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FOR BRETT FOSTER (1973–2015),
better craftsman,

AND TIMOTHY LARSEN,
a Light in the Dark Wood





I am convinced, then, that we need never be afraid to read into the great images of Dante all the fullness of significance which they can be made to contain—so long, of course, as our interpretation does not involve a degradation of the image and is not incongruous with the general purpose of his allegory. A great poem is not the perquisite of scholars and critics and historians: it is yours and mine—our freehold and our possession; and what it truly means to us is a real part of its true and eternal meaning.

DOROTHY L. SAYERS,
“DANTE’S IMAGERY: I—SYMBOLIC” (1947)




It has taken Christendom that long to catch him [Kierkegaard] up; it

took it fifty to catch up St. Thomas, and it has not caught up Dante yet.

CHARLES WILLIAMS, THE DESCENT OF THE DOVE (1939)




Dare I confess that after Dante even Shakespeare

seems to me a little factitious?

C. S. LEWIS, “DANTE’S SIMILES” (1940)








Series Preface
G. WALTER HANSEN




THE KEN AND JEAN HANSEN LECTURESHIP

I was motivated to set up a lectureship in honor of my parents, Ken and Jean Hansen, at the Wade Center primarily because they loved Marion E. Wade. My father began working for Mr. Wade in 1946, the year I was born. He launched my father’s career and mentored him in business. Often when I look at the picture of Marion Wade in the Wade Center, I give thanks to God for his beneficial influence in my family and in my life.

After Darlene and I were married in December 1967, the middle of my senior year at Wheaton College, we invited Marion and Lil Wade for dinner in our apartment. I wanted Darlene to get to know the best storyteller I’ve ever heard.

When Marion Wade passed through death into the Lord’s presence on November 28, 1973, his last words to my father were, “Remember Joshua, Ken.” As Joshua was the one who followed Moses to lead God’s people, my father was the one who followed Marion Wade to lead the ServiceMaster Company.

After members of Marion Wade’s family and friends at ServiceMaster set up a memorial fund in honor of Marion Wade at Wheaton College, my parents initiated the renaming of Clyde Kilby’s collection of papers and books from the seven British authors—C. S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkien, Dorothy L. Sayers, George MacDonald, G. K. Chesterton, Charles Williams, and Owen Barfield—as the Marion E. Wade Collection.

I was also motivated to name this lectureship after my parents because they loved the literature of these seven authors, whose papers are now collected at the Wade Center.

While I was still in college, my father and mother took an evening course on Lewis and Tolkien with Dr. Kilby. The class was limited to nine students so that they could meet in Dr. Kilby’s living room. Dr. Kilby’s wife, Martha, served tea and cookies.

My parents were avid readers, collectors, and promoters of the books of the seven Wade authors, even hosting a book club in their living room led by Dr. Kilby. When they moved to Santa Barbara in 1977, they named their home Rivendell, after the beautiful house of the elf Lord Elrond, whose home served as a welcome haven to weary travelers as well as a cultural center for Middle-earth history and lore. Family and friends who stayed in their home know that their home fulfilled Tolkien’s description of Rivendell:


And so at last they all came to the Last Homely House, and found its doors flung wide. . . . [The] house was perfect whether you liked food, or sleep, or work, or story-telling, or singing, or just sitting and thinking best, or a pleasant mixture of them all. . . . Their clothes were mended as well as their bruises, their tempers and their hopes. . . . Their plans were improved with the best advice.1



Our family treasures many memories of our times at Rivendell, highlighted by storytelling. Our conversations often drew from images of the stories of Lewis, Tolkien, and the other authors. We had our own code language: “That was a terrible Bridge of Khazad-dûm experience.” “That meeting felt like the Council of Elrond.”

One cold February, Clyde and Martha Kilby escaped the deep freeze of Wheaton to thaw out and recover for two weeks at my parents’ Rivendell home in Santa Barbara. As a thank-you note, Clyde Kilby dedicated his book Images of Salvation in the Fiction of C. S. Lewis to my parents. When my parents set up our family foundation in 1985, they named the foundation Rivendell Stewards’ Trust.

In many ways, they lived in and lived out the stories of the seven authors. It seemed fitting and proper, therefore, to name this lectureship in honor of Ken and Jean Hansen.




