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own, and tupping, pace Elliott, reveals only the least marvelous 
level of the nuptial relations running through the universe. U 
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The outstanding poets have received from 
God such vast things to express that only the 

entire universe will suffice for their work. 

Dante is one of five poets who, I believe, deserves the adjective 
sovereim or catholic and whose work encompasses the three fol- 
lowing traits: 

First, inspiration. There is not a single poet who does 
not need to inspire before he respires; who does not receive from 
elsewhere that mysterious breath which the ancients called the 
Muse and which does not resist comparison to the theological 
chavism that the manuals designated as gratia gratis data. This in- 
spiration is not without analogy to the prophetic spirit, which the 
Holy Scriptures take great care to distinguish from sanctity. We 
thus see Caiphus, Balaam, and Balaam's ass itself, resonate under 
the breath that momentarily animates them. Poetic inspiration &s- 
tinguishes itself by the g f t s  of i m a g q  and meter. With imagery, the 
poet is like a man who, by ascending to a higher place, can now 
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see around him a greater horizon, where new relationships estab- 
lish themselves between things, relationships that are determined 
not by logic and the law of causality but rather by a harmonic or 
complementary association with respect to meaning. With meter, 
meaning is relieved of the constraints of chance and circumstance; 
it reaches the mind through the ear with a delicious plenitude that 
satisfies both the soul and the body simultaneously. 

Inspiration by itself would not suffice to create one 
of those great poets I mentioned. To meet the work of grace, the 
subject would have to respond not only with perfect good will, 
simplicity and good faith, but also with exceptional natural abil- 
ities, governed and administered by a hardy, prudent and sub- 
tle intelligence, as well as a consummate experience. That is why, 
for example, even admirable talents, a Victor Hugo or a Seneca 
the Tragic, who are poets of genius, are not great poets and must 
even be placed below those talented writers who responded 
faithfully to their vocation. 

And this spares us from insisting extensively on the 
second trait, the gift of an extraordinary degree of intelligence and 
discrimination or taste. With intelligence, the poet, who most of- 
ten receives from inspiration what amounts at best to an incom- 
plete vision, a call, or a vague and enigmatic word, becomes ca- 
pable-by diligent and courageous study, by a rigorous investi- 
gation of his subject matter, by the abnegation of any preconceived 
idea before the end-of forging a complete spectacle, a world 
within himself wherein each part is governed by organic relations 
and indissoluble analogies. By discrimination and an inner taste, 
the poet immediately knows which things are appropriate and 
which are not. Discrimination is, so to speak, the negative side of 
creation. In this manner, one could contemplate in a statue either 
the statue itself, or the shards that have been chiseled away. 

The third trait, finally, is catholicity. What I mean by 
this is that these outstanding poets have received from God such 
vast things to express that only the entire universe will suffice 
for their work. Their creation is an image and a vision of the 
whole of creation, of which their inferior brothers can give only 
particular aspects. It is by a lack of this catholicity, and at the 
same time a lack of an essential vigor, that Racine must concede 
his place to Shakespeare, to whom he is nevertheless far superi- 
or in other respects. 

If I wanted to summarize all the preceding com- 
ments, I could say that the supreme poetic genius, such as it is 
manifest in Dante, is a particular grace of attention. 

The object of poetry, thus, is not dreams, illusions, 
or ideas, as many believe. Instead, its object is this sacred reali- 
ty, given once and for all, in the center of which we have been 
placed. It is the universe of things invisible. It is all this that be- 
holds us and that we behold. All of this is God's work, which 
cannot be exhausted by any description or any song, whether 
from the greatest of poets or from the tiniest little bird. And just 
as the philosophia perennis does not, like those stories fabricated 
by Spinoza and Leibniz, invent abstract beings which no one had 
seen before their author$ but rather contents itself with the 
terms furnished by reality; just as it gathers simple principles 
and draws the names of things around us from the definition of 
the noun, adjective, and verb; likewise, there exists a poesis peren- 
nis which does not invent its themes, but eternally gathers that 
which creation grants it. For example, there is our liturgy, which 
one never tires of any more than of the spectacle of the seasons. 
The goal of poetry is not, as Baudelaire says, to plunge "into the 
depths of the Infinite in order to forge it anew," but rather to 
plunge into the depths of the finite in order to discover it as in- 
exhaustible. Such a poetry is Dante's poetry. 

