
assent. I am not sure that there IS not as great a dIfference 
between phllosophical belief and scientific behef; but that. 
is a difference only now beginmng to appear, and certainly 
inapposite to the tlurteenth century. In reading Dap.te you 
must enter the world of thirteenth-century CathohcIsm: 
which is not the world of modern Catholicism, as his 
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world of physics IS not the world of modern physics. You 
are not called upon to believe what Dante beheved, for 
your belief will not give you a groat's worth more of 
understanding and appreciation; but you are called upon 
more and more to understand It. If you can read poetry as 
poetry, you wIll 'beheve' in Dante's theology exactly as 
you beheve in the phYSIcal reality of his Journey; that is, 
you suspend both belief and dlsbehe£ I Will not deny that 
It may be m practice eaSIer for a Catholic to grasp the 
meamng, in many places, than for the ordinary agnostic; 
but that is not because the CatholIc belIeves, but' because 
he has been instructed. It is a matter of knowledge and 
ignorance, not of behef or scepticism. The vital matter is 
that Dante's poem is a whole; that you must in the end 
come to understand every part in order to understand any 
part. 

Furthermore, we can make a distinction between what 
Dante beheves as a poet and what he beheved as a man. 
PractIcally, it IS hardly likely that even so great a poet as 
Dante could have composed the Comedy merely with 
understanchng and WIthout belief; but hIs private belief 
becomes a dJ.fferent thmg in becommg poetry. It is interest­
ing to hazard the suggestion that this is truer of Dante than 
of any other philosophical poet. WIth Goethe, for instance, 
I often feel too acutely 'this is what Goethe the man be­
lieved', instead of merely entenng into a world which 
Goethe has created; with Lucretius also; less with the 
Bhagavad-Gita, whIch IS the next greatest philosophical 
poem to the Divine Comedy WIthin my experience. That is 
the advantage of a coherent traditional system of dogma and 
morals lIke the Catholic: it stands apart, for understandmg 
and assent even without belief, from the single l11dividual 
who propounds it. Goethe always arouses in me a strong 
sentiment of msbehef in what he believes: Dante does not. 
I believe that this is because Dante is the purer poet, not 
because I have more sympathy VY~th Dante the man than 
Goethe the man. 
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We are not to take Dante for Aqumas or AqUInas for 
Dante. It would be a gnevous error in psychology. The 
belief attitude of a man readmg the Summa must be dIfferent 
from that of a man reading Dante, even when it IS the 
same man, and that man a CatholIc. 

It IS not necessary to have read the Summa (wruch usually 
means, in practice, readIng some handbook) In order to un­
derstand Dante But It IS necessary to read the prulosophIcal 
passages of Dante WIth the humIlIty of a person visitmg a 
new world, who adffilts that every part IS essential to the 
whole. What is necessary to apprecIate the poetry of the 
Purgatorio IS not behef, but suspensIon of belIe£ Just as 
much effort is reqUIred of any modern person to accept 
Dante's allegorIcal method, as is reqUIred of the agnostlc 
to accept rus theology. 

When I speak of understandmg, I do not mean merely 
knowledge of books or words, any more than I mean be­
lief: I mean a state of mmd ill wruch one sees certain belIefs, 
as the order of the deadly sms, m wruch treachery and 
pride are greater than lust, and despair the greatest, as 
pos:sible, so that we suspend our judgment altogether. 

In the XVIth Canto of the Purgatorio we meet Marco 
Lombardo, who dIscourses at some length on the Freedom 
of the Will, and on the Soul: 

Esee di mana a lui, ehe fa vagheggia 
prima ehe sia, a guisa di fanciulla 
ehe piangendo e ridendo pargo leggia , 

l' anima semplieetta) ehe sa nulla, 
salvo ehe, mossa da fieto fattore, 
valentier torna a do ehe la trastulla. 

Di picciof bene in pria sente saporej 
quivi s'inganna, e retro ad esso corre, 
se guida 0 fren non torce suo amore. 

Onde convenne legge per fren porre; 
convenne rege aver, che discernesse 
della vera cittade almen la torre. 
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From the hands of Him who loves her before she is, there issues 
like a little child that plays, with weeping and laughter, the 
simple soul, that knows nothing except that, come from the hands 
of a glad creator, she turns willingly to everything that delights 
her. First she tastes the .flavour of a trif! ing good; then is beguiled, 
and pursues it, if neither guide nor check withhold her. Therefore 
laws were needed as a curb; a ruler was needed, who should at 
least see cifar the tower of the true City. 

Later (Canto XVII) it is VIrgil himself who instructs 
Dante in the nature of Love: 

'Ne creator ne creatura mai," 
comincio ei, 'jigiuol,fu senza amore, 
o naturale 0 d' animo; e tu il sai. 

La natural e sempre senza errore, 
ma C altro puote eTrar per malo obbietto, 
o per poco a per tr.oppo di vigore. 