ESCAPE FOR PRISONERS

The purpose of the Hansen Lectureship is to provide a way of escape for prisoners. J. R. R. Tolkien writes about the positive role of escape in literature:


I have claimed that Escape is one of the main functions of fairy-stories, and since I do not disapprove of them, it is plain that I do not accept the tone of scorn or pity with which “Escape” is now so often used: a tone for which the uses of the word outside literary criticism give no warrant at all. In what the misusers of Escape are fond of calling Real Life, Escape is evidently as a rule very practical, and may even be heroic.2



Note that Tolkien is not talking about escapism or an avoidance of reality but rather the idea of escape as a means of providing a new view of reality, the true, transcendent reality that is often screened from our view in this fallen world. He adds:


Evidently we are faced by a misuse of words, and also by a confusion of thought. Why should a man be scorned, if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner cannot see it. In using Escape in this [derogatory] way the [literary] critics have chosen the wrong word, and, what is more, they are confusing, not always by sincere error, the Escape of the Prisoner with the Flight of the Deserter.3



I am not proposing that these lectures give us a way to escape from our responsibilities or ignore the needs of the world around us but rather that we explore the stories of the seven authors to escape from a distorted view of reality, from a sense of hopelessness, and to awaken us to the true hope of what God desires for us and promises to do for us.

C. S. Lewis offers a similar vision for the possibility that such literature could open our eyes to a new reality:


We want to escape the illusions of perspective. . . . We want to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as with our own. . . .

The man who is contented to be only himself, and therefore less a self, is in prison. My own eyes are not enough for me, I will see through those of others. . . .

In reading great literature I become a thousand men yet remain myself. . . . Here as in worship, in love, in moral action, and in knowing, I transcend myself; and am never more myself than when I do.4



The purpose of the Hansen Lectureship is to explore the great literature of the seven Wade authors so that we can escape from the prison of our self-centeredness and narrow, parochial perspective in order to see with other eyes, feel with other hearts, and be equipped for practical deeds in real life.

As a result, we will learn new ways to experience and extend the fulfillment of our Lord’s mission: “to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free” (Lk 4:18).
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Figure I.1. Domenico di Michelino, Dante, Florence and the Divine Comedy (1465), Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence, Italy




Behind him is a tiered rock structure on which many people are either walking with heavy rocks on their backs, slumped on the ground, or lying facedown on the ground. At the center of the rock sits a figure with large wings on a throne.














Introduction


“AND NOW,” DOROTHY SAYERS confided to a friend in early July 1946, “I’ve got this lecture on Dante to write. What on earth made me say I’d do it?”1 When I encountered Sayers’s remark in fall 2023, I could relate. I was then teaching three courses, including one on Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, whose weekly page count was wearing even me down; working on multiple other writing projects, some with looming deadlines; nursing an Achilles injury that would soon require surgery; driving children hither and yon; cooking dinner for my equally beleaguered spouse; vacuuming occasionally; and in so many other ways feeling that there was far too much going on to allow me to deliver the ninth installment of the Ken and Jean Hansen Lectureship at the Marion E. Wade Center.

What had I been thinking when I pitched a three-part lecture series on Dante’s influence? The previous Hansen lecturers had shown a wise frugality in their topics, discussing one or, at most, two of the seven writers whose books and papers are collected by the Wade. I, meanwhile, had made the prodigal proposal to examine how three Wade authors—Sayers and her friends Charles Williams and C. S. Lewis—gathered around Dante (whom I counted an honorary fourth). My worries were compounded by the fact that my archival labors revealed daily how thoroughly Dante had infiltrated my trio’s reading and writing lives. Every visit to the Wade seemed to dredge up new material, which then inevitably hinted of other apposite artifacts lurking in the vault. As the date of the first lecture, in mid-January 2024, approached, I felt short on time and long—far too long—on bibliography.

I tracked down the lecture in question—an inquiry into Dante’s craft as a storyteller through a close inspection of Inferno XXVI—and took heart from its evidence that Sayers survived her ordeal unscathed. In fact, the event was such a success that her hosts, the faculty of the Cambridge Society for Italian Studies’ summer school, invited her to return the following year to deliver two more lectures. In them, she again took Dante as her subject (“Dante’s Imagery: Symbolic” and “Dante’s Imagery: Pictorial”). Flipping through Sayers’s three published collections of critical writing on Dante, I discovered that the overwhelming majority of their contents had originally been invited talks.2 In the span of nine years—concluding only with her death in 1957—she lectured on Dante publicly more than ten times and, as she would undoubtedly admit, did so privately on many more occasions. This connected her—it dawned on me—with my other two Wade authors. Months earlier, I had at great peril to my eyesight inched my way through the nearly indecipherable notes that Williams made for “lectures on Dante 1933–1941” (as the three folders in question are marked at the Wade). And Lewis had been long known to me as a lecturer on Dante by way of The Discarded Image (1964), originally a “course of lectures given more than once at Oxford” to bring students up to speed on the medieval model of the universe, and through his two talks to the Oxford Dante Society (which have long ranked among my favorite pieces of Dante criticism).3

Set against this background, the Hansen series now appeared a rite of passage. If my authors had lectured, so too must I lecture. And how much damage could I really do? My series would, after all, be gesturing back to true founts of wisdom—my three authors’ writings on Dante and, beyond them, the wellspring, Dante himself. Whatever brambles I might place in my audience’s path, the right road would remain in plain view.