Let us consider in contrast the various themes that 
nineteenth-century poetry invented and that have inspired the 
pages of many a volume already grown dusty. We find that they 
do not compose; they do not try to reconcile themselves with the 
whole of reality. In this, they resemble heresies. And since books 
can never destroy reality, it is they themselves that are destroyed. 
Let us take, for example, the theme of revolt and blasphemy that 
has provided much eloquent ranting from Byron to Leconte de 
Lisle. These insults hurled into the void have something child- 
ish about them and really do none of us any good. They banish 
us to our own inner world; they make us into refugees from this 
grand peace, from which we have enjoyed excluding ourselves, 
but upon which the sun will not cease to rise and to set in spite 
of our sulking. 

Again: many poets have sung about the coldness of 
nature, which cares neither for our joys nor for our sorrows. Is 
it possible to conceive of such grotesque misery? Do we really 
expect to revive the vegetables with our joys, or to influence 
barometric pressure with our tears? As Chesterton has insight- 
fully put it, nature is not our mother; she is our sister. 

Tmth alone gathers, and he who is not with it scatters. 
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Let us take another theme, that of in the month of May with its tiny purple lance: what an immense 
God. It may satisfy our childishly mischievou conglomeration of concentric causes is needed so that this again 
pendence, but, ultimately, what decay comes t becomes possible at every winter's end! 
a well-ordered temple; what sort of debris is Thus the mysterious poet, given its paradigm in 
sible chaos in the middle of whi Dante, is not he who invents but he who synthesizes and who, 

in his approach to things, allows us to comprehend them. 

111. 

Alone among all the poets, Dante depicted the uni- 
verse of things and of souls not from within the perspective of 

ments of which we are compo the spectator, but from,within that of the Creator; trying to situ- 
reader! "It is true that what you wrongly c ate them not within the context of how, but of why; judging them 

in a certain way, or rather adjudicating them in view of their re- 
lation to their final ends. He understood that in this visible world 
we do not see whole beings, but, as St. James the Apostle put it, 
"the beginnings of the creature,"' ephemeral signs whose eter- 
nal significance escapes us. He attempted to present a moment 
of time within which an entire history had taken place, tracing 
the definitive figure that it forms from its contingent origins up 
to its unchanging results buried in the bosom of God's Wisdom. 

us your insipid consolations. He spells out a single page from the Liber scriptus which is spo- 
ken of in the Mass for All Souls. 

Is such an attitude legitimate on the part of a Christ- 

ing more hateful to the spiri 
rial infinite, that is to say, a boundles 
it presented in the horri 
Ciel-what a scandal to our 
imagination, which finds itself frustr 
the power of order, measure, and di 
en it in the image of his creative Wo 
no less abominable, since it tends to 
nitely provisory and precarious ch myself to mention several lines 

the universe's momentary results, named Gemble that really stmck me: 

fer what is not to what is. A true 
grander stars or more beautiful roses. What exists a 
enough, and the poet understand 
for the lesson it gives and the respect it deserves. He kno 
God's works are very good, and he does not 
knows that nature, with the insistence of a ch 
to be understood, never ceases t 
to which it attaches immense i 
same cornflower; and the feisty t ourselves in the mirror of our birth. 
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each of the issues by which a person has sought to atta 
tion, in the end he will abandon this endeavor and will set himself in a dif- 

nothing but a void. 