Mentre ch' egli e ne' primi ben diretto, 
ene' secondi se stesso misura, 
esser non puo cagion di mal diletto; 

ma, quando al mal si torce, 0 con piu cum 
o con men ehe non dee carre nel bene, 
contra if fattore adopra sua fattura. 

Quinci comprender puoi ch' esser conviene 
arnor sementa in voi d' ogni virtute, 
ed' ogni operazion ehe merta pene.' 

He began: 'Neither Creator, nor creature, my son} was ever with­
out love, either natural or rational: and you know it. The natural 
is always without error; but the other may err through mistaking 
the objects or through excess or deficiency of force. While it is 
directed towards the primal goods} and in the secondary moderates 
itself, it cannot be the cause of delight of sin; but when it turns to 
evil~ or hurries towards the good with more or less solicitude than 
is right, then the creature works against the Creator. Accordingly 
you may, understand how Lovp must be the seed in you both of 
every virtue and of every act that merits punishment.' 
I have quoted these two passages at SOUle length, because 
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they are of the sort that a reader lIDght be Inclined to skIp, 
thlllking that they are only for scholars, not for readers of 
poetry, or thlllking that It is necessary to have studied the 
philosophy underlYlllg them. It is not necessary to have 
traced the descent oftms theory of the soul from Anstotle's 
De Anima in order to appreciate it as poetry. Indeed, if we 
worry too much about it at first as plulosophy we are 
likely to prevent ourselves from receivlllg the poetic 
beauty. It IS the phllosophy of that world of poetry which 
we have entered. 

But Wlth the XXVIIth canto we have left berund the 
stage of pumshment and the stage of dlalectic, and ap­
proach the state of ParadIse. The last cantos have the 
quahty of the Paradiso and prepare us for it; they move 
straight forward, WIth no detour or delay. The three poets. 
VIrgil, Statius, and Dante, pass through the wall of flame 
which separates Purgatory from the Earthly Paradise. 
Virgil dismisses Dante, who henceforth shall proceed wlth 
a higher guide, saying 

Non aspettar mio dir pit''.t, ne mio cenno. 
Libero} dritto e sana e tHO arbitrio.1 
e fallo fora non fare a suo senno: 

per ch'io te sopra te corono e mitrio. 
No more expect my word, or sign. Your will is free, straight 
and whole} and not to follow its direction would be sin: where­
fore I crown and mitre you (king and bishop) over yourself. 

I.e. Dante has now arnved at a condition, for the purposes 
of the rest of his journey, which is that of the blessed: for 
pohtical and ecclesIastical organizatIon are only required 
because of the imperfections of the human will. In the 
Earthly Pararuse Dante encounters a lady nained Manlda, 
whose Identlty need not at first bother us, 

una donna soletta, che sigia 
cantando ed isceg l.iendo fior da fiore) 
ond' era pin.ta tutta la sua via. 
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A lady alone, who went singing and pluckingfiower after flower, 
wherewith her path was pied. 

After some conversatlOn, and explanation by Manlda of 
the reason and nature of the place, there follows a 'DlVIDe 
Pageant'. To those who dIslIke-not what are popularly 
called pageants-but the senous pageants of royalty, of the 
Church, of mihtary funerals-the 'pageantry' which we 
fmd here and in the Paradiso will be tedIous; and snll more 
to those, If there be any, who are unmoved by the splen­
dour of the Revelation of St. John. It belongs to the world 
of what I call the high dream, and the modern world seems 
capable only of the low dream. I arnved at accepting it, my­
self, only wIth some difficulty. There were at least two 
preJudtces, one against Pre-Raphaelite imagery, wInch was 
natural to one of my generation, and perhaps affects 
generatlons younger than mine. The other preJudIce­
which affects this end of the Purgatorio and the whole of 
the Paradiso-is the prejudIce that poetry not only must 
be found through suffenng but can fmd Its material only 
in suffermg. Everything else was cheerfulness, opnmism, 
and hopefulness; and these words stood for a great deal of 
what one hated ill the nmeteenth century. It took me many 
years to recognize that the states of Improvement and beati­
tude wInch Dante describes are still further from what the 
modern world can conceIve as cheerfulness, than are 
lus states of damnation. And litde things put one off: 
Rossetti's Blessed Damozel, first by my rapture and next by 
my revolt, held up my apprecianon of Beatrice by many 
years. 

We cannot understand fully Canto XXX of the Purga­
torio until we know the Vita Nuova, which m my opimon 
should be read after the Divine Comedy. But at least we can 
begin to understand how shlfully Dante expresses the re­
crudescence of an ancient passion in a new emotion, In a 
new sltqanon, wruch comprehends, enlarges, and gIves a 
meal11ng to it. 
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sopra candido vel cinta d' oliva 
donna m' apparve, sotto verde manto, 
vestita di color difiamma viva. 

