WHAT DANTE MEANS 0 pp,

this occasion, out of
to the audience and to Dante himself; I shall refrain fron:l) qufi;:

him in Italian. And I do not feel that I have anything more to
contribute, on the subject of Dante’s poetry, than | put, years ago,
into 2 brief essay. As I explained in the original preface to that
essay, I read Dante only with a prose translation beside the text,
Forty years ago I began to puzzle out the Divine Comedy in this
way; and when I thought I had grasped the meaning of a passage
which especially delighted me, I committed it to memory; so
that, for some years, I was able to recite a large part of one canto
oranother to myself, lying in bed or on a railway journey. Heaven
knows what it would have sounded like, had I recited it aloud;
but it was by this means that I steeped myself in Dante’s poetry.
And now it is twenty years since I set down all that my meagre
attainments qualified me to say about Dante. But ] thought it no;
Uninteresting to myself, and possibly to others, to try to rcci)arin
In what my own debt to Dante consists. I do not think I can C;P ard
his poetry as the most persistent @d deepest me of the reasons
own verse, I should like to establish at least SB te has meant t0
for it, Perhaps confessions by poets, of what an '

them» may even contribute something t© th

e apprCC:;‘UOInC:n
: 1 at
Dante himself, And finally, it is the only contribution
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I have ranged over some varieties of ‘influence’ ip
. indication, by contrast, of what Dante has or
ve borrowed lines from him, in ¢} Meant g,
to reproduce, or rather to arouse in the reader’s mind thee Attemp,
of some Dantesque scene, and thus establish a relationsh; Memory,
the medieval inferno and modern bfe. Readers of P betweey
Land will perhaps remember that the vision of m Y Wage
trooping over London Bridge from the railway Sta)t’j City clerk,
offices evoked the reflection ‘I had not thought death }? r:i to thej;
so many’; and that in another place I deliberately m d?ﬁ Undone
of Dante by altering it—‘sighs, short and infrequ oditied a Jipe
haled.” And I gave the references in my notes 12 cn(;, were ex.
the reader who recognized the allusion, know tha(:rl €T t0 make
to recognize it, and know that he would have mis cllneant him
if he did not recognize it. Twenty years after writi sed the point
Land, I wrote, in Little Gidding, a passage which i ung The Wase
the nearest equivalent to a canto of the Infemc ls‘: tended to be
in style as well as content, that I could achievz 0’; : c Purggtorio,
course, was the same as with my allusions to D ¢ Intention, of
Land: to present to the mind of the reade e i The Wase
contrast, between the Inferno and the Pr - paraucl, by. means of
yisited and a hallucinated scene after an R ' 1ich, Dant
is different: here I was debarred fro alr-ral.d. But the m-CthOd
length—I borrowed and adapted freelm q:lOtlng or adapting at
cause I was imitating. My first PI'Obl y only a few phrascs—be-
tion to the ferza rima without rh cm was to ﬁnd an approxima-
provided with rhyming words hymmg: English is less copiousy
have are in a way more em ht . Lealtin; st thioss cyings B
much attention to themselvep- ?I‘tl;]:; T}.lc thyming words call 100
to me in which exact rh ms. ralianis 5 ot Jacgusgs A7
what the effect of rh}’mey s iways achicve do effect-ant
poet to inves ﬁgatc—withols, I:hfor .the neurologist rather than the
fore adopted, for m ut the risk of obtruding itself. I there”
masculine and fem; Y E urpose, a simple alternation of unrhy™
the light effect of the }tlermm.auom’ as the nearest way of g1V
attempting to Jay d rhyme in Italian. In saying this, I 3% ot
ected j y down a law, but merel a3 ] wa
in a particular sjtyar; erely explaining how * 7
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me. Certainly I ha
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obably less unsatisfactory for trang]
1(5: olr)ne dy than is blank verse. For, unfortun

jifferent metre is a different mode of th
Tdn 4 of punctuatiot, for the emphases and ¢
ome in the same place. Dante thought in
qould be translated as nearly as possible
form as the original. So that, in a transla

comething is lost; though on the other hand, when Itead a fer
ima translation of the Divine Comedy and come to some az:
sage of which I remember the original pretty closely, Iam al“I:a .
worried in anticipation, by the inevitable shifts and twists whigh
I know the translator will be obliged to make, in order to £t
Dante’s words into English thyme. And no verse seems to de-
mand greater literalness in translation than Dante’s, because no
poet convinces one more completely that the word he has used is
the word he wanted, and that no other will do.

I do not know whether the substitute for thyme that I used in
the passage referred to would be tolerable for a very long original
poem in English: but I do know that I myself should not find the
rest of my life long enough time in which to write it. For one
of the interesting things I learnt in trying to imitate Dante in
English, was its extreme difficulty. This section of a poem—not
the length of one canto of the Divine Comedy—cost me far more
time and trouble and vexation than any passage of the same letgnt
that  have ever written. It was not simply that I was hnut}fdltto:vgz
Dé}ntesque Lype o,f 1magery, simile and ﬁguricognspjvixcicin every
chiefly that in this very bare and austere style, In W " ciilon
word has to be ‘functional’, the slightest Vagucri)essv(;r m&ftect; the
is immediately noticeable. The language hlas :j) ghd;ylincd to the
line, and the single word, must be complet zsing simple words
Purpose of the whole; and, thn ytf) uchar;lost common idiom,
and simple phrases, any repetition © y