These remarks are perfectly just. C 
advised to desire Paradise, and this desire, 1 
ought to interest not only our reason but the 
which includes the soul and the body. We 
whom it is said in the Our Father that he is 
sequently, we must also desire 

John says, "there also will you be." Now h 
the depths of our heart and our so 
which does not contradict nature bu 
we cannot form, not just as an idea, but as 
was for this reason that the eternal Wisdom 
flesh, addressed us only in parables; rat 
ments, he explained to us the language of the things aroun 
that have not ceased to speak to us since the day of crea 
Things are not an arbitrary veil which conceal hidden meanin 
They are really a part-at least-of their meaning, or rather 
do not become complete themselves until their meaning is 
plete. When the Bible uses created things to designate etern 
alities, it does so not as some scatterbrained litterateur 
chooses haphazardly from his repertoire o 
of an intimate and natural affinity--nothing can issue 
mouth of God, who created all things by naming them 
is eternal. There is not a radical separati 
and the next, which are said to have been 
(creavit cuncta simul), but each forms the catholic unity in d 
ent ways, like a book that is said to have been written both 
within and from without. 

It is perhaps for having 
under the work of Jansenism, whos 
never sufficiently regret; it is perhaps 
for one part of God's work, the noble 
tion and sense perception (and some 
tried to include reason itself), that r 
through the long crisis from which it has barely 
This crisis, which reached its peak in the nineteen 
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not above all an intellectual ~ r i s i s . ~  The catalogue of errors has 
scarcely varied over time, and one could not say that their mod- 
em disciples have presented them any more powerfully or se- 
ductively. I would rather say that the crisis was the drama of a 
starved imagination. On one hand, our superficial knowledge of 
the world has prodigiously increased due to the new materials 
that science has put at the disposal of each of us; fields of inter- 
est have multiplied, calling on all the resources of our intellec- 
tual appetite. On the other hand, God belongs to an unknown 
world, which is also, they say, unknowable, and so it is too easy, 
for minds elsewhere occupied and accustomed only to tactile 
matters, to confuse this imknown world with Nothing. 

This is why it is particularly useful to meditate on 
Dante's work and lesson in our present time. Some have want- 
ed to make him above all a theologian. This is an untenable and 
even dangerous exaggeration. Many people are only too ready 
to believe that theology borrows the poet's beautiful imagery for 
its own use, and has no other representation of the future life but 
these fresh illuminations. In reality, it seems that Dante ignored 
the most profound theses developed by the Sacred Science of his 
time. His Hell is merely a Hell of the senses; he seems to ignore 
the suffering of the damned, or of the simultaneous privation of, 
and need for, God, which is the cruelest suffering of all since its 
cause is infinite. His Purgatory (from this perspective) exhibits 
the same defect. The great purging suffering ought to have been 
not so much fire or hunger as light, the torture of seeing oneself 
as impure in the face of the eternal Innocence, and to have of- 
fended the Father and the Spouse. Finally, in Paradise we find 
only vague and rather imprecise allusions to the sublime theo- 
ry of the beatific vision, in which we are allowed to penetrate 
even to the extent that the divinity somehow adds his powers to 
our own-like in the Platonic theory of optics where sunlight 
adapts itself to the powers of the eye-and forms us not into be- 

2Ultimately, what disturbs Voltaire and his scant modern descendants is not 
so much the truths contained within the Bible as it is the picturesque splendor 
of its stories and the language that adorns them. Dante and Shakespeare shock 
them no less; they too are excessive and obscure authors. Such is the humane rc- 
spect among the parvenus, like the Parisian janitor who is ashamed to intro- 
duce his friends to his mother clothed in her magnificent country-folk finery. 
Notice the modesty with which our Renan dares not risk the least image with- 
out veiling it under a chaste curtain. Many of the people who believe they have 
classical tastes have nothing more than bourgeois tastes. 
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ings "like God," according to the Tempter's promise, but truly 
into "God," fully adorned in the Son's patrimony. 