E 10 spirito mio, chegia co tan to 
tempo era stato che alla sua presenza 
non era di stupor, tremando, alfranto, 

senza degli oechi aver piu conoscenza, 
per oeculta virtu che da lei mosse J 

d'V4ntico amor sentt la gran potenza. 
Tosto che nella vista mi percosse 

[' alta virtu, ehe gilt m' avea trafitto 
primo ch' io fuor di puerizia fosse, 

volsimi alla sinistra col rispitto 
col quale ilfantolin corre alla mamma, 
quando ha paura 0 quando egli ~ alflitto, 

per dicere a Virgilio: 'Men ehe dramma 
di sangue m' e rimaso J che non tremi; 
conosco i segni dell' anticafiamma.' 

Olive-crowned over a white veil, a lady appeared to me, clad, 
under a green mantle, in colour of living flame. And my spirit, 
after so many years since trembling in her presence it had been 
broken with awe, without further knowledge by my eyes, felt, 
through hidden power whieh went out from her, the great 
strength of the old love. As soon as that lofty power struck my 
sense, which already had tranifixed me before my adolescence, I 
turned leftwards with the trust of the little child who runs to his 
mama when he is frightened or distressed, to say to Virgil: 
'Hardly a drop of blood in my body does not shudder: I know 
the tokens of the ancient flame. ' 

And in the dialogue that follows we see the paSSlOnate 
conthct of the old feelmgs WIth the new; the effort and 
triumph of a new renunCIation, greater than renunCIation 
at the grave, because a renunciation of feelings that persist 
beyond the grave. In a way, these cantos are those of the 
greatest personal mtensity tn the whole poem. In.the Para­
diso Dante himself, save for the Cacciaguida epIsode, be-
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comes de- or super-personalized; and it IS ill these last 
cantos of the Purgatorio, rather than in the Paradiso, that 
Beatrice appears most clearly. But the BeatrIce theme is 
essentlal to the understandIng of the whole, not because we 
need to know Dante's bIography-not, for instance, as the 
Wesendonck history IS supposed to cast light upon Tristan 
-but because of Dante's philosophy of It. Tms, however, 
concerns more our exammation of the Vita Nuova. 

The Purgatorio is the m.ost difficult becawse it is the tran­
sitional canto: the Inferno is one tlung, comparatively easy; 
the Paradiso is another thing, more difficult as a w~ole than 
the Purgatorio, because more a whole. Once we have got 
the hang of the kInd of feeling in it no one part is dtfficult. 
The Purgatorio, here and there, might be called 'dry': the 
Paradiso IS never dry, It is either incomprehensible or m­
tensely exciting. W 1th the exception of the episode of Cac­
ciagUlda-a pardonable exhibItion of fanuly and personal 
pnde, because it provIdes splendid poetry-it is not epi­
sodIc. All the other characters have the best credentIals. At 
first, they seem less dIstillct than the earher unblessed 
people; they seem. mgeniously vaned but fundamentally 
monotonous vanatIons of mSIpId blessedness. It is a matter 
of gradual adjustment of our VIsion. We have (whether 
we know it or not) a prejudIce against beatitude as materIal 
for poetry. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries knew 
nothing of It; even Shelley, who knew Dante well and 
who towards the end ofms lIfe was beginrung to profit by 
it, the one EnglIsh poet of the nineteenth century who 
could even have begun to follow those footsteps, was able 
to enounce the proposition that our sweetest songs are 
those wInch tell of saddest thought. The early work of 
Dante might confirm Shelley; the Paradiso provides the 
counterpart, though a different counterpart from the phtl­
osophy ofBrownmg. 

The Paradiso is not monotonous. It is as varIOUS as any 
poem. AJld take the Comedy ~s a whole, you can compare 
It to notlung but the entire dramatic work of Shakespeare. 
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The comparison of the Vita Nuova with the Sonnets is 
another, and interestmg, occupation. Dante and Shake­
speare divide the modern world between thenl; there IS no 
tlllrd. 

We should begin by thinlung of Dante fixmg rus gaze on 
Beatrice: 

N e I suo aspe tto tal dentro mi fei J 

qual sife' Glauco nelgustar dell' erba, 
eJte it fe' consorto in mar degli altri dei. 

Trasumanar signijicar per verba 
non si poriaj pero l' esemplo basti 
a cui esperienza grazia serba. 

Gazing on her, so 1 became within, as did GlaucusJ on tasting 
of the grass which made him sea-fellow of the other gods. To 
transcend humanity may not be told in words, wherefore let the 
instance suffice for him for whom that experience is reserved by 
Grace. 

And as Beatrice says to Dante: 'You make yourself dull with 
false fancy'; warns him, that here there are dIvers sorts of 
blessedness, as settled by Providence . 

... If this is not enough, Dante is informed by Plccarda 
(Canto III) in words which even those who know no 
Dante know: 

la sua voluntate e nostra pace. 
His will is our peace. 

It IS the mystery of the inequality, and of the indrfference 
of that lllequahty. ill blessedness, of the blessed. It is all the 
same, and yet each degree drlfers. 