Jring blemish.
ot of the most frequently needcd' wo_rd. bcl::mcs agl gf original
I'am not saying that ferza rimé ISI t}?c :
glish verse composition; tho.ug ¢his cen a hymed
car~that s, the ear trained duri®® LE Fogbilites of ™

se in
CUstomed to much greater exerc! 9
12

ation. of
ately for thi Purpose
ought; it i 4 diﬁ’eren;
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In the same thought-
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I think I have already made clear, however, that the Importan
debt to Dante does not lie in a poet’s borrowings, or adaptationg
from Dante; nor is it one of those debts which are incurred only
at a particular stage in another poet’s development. Nor s j
found in those passages in which one has taken him as a mode]
The important debt does not occur in relation to the number of
places in one’s writings to which a critic can point a finger, and
say, here and there he wrote something which he could not have
written unless he had had Dante in mind. Nor do I wish to speak
now of any debt which one may owe to the thought of Dante,
to his view of life, or to the philosophy and theology which
give shape and content to the Divine Comedy. That is another,
though by no means unrelated question. Of what one learns,
anc.l goes on learning, from Dante I should like to make three
points,

_ The first is, that of the very few poets of similar stature there
» none, not even Virgil, who has been a more attentive studeat
Of,- the art °_f.P°°t1fY » Of 2 more scrupulous, painstaking and -
scious practitioner of the craft. Certainly no English poet can be
::np ared with hin} in this respect, for the more conscious cr3
A-and I am thinking primarily of Milton—have been ¢
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e hmitcd pocts, and therefore more ited ;
als0. To realize more and more what this me I thejr craft
oars of one’s life, is itself a moral lessop ans, through th,

lesson from it which is a moral lesson t00.; Tﬁt Ldraw a fyrp,

English poets especially, one can say that

by their genius to abuse the English lan
idiom so peculiar and even cccen%ric thatg;a Cg ; 1:1°bedevd°P an
to later poets. Dante seems to me t h . xotnoe
octs., Lan O have a place in Italian litera-
turc—vs'rhlch, in this respect, only Shakespeare has in ours: that ;
they give body to the soul of the language, conforminé t.h:;-:
se.lv'cs, the one more and the other less consciously, to what th
41vm§d to be its possibilities. And Shakespeare himself takz
liberties which only his genius justifies; liberties which Dante,
with an equal genius, does not take. To pass on to posterity one’s
own language, more highly developed, more refined, and
more precise than it was before one wrote it, that is the highest
possible achievement of the poet as poet. Of course, a really
supreme poet makes poetry also more difficult for his successors,
but the simple fact of his supremacy, and the price a literature
must pay, for having a Dante or a Shakespeare, is that it can
have only one. Later poets must find something else to do, and be
content if the things left to do are lesser things. But I am not
speaking of what a supreme poet, one of those few without
whom the current speech of a people with a great laxﬁguagc
would not be what it is, does for later poets, Of of what he pre-

after
ve ' hat he does for cvcryb"dy. .
ents them from doing, but of W O other tongue it i

him who speaks that language, who railway
Whether they are poets, philosop hers,

porters. ter of
That . e great maste
hat is one lesson: that the g d lesson of
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the lesson of width of emotional range. Perhaps it could be beg
expressed under the figure of the spectrum, or of the gamy,
Employing this figure, [ may say that the great poet shoy)y not
only perceive and distinguish more clear.ly than. other men, the
colours or sounds within the range of ordinary vision or hcaring'
he should perceive vibrations beyond the range of ordinary men:
and be able to make men see and hear more at each end than ¢},
could ever see without his help. We have for instance in English
literature great religious poets, but they are, by comparison with
Dante, specialists. That is all they can do. And Dante, becayse he
could do everything else, is for that reason the greatest ‘religious’
poet, though to call him a ‘religious poet” would be to abate b
universality. The Divine Comedy expresses everything in the
way of emotion, between depravity’s despair and the beatif
vision, that man is capable of experiencing. It is therefore a con-
stant reminder to the poet, of the obligation to explore, to find
words for the inarticulate, to capture those feelings which people
can hardly even feel, because they have no words for them: and
at the same time, a reminder that the explorer beyond the fron-
tiers of ordinary consciousness will only be able to return and
report to his fellow-citizens, if he has all the time a firm grasp
upon the realities with which they are already acquainted.

These two achievements of Dante are not to be thought of as
separate or separable. The task of the poet, in making people
comprehend the incomprehensible, demands immense resources
of language; and in developing the language, enriching the mean-
ing of words and showing how much words can do, he is making
possible a much greater range of emotion and perception for
other men, because he gives them the speech in which more ca
be expressed. I only suggest as an instance what Dante did for his
own language—and for ours, since we have taken the word and
anglicized it~by the verb trasumanar.

What I have been saying just now is not irrelevant to the fact

—Ior to me it appears an incontestab]e fact—that Dante is, bgyond
all other poets of our continent, the most European. He is the
least provincial-and yet that statement must be immc‘ﬁat?lx
protected by saying that he did not become the ‘least pro"inaal
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by ceasing t0 be local. No one is more local; one never forgets
that there is much in Dante’s poetry which escapes any reader
whose native language is not Italian; but I think that the foreigner
i< less aware of any residuum that must for ever escape him, than
any of us is in reading any other master of a language which is
not our own. The Italian of Dante is somehow our language from
the moment we begin to try to read it; and the lessons of craft, of

speech and of exploration of sensibility are lessons which any
European can take to heart and try to apply in his own tongue.