Reviewing Sayers’s lectures didn’t just work on my courage, though. Her words also reminded me that this was going to be fun. Having taught the Divine Comedy (hereafter we’ll do as Dante did and just call it the Comedy) for many years, I know that fun is not a word commonly associated with Dante—either the man or the reading thereof. Yet from her life-altering, total-immersion plunge into the Comedy in 1944 (see chapter two) until her dying day, Sayers insisted on it. “I was prepared to find him a GREAT POET, and of course a GREAT RELIGIOUS POET, all in solemn capital letters,” Sayers reported to Williams in the wake of that momentous reading, “but I was not prepared to find him good company, and I was certainly not prepared to find myself continually saying with a chuckle, ‘Dear, funny Dante!’”4 To open the lecture “The Comedy of the Comedy” (1949), Sayers told her audience that she had toyed with the idea of inserting the sentence “George was curled up comfortably in the big arm-chair, chuckling over The Divine Comedy” into a story to test the degree of Dante snobbery in the land. “The game,” she explained, “would be to see how many reviewers and correspondents could be lured into accusing me of gross illiteracy.” She anticipated that high-minded readers would “solemnly [point] out that the work in question, so far from being a humorous piece, was a Great Religious Poem, permeated from end to end by Awful Sublimity and unmitigated Grimth.”5

Williams and Lewis, the Wade archive revealed, encouraged revolt against such false cultural pieties. After Sayers bombarded him with dispatches as she raced through the Comedy, Williams suggested that his employer, Oxford University Press, might publish them as a booklet under his editorial supervision. “I do very much want people,” he implored her, “to get all you say about the laughter and lightness and fun—even—of Dante. We want to break up the hideous monstrosity of the catholic [sic] mystical poet which they envisage as part of their solemn culture.”6 Williams’s words here betray his sense that calling Dante a “mystic” was a distraction from the real issue. In his 1943 study of Dante, The Figure of Beatrice, he writes in this vein:


We do not know if [Dante] was a “mystic,” nor is it our business; and the word, having been mentioned, may now be dismissed. The present point about the work of this great poet is that it refers us not to a rare human experience but to a common; or rather it begins with one that is common [namely, romantic love] and continues on a way which might be more common than it is.7



The “hideous monstrosity” is the false vision of Dante as a dealer in arcana, one whose experience has nothing to do with ours. In fact, the “way” Dante tread, Williams always stressed, is open to future travelers. (As I discuss in chapter five, Sayers came around to the idea of Dante as a particular sort of mystical poet by building on Williams’s thought and, in acknowledgment of that debt, named Williams as a member of the same order.) Alas, Williams’s death the following spring would doom their collaboration on a Dante booklet, yet Lewis immediately stepped in with an offer that allowed Sayers to disseminate key ideas from her correspondence with Williams (again, see chapter two).

Upon receiving her acceptance of that offer, Lewis applauded her suggestion that she write on the “narrative power” of the Comedy. Writing to Sayers on May 25, 1945 (only ten days after Williams’s death), Lewis told her, “I am sure you’ve struck the right subject. And the learned need it more than anyone else for, as you must know yourself, the last thing they ever dream of noticing in a great narrative poem is the narrative.”8 Four days later, he added:


The reason why they [the learned authorities] don’t like either the narrative element or low comedy is that these have obvious immediate entertainment value. These prigs, starting from the true proposition that great art is more than entertainment reach the glaring non sequitur “entertainment has no place in great art”—like people who think music can’t be “classical” if there is a catchy tune in it.9



The following year, Sayers would begin that first lecture on Dante referenced above by echoing Lewis’s diagnosis of the learned prejudice against entertaining stories:


The Divine Comedy—and let us not forget it—is a poem which tells a story. It is easy enough for superior persons to scorn the story-teller’s art and patronize his unsophisticated audience. Story-telling (so they say, and I will not deny it) is a knack often possessed by very vulgar and illiterate writers; the eagerness to know what happened next is (no doubt) a mark of the eternal child in us all. Good story-telling often results—discreditably—in popularity and large sales, and is therefore a thing to be condemned by the high-minded; and it is all the more disconcerting to discover that good story-telling is one of the conditions of earthly immortality.10



Dante, Sayers goes on to declare, “is an incomparable story-teller,” and as such, he may be enjoyed by anyone who appreciates a well-told tale. No doctorate is required for admission to his art. The medieval poet—who, we must recall, wrote his epic in the local tongue of Tuscany rather than the international language of learning, diplomacy, and culture, Latin—had intended to be a popular author: “Dante wrote to be read by the common man and woman, and to distribute the bread of angels among those who had no leisure to be learned.”11 She dedicated years of her life to the distribution of that bread, her lectures being spinoffs of the main project: composing a translation of the Comedy that the “common reader” (her phrase) could take up and read with delight. As she worked, happily, to that end, Sayers had regular recourse to Williams’s work on Dante and repeated contact with Lewis—who proved an at once admiring and critical reader in the best sense.