Shakespeare gIves the greatest width of human passion; 
Dante the greatest altttude and greatest depth. They com­
plement each other. It IS futile to ask which undertook the 
more difficult job. But certainly the 'chfficult passages' in 
the Paradiso are Dante's illfficulties rather than ours: rus dif­
ficulty in making us apprehend sensuously the various 
states and stages of blessedness. Thus the long ~ratlon of 
Beatrice about the will (Canto IV) is really dIrected at 
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makmg us feel the reahty of the condItion of Piccarda; 
Dante has to educate our senses as he goes along. The In­
sIstence throughout is upon states of feeling; the reasoning 
takes only its proper place as a In.eans of reaching these 
states. We get constantly verses like 

Beatrice mi guardo con gli occhi pieni 
di faville d' amor COSt divini, 
che~ vinta) mia virtu diede Ie reni, 

e quasi tni perdei can g Ii occhi chini. 

Beatrice looked on me with eyes so divine filled with sparks of 
love, that my vanquished power turned away, and I bt!came as 
lost, with downcast eyes. 

The whole difficulty IS m admittmg that this is something 
that we are meant to feel, not merely decorative verbiage. 
Dante gives us every aid of images, as when 

Come in peschiera, ch' e tranquilla e puraJ 

traggonsi i pesci a do che vien di fuori 
per modo che 10 stimin lor pastura; 

st vid' io ben piu di mille splendori 
trarsi ver noi, ed in ciascun s'udia: 
Ecco chi crescera h nostn amori. 

As in a fishpond still and clear) the fishes draw near to anything 
that falls from without in such a way as to make them think it 
something to eat~ so I saw more than a thousand splendours 
draw towards us, and in each was heard: Lo! here is one that 
shallmcrease our loves. 

About the persons whom Dante meets in the several 
spheres, we need only to enquire enough to consider why 
Dante placed them where he ilid. 

When we have grasped the strict utility of the minor 
images, such as the one given above, or even the simple 
comparison admired by Landor: 

Quale allodetta che in aere si spazia 
prima cantando, e FIJi tace contenta 
dell' ultima dolcezza ehe la sazia, 
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Like the lark which soars in the air, first singitzg, and then 
ceases, content with the last sweetness that sates her, 

we may study w1th respect the more elaborate imagery, 
such as that of the figure of the Eagle composed by the 
spirits of the just, wInch extends from Canto XVIII on­
wards for some space. Such figures are not merely anti­
quated rhetorical devices, but serious and practical means 
of making the sp1ritual visible. An understandIng of the 
rightness of such Imagery 1S a preparatlon for apprehend­
ing the last and greatest canto, the most tenuous and Inost 
Intense. Nowhere ill poetry has expenence so remote from 
ordinary expenence been expressed so concretely, by a 
masterly use of that 1magery of light wInch is the form of 
certam types of Inystlcal expenence. 

Nel suo profondo vidi ehe s'interna, 
legato con amore in un volume, 
do ehe per l'universo si squaderna; 

sustanzia ed accidenti) e lor costume} 
quasi conjlati insieme per tal modo, 
che cio ch' io dico e un semplice lame. 

La forma universal di questo nodo 
credo ch' io vidi, perche piu di largo, 
dicendo questa, mi sento ch' io godo. 

Un punto solo m' e maggior letargo J 

che venticinque secoli alla impresa, 
ehe fe' Nettuno ammirar l' ombra d' Argo. 

Within its depths I saw ingathered, bound by love in one mass, 
the scattered leaves of the universe: substance and accidents and 
their relations, as though together fused, so that what I speak of 
is one simple }lame. The universal form of this complex I think 
I saw, because) as I say this, more largely I feel myself rejoice. 
One single moment to me is more lethargy than twenty:five cen­
turies upon the enterprise which made Neptune wonder at the 
shadow of the Argo (passing over him) . 
One can feel only awe at t;.he power of the m~ster who 
could thus at every moment reahze the inapprehensible in 
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visual Images. And I do not know anywhere in poetry 
more authentIc SIO"l1 of greatness than the power of aSSOCIa­
tIon wmch could~n the last hne, when the poet IS speaking 
of the DIVllle vislOn, yet introduce the Argo passmg over 
the head of wondering Neptune. Such assocIation IS utterly 
chfferent from that of Marmo speakmg m one breath of the 
beauty of the Magdalen and the opulence of Cleopatra (so 
that you are not qUlte sure what adjectives apply to wInch). 
It IS the real rIght dung, the power of establ!slung relatIons 
between beauty of the most diverse sorts; It IS the utmost 
power of the poet. 

o quanto e corto it dire, e come fioco 
al mio concetto I 

How scant the speech, and how jaintJlor my conception! 

In Writlllg of the Divine Comedy I have tned to keep to a 
few very simple POInts of wmch r am convInced. FIrst that 
the poetry of Dante IS the one umversal school of style for 
the Wrltmg of poetry 1ll any language. There IS much, 
naturally, which can profit only those who wnte Dante's 
own Tuscan language; but there IS no poet in any tongue 
-not even In Latin or Greek-who stands so firmly as' a 
model for all poets. I tried to illustrate his universal mastery 
In the use of Images. In the actual wrItmg I went so far as 
to say that he IS safer to follow, even for us, than any Eng­
hsh poet, inclucling Shakespeare. My second point IS that 
Dante's callegorical' method has great advantages for the 
writmg of poetry: it simphfies the ruction, and makes dear 
and precise the lmages. That In good allegory, hke Dante's, 
It is not necessary to understand the meanmg first to enjoy 
the poetry, but that our enjoyment of the poetry makes us 
want to understand the meanmg. And the durd point is 
that the Divine Comedy IS a complete scale of the depths and 
heights of human emotion; that the Purgatorio and Paradiso 
are to be read as extensIons of the ord.tD.anly very hmited 
human range. Every degree Qf the feehng of humanity, 
from lowest to highest) has, moreover, an momate relation 
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to the next above and below, and all fit together according 
to the logIc of senslbIhty. 

I have only now to make certam observations on the 
Vzta Nuova, whIch may also amphfy what I have suggested 
about the medIaeval mmd expressed in allegory. 

NOTE TO SECTION II 

The theOlY of poetic belief and understandmg here employed for a par ... 
ncular study IS slmtlar to that mamtamed by Mr. I. A. Rlchards (see hts 
Practical Criticism, pp 179 ff. and pp 271 ff) I say 'siID1lar', because my 
owngmeral the01Y IS still embryoUlc, and Mr. RIchards's also IS capable of 
much further development. I cannot therefore tell how far the simIlarity 
extends; but for those who are mterested m the subject, I should pomt out 
one respect m whIch my VIew diffels fiom that of Mr. RIchards; and then 
proceed to guahfy my own tentative conclusIons. 

I am in agreement wIth Mr. Richards's statement on p. 271 (op. cit). 
I agree for the reason that If you hold any contradIctory theory you deny, I 
beheve. the eXIstence of 'hterature' as well as of 'hterary cnticIsm'. We 
may ralse the quesuon whether 'htelature' eXIsts; but for certain purposes, 
such as the purpose of thIS essay on Dante, we must assume that there IS 

hterature and hterary appreclatton; we must assume that the reader can 
obtain the full 'hterary" or (If you w1ll) 'aesthetic' enjoyment without shar ... 
mg the beliefs of the author . .if there IS 'hterature'. if there IS 'poetry'. then 
It must be posslble to have full hterary or poetic appreclanon WIthout shar ... 
mg the behefs of the poet That 1S as far as my thesIS goes m the present 
essay. It may be argued whether there IS hterature, whether there 1S poetry, 
and whether there 15 any mearung In the term 'full apprecIation'. But I 
have assumed for thIS essay that these thmgs eXIst and that these terms are 
understood. 

I deny, In short, that the reader must share the behefs of the poet m order 
to enjoy the poetry fully. I have also asserted that we can dlsnngUlsh be ... 
tween Dante's behefs as a man and hIS behefs as a poet But we are forced 
to beheve that there is a particular relation between the two, and that the 
poet 'means what he says' If we learned, for mstance. that De Rerum Natura 
was a Lann exerCIse which Dante had composed for relaxation after com ... 
plenng the Divine Comedy, and pubhshed under the name of one Lucre .... 
tius, I am sure that our capaCIty for enJoymg either poem would be 
mutilated. Mr. Richards's statement (Science and Poetry, p. 76 footnote) 
that a certam Writer has effected 'a complete severance between his poetry 
and all beliefs' IS to me lllcomprehensible. 

If you deny the theory that full poetic appreCIatiOn IS possIble WIthout 
behefin what the poet beheved, you deny the eXlstence of 'poetry' as well 
as 'CritiCIsm'; and if you push thIs demal to its conclusion, you will be 
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forced to admit that there 1S very lIttle poetry that you can apprecIate, and 
that your appreC1atlOn of 1t wIll be a function of your philosophy or thea ... 
logy or somethmg else If, on the other hand, I push my theory to the 
extreme, I find myself m as great a dlfficulty. I am gUlte aware of the 
amb1gulty of the word 'understand' In one sense, It means to understand 
without behevmg. for unless you can understand a VIew of lIfe (let us say) 
wIthout behevmg m It, the word 'understand' loses all meaning, and the 
act of choice between one View and another IS reduced to capnce. But If 
you yourself are convmced of a certa10 VIew of bfe, then you nresistlbly 
and 1l1evitably belIeve that If anyone else comes to 'undl"rstand' It fully, hIS 
understandmg must termmatem behef It IS possIble, and sometlmes neces ... 
sary. to argue that full understandmg must Identify Itself wIth full behef. 
A good deal, It thus turns out, hangs on the meanmg. If any, of -;.hlS short 
word full. 

In short, both the VIew I have taken m this essay, and the VIew whIch 
contradicts It, are, If pushed to the end, what I call heresies (not. of course, 
10 the theolog1cal, but m a more general sense). Each IS true only wlthm a 
lImIted field of discourse, but unless you hmit fields of dIscourse, you can 
have no dIscourse at all. Orthodoxy can only be found 10 such contradlo 
nons, though It must be remembered that a palr of contradiCtIOnS may 
both be false, and that not all pairs of contradictlOns make up a truth. 