A COHORT OF DANTE READERS

Early on, I envisioned my three writers as free agents working in parallel. Accordingly, my game plan for the lectures had been to reveal their respective, and separate (so I assumed), responses to a favorite author through comparison and contrast. The inadequacy of that scheme became obvious once I installed myself at the Wade. I was surprised and more than a little amused to discover that I had even underestimated the height of the pillar on which they set Dante’s bust. Williams called the Florentine “a genius of the greatest power” and “the greatest European poet” (to which he added, parenthetically, “greatest as poet, not only as metaphysician”).12 Lewis named Dante among the “candidates for the supreme poetical honors of the world” in 1936, and then, four years later, clarified, “I think Dante’s poetry on the whole the greatest poetry I have read”—ranking Dante above Homer, which even Dante hadn’t done.13 Sayers, not to be outdone, called Dante a “universal poet, speaking prophetically of God and the Soul and the Society of Men in their universal relations.”14 Moreover, Dante appeared to her not just (as we have heard) an “incomparable” storyteller but “the most incomparable story-teller who ever set pen to paper.”15

Once I dug beneath the bibliographical topsoil of my trio’s best-known titles, once I was reading their private correspondence, minor works, and footnotes, I saw that they crisscrossed over Dante to a far greater degree than I had imagined. Across a range of documents and years, I witnessed how they motivated each other to read (or revisit) Dante; how they studied and at times critiqued each other’s stances on and, in Sayers’s case, renderings of Dante; how they quoted each other’s remarks on Dante; and how they promoted each other’s Dantean endeavors in public addresses and print publications. Simple comparison and contrast wouldn’t suffice under these conditions. The archive had not presented me with three parallel processes; it was handing over a dense clump of relations.

As my first Hansen lecture closed in on me, and the stacks of archival materials looming over me reached fearful heights, I realized that the problem facing me—the dizzying number of Dantean connections between them that I had turned up—was in fact the solution. At the Wade, I stumbled upon the chief historical claim of this book: that Sayers, Williams, and Lewis must be understood as a cohort of Dante readers whose invocations of Dante—public and private, conspicuous and covert—comprise a network of allusions, quotations, and citations. Now, in calling them a cohort, let me stress at the outset that I do not mean to suggest that they always thought the same way about Dante. They did not. In fact, they broke on some major issues (as subsequent chapters will detail). Yet differences of opinion were surely a feature rather than a bug in these exchanges. The three benefited, moreover, from each party’s distinct fascinations with Dante’s work—Sayers, once again, with Dante’s gifts for narrative and humor, Lewis with Dante’s cosmos and the improbably pleasurable linguistic brew he concocted to describe it, and Williams with Dante’s portrayal of romantic love’s religious potential and the thickness of the poet’s allegory. Shared reverence for Dante enriched my trio’s friendships; disagreements and distinct angles on Dante kept their conversations interesting.




A CHAPTER IN THE COMEDY’S BIOGRAPHY

Over the last few decades, and especially of late, humanities scholars have dedicated themselves to recording the biographies of books, or even particular copies of books, as well as in readers’ lives in books. Unsurprisingly, Dante’s literary legacy has received this kind of attention—with Joseph Luzzi’s recent Dante’s Divine Comedy: A Biography serving as a compact case in point. The Way of Dante argues that the Sayers-Williams-Lewis cohort’s activities represent a notable chapter of that biography. To put it another way, this book doesn’t just present the subject of Dante as a window into my trio’s thinking and relationships; it also proposes that my trio’s writings teach us important lessons about the Comedy. Sayers, Williams, and Lewis matter as Dante critics, I am arguing. Their “chapter” in the Comedy’s reception history is notable in three respects: the audiences, the vehicles, and the fullness of their Dantean ventures. The remainder of this introduction sets up these themes of the book, followed by a brief outline of the chapters ahead.