And I confess to considerable difficulty m analysmg my own feehngs, a 
dIfficulty which makes me heSitate to accept Mr. RIchards's theory of 
'pseudo~statements·. On readmg the Ime whIch he uses, 

Beauty IS truth, truth beauxy ..• 
I am at first mclmed to agree wlth bm, because this statement of eqU1va~ 
lence means nothmg to me. But on re;readmg the whole Ode, thIS hne 
stnkes me as a senous blemIsh on a beaunful poem; and the reason must 
be eIther that I faIl to understand It, or that It 18 a statement whIch IS un ... 
true. And I suppose that Keats meant somethmg by It, however remote hls 
truth and hIS beauty may have been from these words In ordmary use. And 
I am sure that he would have repudiated any explanatIon of the Ime which 
called it a pseudo;statement. On the other hand the hne I have often 
quoted of Shakespeare, 

Ripeness is all, 
or the lIne I have quoted ofDante~ 

la srla tJoluntate e nostra pace, 
strIkes very differently on my ear. I observe that the propositions in these 
words are very different in kind. not only from that of Keats, but from 
each other. The statement of Keats seems to me meaningless: or perhaps. 
the fact that it IS grammatlcally meaningless conceals another mearung 
from me. THe statement of Shakespa.re seems to me to have profound 
emotIonal meaning. WIth, at least, no literal fallacy. And the statement of 
Dante seems to me literally true. And I confess that It has more beauty for 
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me now, when my own expenence has deepened Its meaning, than It dId 
when I first read It. So I can only conclude that I cannot, 10 practice, 
wholly separate my poetic appreClatlOn from my personal behefs Also that 
the rustlnCtlon between a statement and a pseudo ... statement 15 not always, 
in particular lnstances, possible to estabhsh. The theory ofMr Rtchards IS, 
I bel1eve, incomplete until he defines the species ofrehglOus. ph1losophlcal, 
sClentlfic, and other behefs, as well as that of'everyday' behe£ 

I have tned to make clear some of the dIfficulties Inhenng in my own 
theory. Actually, one probably has more pleasure In the poetry when one 
shares the behefs o~ the poet. On the other hand there IS a dlstInct pleasure 
In enJoYIng poetry as poetry when one does not share the belIefs, analogous 
to the pleasure of'mastermg' other men's ph1losophlcal systems It would 
appear that 'lIterary apprecIatIOn' IS an abstractlon, and pure poetry a 
phantom; and that both in creatlon and enjoyment much always enters 
whlch is, from the pomt of Vlew of' Art', lrrelevant. 

III 
THE VITA NUOVA 

All of Dante' s 'nunor works' are Important, because they 
are works of Dante; but the Vita Nuova has a special 
Importance, because it does more than any of the others 
help us to a fuller understanding of the Divine Comedy. I do 
not suggest that the others may be neglected; the Convivio 
is important, and also the De Volgari Eloquio: and every 
part of Dante's writlllgs can give us some hght on other 
parts. But the Vita Nuova is a youthful work, in which 
some of the method and desIgn, and explicitly the lllten­
tion, of the Divine Comedy, are shown. Because it is an Im­
mature work, it requires some knowledge of the master­
piece to understand; and at the same arne helps particularly 
towards understandmg of the Comedy. 

A great deal of scholarship has been rurected upon exarru­
nation of the early hfe of Dante, ill conneXlon with the 
Vita Nuova. Crincs may be roughly dIvided into those who 
regard it as primarily biograplncal, and those who regard 
it as pnmanly allegorical. It !s much easier for the second 
group to make a good case than for the first. If this curious 
medley of verse .and prose is biographical, then the blO-
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graphy has unquesnonably been marupulated almost out 
of recoGnition to fit mto convennonal forms of allegory. 
The lm~gery of much of it IS certamly in a very anCIent 
tradioon of Vlsion literature: Just as the scheme of the 
Divine Comedy has been shown to be closely sirrular to 
slmllar supernatural peregrinatlon stories in Arabic and m 
old Persian literature-to say nothmg of the descents of 
Ulysses and A3neas-so there are parallels tq the visions of 
the Vita Nuova such as the Shepherd of Hermas in Greek. 
And as the book IS obVIously not a literal statement, 
whether of viSlOn or deluslOn, it is easy to make out a case 
for its being an entire allegory: for asserting, that is, that 
Beatrice is merely a personification of an abstract virtue, 
mtellectual or moral. 

I wish to make clear that my own opinions are op1lllons 
founded only upon reading the text. I do not think that 
they are such as can either be venfied or refuted by scholars; 
I mean to restrict my comments to the unprovable and the 
irrefutable. 