To explain the first, Luzzi’s chapter on the generation under consideration here is helpful. Luzzi focuses on a different set of Dante enthusiasts—modernists T. S. Eliot, W. B. Yeats, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and company. These writers were my trio’s contemporaries, and their paths occasionally overlapped (all three knew Eliot, for example, Williams making an especially strong impression on him). Yet Luzzi’s portrait of the modernist Dante presents a striking contrast to Sayers’s, Williams’s, and Lewis’s dealings with the Florentine poet. All extolled Dante—but for very different reasons.

Tellingly, the modernists made a habit of pasting bits of Dante into their work without translation or reference. A well-known example (cited by Luzzi) is the block of Italian verses—sans attribution—sitting in the epigraph of Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Eliot expects you to recognize them (or maybe he doesn’t?) as the words of the false counselor Guido da Montefeltro in Inferno XXVII. In the lines Eliot quotes, Guido consents to speak with Dante based on his belief that no one gets out of hell. Very inviting! Reflecting on Eliot’s move, Luzzi observes, “Unlike the Romantics, who aimed at emotional authenticity and affective connection with their readers, Eliot and his fellow Modernists wished to separate sophisticated literary production from mainstream cultural consumption.”16 “Difficulty and complexity,” he continues, “were the aesthetic buzzwords of the Modernist movement, pushing its adherents to chart new artistic ground even if the output risked lapsing into the opaque and unintelligible.” Dante was an inspiration for the modernists because his poetics were experimental, his meanings obscure. He too was difficult.

This book argues that Sayers, Williams, and Lewis were working in the opposite direction. While Williams and Lewis were members of the Oxford Dante Society, and Sayers had occasion to talk shop with the dantisti (as serious Dante scholars are called), they did not, for the most part, address their writing to Dante insiders. Rather, they endeavored to bring readers, auditors, students into Dante’s poem, Dante’s mentality, Dante’s cosmos. They were in the business of making Dante available to newcomers. That project had its own difficulties, as Sayers pointed out on several occasions. Nowhere was she more candid than her 1954 address to a group of educators, “On Translating the Divina Commedia.” The target audience of her translation, she explained, consisted of people who were certainly literate but not “(in the old sense of the word) educated”—as in not steeped in the Greco-Roman classics and their medieval and early modern respondents. This vast “new reading public” included “boys and girls in the upper forms,” “university students of all types,” and “the intelligent suburban housewife and office-worker who snatch their culture at odd moments.” The task of the Dante translator was no doubt daunting:


Somehow we have to capture this elusive and ill-prepared “common reader,” and persuade him or her to embark on a 14,000 line poem by a writer six hundred years dead, of whom all that is generally known is that he has a great reputation for obscurity, believed that the sun went round the earth, and took a vindictive delight in describing the torments of a physical Hell in which no enlightened person believes.17



Sayers goes on to suggest various stratagems—beginning with “write readable English”—to help the common reader to overcome his or her (and the her mattered very much to Sayers) apprehensions and pick up the poem. Sayers trusted that Dante—that “incomparable” storyteller and singer—would take it from there.

Williams and Lewis wrote about, gestured toward, and slyly passed Dante over to the “common reader,” too. My trio’s Dantean enterprises were largely directed at nonspecialists (such as the public lectures noted earlier), and their adaptations of Dante’s ideas, characters, and locales took, for the most part, popular forms (such as the thriller and science fiction). Reading untranslated bits of Dante in modernist poetry made such readers feel the distance between themselves and Dante. My cohort sought to bridge that distance.18 This book argues, therefore, that Sayers, Williams, and Lewis were each, after their own fashion, translators of Dante to their generation.




A FEW WORDS ON DIFFICULTY

This is not to say that my writers were never themselves difficult. The complaint has often been made about Williams’s writing, and this issue must be dealt with up front since it will come up in the chapters ahead. Lewis in fact called Williams on it publicly and privately, and his perspective is illuminating. His 1939 review of Taliessin Through Logres, Williams’s collection of modern Arthurian poetry, begins on exactly this note: “The only reason for reading a difficult poem is some assurance that it contains goodness great enough to outweigh the evil of its difficulty.”19 Lewis then engages in cost-benefit analysis to show that the good of the book does outweigh its evils.20 Those evils include traits that Lewis associated with modernist poetry—obscurity, harshness, “talk of jakes and latrines.” Yet Lewis argues that Williams’s difficulty is in the service of something different than the modernist variety, and so warns against “modernist misunderstanding” of Williams’s work: “He has got all necessary ‘disillusionment’ over before the poem begins,” Lewis asserts, “so that no more can be said on that well-worn theme, and we can proceed at once to something positive.” Lewis goes on to list several positives: “We find throughout [Williams’s poems] an understanding of health, of discipline, and (above all) of courtesy, which are rare at the present time. No poem expresses more charity or less indulgence. But perhaps its greatest gift to us is what I have called the quality of Glory.”21