It appears likely, to anyone who reads the Vita Nuova 
wIthout prejudice, that it IS a mixture of biography aI!d 
allegory; but a mixture accordmg to a recipe not available 
to the modern mmd. When I say the 'modern mind', I 
mean the mmds of those who have read or could have read 
such a document as Rousseau's Confessions. The modem 
mind can understand the 'confession', that IS, the literal ac­
count of oneself, varymg only in degree of sincerity and 
self-understanding, and It can understand 'allegory' ill the 
a.bstract. Nowadays 'confesslOns', of an insignificant sort, 
pour from the press; everyone met son cceur a nu, or pre­
tends to; 'personalities' succeed one another in interest. It 
IS difficult to conceive of an age (of many ages) when 
human bemgs cared somewhat about the salvation of the 
'soul', but not about each other as 'personalities'. Now 
Dante, I beheve, had experieItces which seemed to him of 
some Importance; not of importance because they had 
happened to rum and because he, Dante Alighieri, was an 
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Important person who kept press-cutting bureaux busy; 
but important in themselves; and therefore they seemed to 
him to have some philosophical and impersonal value. I 
find In it an account of a particular kind of experience: that 
IS, of sometlnng wruch had actual experience (the experi­
ence of the 'confession' in the modern sense) and intellec­
tual and imaginative experience (the expenence of thought 
and the expenence of dream) as Its materials; and wruch 
became a thud ldnd. It seems to me of Importance to grasp 
the sImple fact that the Vita Nuova IS neIther a 'confessIOn' 
nor an 'mdiscretion' In the modern sense, nor IS it a pIece 
ofPre-Raphaehte tapestry. If you have that sense of Intel­
lectual and spintual realitIes that Dante had, then a form 
of expreSSlOn hke the Vita Nuova cannot be classed euher 
as 'truth' or 'fiction'. 

In the first place, the type of sexual experience wruch 
Dante descnbes as occurnng to 111m at the age of rune 
years is by no means impossible or umque. My only doubt 
(in which I found myself confirmed by a chstingUlshed 
psychologIst) IS whether it could have taken place so late 
in 4fe as the age of nine years. The psychologIst agreed 
wIth me that it is more likely to occur at about five or SIX 
years of age. It is pOSSIble that Dante developed rather late, 
and it IS also pOSSIble that he altered the dates to employ 
some other slgruficance of the number mne. But to me it 
appears obvious that the Vita Nuova could only have been 
written around a personal expenence. If so, the detaIls do 
not matter: whether the lady was the Porttnan or not, I do 
not care; it IS qUIte as likely that she is a blind for someone 
else, even for a person whose name Dante may have for­
gotten or never known. But I cannot fmd It incredible that 
what has happened to others should have happened to 
Dante with much greater mtensity. 

The same experience, described in FreudIan terms, 
would be instantly accepted as fact by the modem"pubhc. 
It is Inere1y that Dante, quite reasonably, drew other 
conclusions and used another mode of expresslOn, wIDch 
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arouses incredulity. And we are inchned to think.­
as Remy de Gourmont, for once misled by his prejudIces 
into the pedantic attitude, thought-that if an author like 
Dante follows closely a form of vision that has a long 
history, It proves that the story is mere allegory (m the 
modern sense) or fake. I :find a much greater chfference m 
sensIbility between the Vita Nuova and the Shepherd of 
Hennas than Gourmont did. It IS not at all the simple dlf­
ference between the genuine and the fraud; it is a drfference 
ill mmd between the hunlble author of early Chnstian 
times and the poet of the thirteenth century, perhaps as 
great as that between the latter and ourselves. The simt­
lanties might prove that a certain habit in dream Imagery 
can persist throughout many changes of CIvilization. Gour­
mont would say that Dante borrowed; but that is imput­
ing our own mind to the thirteenth century. I merely 
suggest that possIbly Dante, in hIs place and tIme, was 
followmg somethmg more essentIal than merely a 'literary' 
traditIon. 

The atntude of Dante to the fundamental experIence of 
the Vita Nuova can only be understood by accusto~g 
ourselves to find mearung m final causes rather than In 
origins. It is not, I beheve, meant as a descnption of what 
he consciously felt on hIs meeting with Beatrice, but rather 
as a description of what that meant on mature reflection 
upon It. The final cause 15 the attraction towards God. A 
great deal of sentiment has been spilt, especially in the 
eighteenth and runeteenth centuries, upon idealizing the 
recIprocal feelings of man and woman towards each other, 
which various realists have been irritated to denounce: thIs 
sentiment Ignoring the fact that the love of man and woman 
(or for that matter of man and man) is only explained and 
made reasonable by the higher love, or else IS simply the 
couphng of animals. 

Let us entertain the theory that Dante, meditatmg on the 
astorushment of an experietlce at such an age. which no 
subsequent experience abobshed or exceeded, found mean~ 
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ings in it wInch we should not be hkely to fInd ourselves. 
His account is then just as reasonable as our own; and he IS 
simply prolonging the experience in a drfferent direction 
from that which we, with different mental habits and pre­
judices, are lIkely to take. 