To read Williams is thus to be brought to life, and, as that last phrase suggests, to be put in touch with something higher. Reviewing the posthumous edition of Taliessin Through Logres in 1946, Lewis uses Eliot as a foil:


In reading Mr Eliot one seems to be listening to a voice that is always on the point of dying away—no poetry can more powerfully convey the sense of stillness, hushed expectancy, vacancy, death. In Williams, on the other hand, we are conscious of soaring energy, as if huge masses were being hurled to great heights, or as if we ourselves were being repeatedly flung up (into sunlight) on the crests of waves.22



The effect reminded Lewis of Dante. Reflecting on Williams’s Arthurian poetry after his death, Lewis argued that it was identifiable as “the work of a man who has learned much from Dante (the Dante of the Paradiso).”23 As subsequent chapters will make clear, this was a very high compliment indeed. Lewis kept coming back to Paradiso, fascinated by its seemingly impossible “mixture of intense, even crabbed, complexity of language and thought with . . . at the very same time a feeling of spacious gliding movement, like a slow dance, or like flying.”24 Difficulty—whether in Williams or Dante—was worth it if the reader took flight. In 1939, Lewis’s review announced the connection right away. “A Sacred Poem,” Lewis titled the piece, alluding to Dante’s famous characterization of the Comedy as il poema sacro in Paradiso XXV.




DANTE DIFFUSION

The second notable feature of my trio’s approach to Dante was recognized by Sayers in relation to Williams specifically. In her 1955 lecture “Charles Williams: A Poet’s Critic” (note the date: ten years after Williams’s death), Sayers posited that “All [Williams’s] books illuminate one another, for the same master-themes govern them all, so that it is impossible to confine any one theme to a single book.”25 She then used the example of Williams’s boundary-blurring “commentary” on Dante:


For example, his most impressive commentary on Dante’s dream of the Siren is to be found, not in The Figure of Beatrice, but in those chapters of Descent into Hell which deal with Mrs. Sammile and the Succubus; and to read that novel with the chapters on the Inferno is to enrich one’s understanding of the whole conception of Hell, both in Williams and in Dante. The mystical theology of the Affirmative Way needs to be studied in The Place of the Lion and in the Taliessin poems, and its imaginative treatment there compared with its more formal exposition in the Dante volume.26



Many of the topics mentioned here—the Affirmative Way, the two novels, the Taliessin poems—will reappear later in this book. My concern now is Sayers’s overarching claim: that Williams’s criticism of Dante and his fictional and poetic reworkings of and reactions to Dante bleed into each other. To grasp what Williams made of Dante, and Dante of Williams, we must—Sayers advises us—be prepared to scuttle between the poetry, the fiction, and the criticism shelves in the library. We also need to read his lectures, his notebooks, his letters. Dante is all over the place. Moreover, Sayers goes on to point out, Williams put Dante in conversation with not just the usual suspects (Virgil, Ovid, Aristotle, Aquinas, the Bible) but also later writers such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, George Benard Shaw, Coventry Patmore, George Fox, John Keats, Søren Kirkegaard, Robert Browning, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and so on. Williams, Sayers argues, “[breaks] down Dante’s isolation and [treats] him quite freely as a poet among other poets. I do not think that this had ever been done for Dante in quite the same way before.”27 We must be ready to encounter Dante at any time while reading Williams, and to find the medieval poet discoursing productively with anyone and everyone Williams had read.

I make the same claims on Sayers’s and Lewis’s behalf. Some of their sharpest critical insights on Dante appear in creative works and private missives, and their critical writing shows the same ecumenism concerning Dante’s conversation partners. In A Preface to Paradise Lost (1942), for example, Lewis argues that Dante may be “in one capacity” the companion of the poets Homer, Virgil, and Wordsworth (Wordsworth’s inclusion on that list suggesting the influence of the book’s dedicatee, Williams).28 On the other hand, Lewis continues, Dante is “the father” of science fiction writers Jules Verne and H. G. Wells—and, we may add, the author of the Space Trilogy. I have suggested that we must zip around my trio’s Dante writing network. Now I am proposing that we must also range freely within each author’s oeuvre to understand the fullness of their encounters with Dante.




THE FULLNESS OF DANTE

That word fullness requires a bit of parsing, for the way in which I am using it clarifies what this book does and does not offer. Fullness here does not mean “totality.” A complete concordance of Dante references in Sayers’s, Williams’s, and Lewis’s works would be thicker than the book you are holding and would interest only a handful of die-hards. In fact, exhaustive coverage of Dante’s influence on even one of my three authors would require a weighty tome, as the book-length studies of Sayers’s later-in-life “encounter with Dante,” the influence of the Comedy on Lewis’s novels, and Lewis’s “medieval mind” (in which Dante factors prominently) show.29 Thus, this book bears witness to the breadth of Sayers’s, Williams’s, and Lewis’s interactions with Dante, but it is far from comprehensive.

The sense of fullness that concerns us here is the one Lewis invokes in his autobiography Surprised by Joy (1955) when he writes of recalling “a place and time at which I had tasted the lost Joy with unusual fullness.” Lewis is speaking of the experience of fullness—of having one’s heart, senses, or even whole being filled to capacity. The scene in question offers helpful exposition of this experience. Walking over hills on a misty morning, eagerly awaiting the delights stored in new volumes of Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen that he had received as Christmas presents, awash in sensations (“the coldness and loneliness of the hillside, the drops of moisture on every branch, and the distant murmur of the concealed town”), Lewis felt “a longing (yet it was also fruition) which had flowed over from the mind and seemed to involve the whole body.”30 This “joy” (as Lewis described the longing) was a paradoxically satisfying unsatisfaction—a desire that is desirable for itself and yet also beckons beyond itself. Ultimately, it beckoned Lewis beyond the world.

That is the sort of fullness my trio experienced when reading Dante. The Comedy was the ultimate readerly satisfaction. “I should describe [Paradiso] as feeling more important than any poetry I have ever read,” Lewis told Arthur Greeves in early 1930. Williams and Sayers would have concurred.31 And yet, though Dante filled their hearts and minds to capacity, they knew that the Comedy was only a way station on a journey whose end the poem itself dared to depict: paradise. “What the blissful know,” Sayers explained to the audience of her lecture “The Meaning of Heaven and Hell” (1948), “is Reality, the ultimate reality of every good thing that they have imagined, filling them through and through with itself—and inexhaustible.”32 The Comedy was at once at a poetic feast and a mouthwatering foretaste of the real paradise, and Sayers, Williams, and Lewis read it with every expectation of meeting Dante there.

Now, those last statements must be qualified immediately, lest I appear to be reinstating the false idol that Sayers toiled to cast down—the Comedy, once again, as a “Great Religious Poem permeated from end to end by Awful Sublimity and unmitigated Grimth.” It is a Great Religious Poem, all three members of my cohort agreed. (In A Preface to Paradise Lost, Lewis says so directly: “The Comedy is a religious poem”; and his reasoning is sound: It is “a poetical expression of religious experience.”33) It is often sublime. It has its moments of “grimth” (a word of Sayers’s coinage).34 In the first volume of her translation—Hell (1949)—Sayers admits it: “Dante is sublime, intellectual, and, on occasion, grim,” and “we need not forget” it.35 Yet, she continues, “we must also be prepared to find him simple, homely, humorous, tender, and bubbling over with ecstasy.” In the same section, she characterizes the Comedy first as “the record of an intimate personal experience” (as was “every line he wrote,” Sayers believed) and then as “a great Christian allegory.” It contains multitudes.

Each of my authors testified memorably to its multiplicity. In The Discarded Image, Lewis names the Comedy—alongside Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae—as a supreme illustration of the medieval effort to “[bring] huge masses of heterogenous material into unity.”36 The Comedy is, he argues, as “unified and ordered as the Parthenon or the Oedipus Rex, as crowded and varied as a London terminus on a bank holiday.” Responding to fan mail on her Hell, Sayers remarks that the medievals didn’t “pigeon-hole” as moderns do; they “mixed their intellect, feelings, philosophy, romance, politics, science and religious beliefs, oratory, small-talk, and contemporary gossip into one magnificent and variegated Christmas pudding.”37 Dante’s gift, in turn, was to “combine all that vast array of ingredients into anything so simultaneously light, rich, and palatable.” In He Came Down from Heaven (1938), Williams riffs on the Latin maxim quot homines tot sententiae—“there are as many opinions as there are people”—to attest to Dante’s thematic range: tot homini quot Dantes—there are as many Dantes as there are humans.38

The Parthenon, the bustling railway station, the Christmas pudding, the everyman figure: The Comedy offers all of these things at once. There is much to inspire awe and dread in it, as my cohort’s writings testify, but it is also an entertaining story featuring memorable characters, snappy dialogue, and brilliant word painting. Here learned allusion rubs elbows with vulgarity. Dante arranges meetings for himself with such grandees as Homer, Justinian, Saint Peter, and Adam (the first man) as well as the subjects of local scandal, infamous malefactors, and his buddies Casella and Belacqua. He walks with devils (tremulously), receives the searing care of angels, and gains temporary admission to the assembly of the blessed. My trio’s works acknowledge this immense variety of moving pictures, encounters, and tones that Dante incorporated into his Comedy and grant readers license to do with the poem as they had done: to wonder at it, of course, but also to puzzle over its layers and secrets, to delight in its imagery and music, even to chuckle at its humor. (Perhaps Sayers chuckled a bit too much at times, Lewis thought.)