We cannot, as a matter of fact, understand the Vita 
Nuova wIthout some saturation in the poetry of Dante's 
Italian contemporaries, or even in the poetry of his Pro­
ven~al predecessors. Literary parallels are most important, 
but we must be on guard not to take them in a purely 
literary and literal way. Dante wrote more or less, at first, 
like other poets, not simply because he had read theIr 
works, but because rus modes of feehng and thought were 
much hke theIrs. As for the Provenc;al poets, I have not the 
knowledge to read them at first hand. That mysterious 
people had a relIgIOn of their own which was thoroughly 
and painfully extinguished by the Inquisition; so that we 
hardly know more about them than about the Sumerians. 
I suspect that the dllference between this unknown, and 
possibly maligned, Albigensiarusm and CatholIcIsm has 
some correspondence wIth the difference between the 
poetry of the Provenyal school and the Tuscan. The sys­
tem of Dante's orgaruzation of sensIbIhty-the contrast 
between higher and lower carnal love, the transItion from 
Beatrice hvmg to Beatrice dead, rising to the Cult of the 
Virgm, seems to me to be his own. 

At any rate, the Vita Nuova, besides being a sequence of 
beautiful poems connected by a curious vision-hterature 
prose is, I belIeve, a very sOWld psychological treatise on 
something related to what is now called 'sublimatIOn'. 
There IS also a practical sense of reahtIes behind it, wruch 
is antiromantIC: not to expect more from life than it can 
give or more from human bemgs than they can give; to 
look to death for what hfe cannot gIve. The Vita Nuova 
belongs to 'vision hte.r.ature'; but Its philosoph¥ IS the 
Catholic phIlosophy of dlsillusIOn. 

Understandmg of the book is gready advanced by 
275 



DANTE 

acquaintance wIth GUldo Guirucelli, Cavalcantl, Cino, and 
others. One ought, mdeed, to study the development of 
the art of love from the Provenc;al poets onwards, paying 
just attention to both resemblances and dIfferences in spint; 
as well as the development of verse form and stanza form 
and vocabulary. But such study IS vain unless we have first 
made the conscious attempt, as dlfficult and hard as re­
birth, to pass through the lookIng-glass mtp a world which 
is just as reasonable as our own. When we have done that, 
we begin to wonder whether the world of Dante IS not 
both larger and more sohd than our own. When we"'tepeat 

Tutti Ii mid penser parlan d'Amore 

we must stop to think what amore means-something dlf­
ferent from its Latin original, its French equivalent, or its 
defmition in a modem Itahan dIctionary. 

It is, I repeat, for several reasons necessary to read the 
Divine Comedy first. The first readIng of the Vita Nuova 
gives nothlllg but Pre-Raphaehte quallltness. The Comedy 
Ill1tIa.tes us into the world of medIaeval Imagery, III the 
Inferno most apprehenslble, in the Paradiso most rarefied. It 
irutlates us also mto the world of mediaeval thought and 
dogma: far eaSler for those who have had the college dis­
cipline of Plato and Aristode, but possible even WIthout 
that. The Vita Nuova plunges us direct into mediaeval sensi­
bility. It 1S not, for Dante, a masterp1ece, so that it is safer 
for us to read it, the first time, for the hght It can throw 
on the Comedy than for itself. 

Read in thIs way, it can be more useful than a dozen 
commentaries. The effect of many books about Dante is to 
give the impression that It IS more necessary to read about 
him than to read what he has written. But the next step 
after readmg Dante again and agam should be to read 
some of the books that he read, rather than modern books 
about his work and life and tlm~s, however good. We 
may easuy be dtstracted by tollowing up the rustones of 
Emperors and Popes. W1th a poet hke Shakespeare, we are 
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less hkely to ignore the text for the commentary. WIth 
Dante there is just as much need for concentrating on the 
text, and all the more because Dante's mind is more remote 
from the ways of thinlang and feehng in which we have 
been brought up. What we need is not information but 
knowledge: the first step to knowledge is to recognize the 
chfferences between lus form of thought and feehng and 
ours. Even to attach great importance to Thornism, or to 
Cathohclsm, mly lead us astray, in attracting us too much 
to such differences as are entIrely capable of intellectual 
formulatlon. The Enghsh reader needs to remember that 
even had Dante not been a good Cathohc, even had he 
treated Aristotle or Thomas wIth sceptIcal indrlference, his 
nund would still be no eaSIer to understand; the forms of 
ImaginatIOn, phantasm.agoria, and sensIbility would be Just 
as strange to us. We have to learn to accept these forms: 
and this acceptance IS more important than anythmg that 
can be called behef. There is almost a definite moment of 
acceptance at wruch the New LIfe begins. 

What I have wntten is, as I promised, not an 'introduc­
noil' to the study but a brief account of my own mtro­
ductlon to It. In extenuation, it may be observed that to 
wnte m tills way of men hke Dante or Shakespeare is 
really less presumptuous than to Wrlte of smaller men. The 
very vastness of the subject leaves a possibility that one 
may have somethmg to say worth saying; whereas WIth 
smaller men, only minute and special study is hkely to 
justify wnting about them at all. 
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