In An Experiment in Criticism, Lewis makes a pertinent distinction between “receiving” and “using” a work of art. When we receive a work, he argues, “we exert our senses and imagination and various other powers according to a pattern invented by the artist,” while when “using” art “we treat it as assistance for our own activities.” He likens the user to one who adds a motor to a bicycle and then speeds along a familiar route. The person who receives a work of art, by contrast, is like one who is “taken for a bicycle ride by a man who may know roads we have never yet explored.”39 Dante was, and is, such a guide. He leads readers through the three realms of the afterlife, reporting firsthand on the deepest depths of depravity and the highest heights of ecstasy. To recall one of Lewis’s most famous formulations from the same book, the Comedy offers “an enlargement of our being” to those who join Dante on the way.40

Sayers, Williams, and Lewis held grand receptions for Dante in their works. They strove to clear away hurdles (to borrow an image from Sayers) that might prevent their contemporaries from making the journey.41 The members of my trio were convinced that powerful things could go on once readers—whether religious or irreligious at the outset—got inside Dante’s cosmos because powerful things had happened to them there. They had been quickened by the Comedy.42 Their labors were animated by the wish that others would encounter the Comedy’s beauties, sublimities, shock, peace, wit, wisdom—in a word, its fullness. Reading Dante just might change your life. It changed theirs.





THE PLAN OF THE BOOK


My title phrase, The Way of Dante, is borrowed from Williams, who used it to describe both Dante’s spiritual and artistic journey and the spiritual and artistic opportunities that the poet opens up for readers. Williams was himself borrowing language from Dante. Across his career, Dante often invoked the image of the “way”—his terms are via and cammino (or cammin). The most familiar instance appears in the opening line of Inferno: Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita, literally, “In the middle of the way/road/journey of our life.” Sayers rendered it thusly for emphasis: “Midway this way of life we’re bound upon.”43 Dante is putting his own allegorical spin on the familiar metaphor of life as a journey. “Midway” on the journey we all make, he is called to undertake another, the way narrated in the Comedy, in order to see where our journeys may terminate. That is the way that famously begins in a dark wood, circles down to the bottom of hell, circles up the terraces of Mount Purgatory, and ascends through the celestial spheres, before terminating in a house call on God in the Empyrean.44

These two Dantean ways—that of following Dante in one’s own journey through life and that of following Dante through the Comedy—give this book its shape. In the ensuing chapters, I trace the two ways in alternating movements. The first—appearing in chapters one, two, four, and six—examines Sayers’s, Williams’s, and Lewis’s interrelations as readers of Dante, professional critics of Dante, and creative writers responding to Dante. The second—appearing in chapters three, five, and seven—plots a course through the Comedy under my trio’s supervision. Along the way, we will see Sayers, Williams, and Lewis swapping Dante allusions, disagreeing about how to use the word allegory, and learning some tricks from Dante about how to depict glorified bodies (“Beatrician encounters,” Williams dubbed them). They will teach us about the parallels between Dante’s hell and modern life, the Way of the Affirmation of Images (Williams’s term), and strategies to make glory and holiness attractive to modern readers (the “problem of glory,” as I’m designating it), among many other things.

That brings us to the matter of this book’s audience. The Way of Dante is, first and foremost, a work of literary criticism. It has much to offer those interested in my quartet of authors—Sayers, Williams, Lewis, and their cicerone, Dante. At the same time, this book is a study of issues that artists have always wrestled with, including the spiritual dimensions of the creative process, the transmission of images over time and their revivification in new contexts, fellowship with one’s contemporary artists, and commerce with the dead. For this reason, each of my Hansen lectures was followed by an artist’s response, whether a performance, a meditation, or a mixture of both. The book ends on this note. In the afterword, novelist and contemplative Nicole Mazzarella traces the way of the artist through the terraces of Purgatorio. She translates the passage up Dante’s mountain of “reconciliation and recollection” (as Williams calls it) into a liturgy for makers. Mazzarella homes in on a figural reference point of all the terraces—Mary, that unique bearer of the divine image (as Sayers would point out)—and raises questions for contemplation. This is, admittedly, an unorthodox sendoff for an academic study. But a liturgical finale affirms my trio’s convictions that the Comedy has lost none of its power to speak to the soul and that, with a little help, modern pilgrims can find their footing on the way of Dante.
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