These complaints alter nothing about the unbounded 
admiration and profound veneration we ought to have for the work 
of this man from Florence. One has nothing to reproach a poet if he 
fully attains the goal he seeks, any more than one could reproach a 
pilgrim travelling to Montmartre for not having gone at the same 
time to Charonne and Passy. Now, Dante's goal was not to teach us 
but to lead us, to take us with him, to have us see and touch, and, 

was his plan, not as a missi 
so vividly so convincing1 
tle by little, and despite o 
guiding companion, and 
rhyme our steps with his 
gious voyage becomes a 
are numbed by the frozen pond; we clamber up the length of 
hairy body of the great 
a1 fruit; we emerge in 

recognize each other by squinting their 
threading a needle or people who meet 
the moon," or of the beautiful ladies w 
the worms of Purgatory, or of the sub 
tors fashion in the loftiest heights of P 
joy hope, and terror that the be 
pour into the depths of our he 
the hands of the elect in primitive paintings are but naive irnag 
of the sublime harmony established among souls. 

IV. 

is love. In his vision, this wo 
door of Hell, and is the gui 
worlds of retribution. It is 1 
ous and enchanting verse, 
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nuovo that enfolds his narration; it is the secret of his solemn and 
delicious measure, of his magical progression, where even the 
most horrid visions cannot alter for us the profound and sover- 
eign gentleness. 

Love, for Dante, is a full and integral love, the desire 
for the absolute good which was sparked in his heart by the in- 
nocent glance of a maiden. Fr. Lacordaire explains that there are 
not two different loves. Indeed, God's love calls upon the same 
faculties in us as that of other creatures; it draws on that feeling 
we have that we are not complete alone, that the supreme good 
that will fulfill us is something beyond us, a person. But God alone 
is this reality, of which cr6atures are only an i m a g e 1  say image, 
and not phantom, because the creature has its own personal beau- 
ty and its proper existence. The removal of this image, this be- 
trothed, began Dante's exile; and it is she who, outside the walls 
of an ungrateful homeland, invited him to the realm of the living. 

Dante did not resign himself to separation from his 
beloved, and his work is nothing but an immense effort of the 
intelligence and imagination to reunite this world of trials, 
where he prepares himself, this world of effects which, seen from 
where we stand, seems the domain of chance and incompre- 
hensible mechanisms, with the world of causes and final ends. 
His is a gigantic work of engineering to rejoin, to unify, the two 
parts of creation, to fasten them into one indestructible expres- 
sion, and thus to achieve a hint of that vision of justice which 
another great poet says belongs to God alone. 

And because the whole of the Divine Comedy fi- 
nally resumes itself in the encounter between Dante and Beat- 
rice, in the reciprocal effort of two souls separated by death in 
which each works to bring himself to the other in the solidarity 
of this world that each has endured, it is this essential encounter 
that I have tried in turn, after so many other readers, to imagine 
and to paint; it is this dialogue between two souls and two 
worlds which forms the subject of the poem to which these lines 
serve as introduction. 

Dante speaks a verse inspired by the drudgery of 
this base and banal life, ultimately so foreign to the best nature 
in each of us. He too experienced the same exile that we do-one 
could say he is the paradigm of the exiled soul, banished from a 
world in which no part was large enough to hold him. Because 
he could not remake that world, Dante undertook to judge it and 
bring it onto the plane of justice to which Dona Bice had invited 
him. Because he found himself the plaything of chance in this life, 
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that which inspires the poet's soul is a passionate need 
for the absolute, and for necessity all participating in 
Cause. He conceived of the human society as a mo 
which each individual will embraced a central reaso 

closures appropriate to his desire. One last gl 
that has been delivered over to him as to a ne 
to unify within the intelligence and analogy, 
stands Ravenna, that antique imperial city fill 
icas, whose half-submerged earth takes to th 
sets, to be engulfed by water and fire. -On 
earth which has ended for him, and alread 
who has begun to speak. What does she sa 

For Dante, Beatrice is love, and 
essential element that always eludes our con 
independent; it is that which intervenes int 
so comfortably arranged by our mediocre 
disturbing element. We hear all of the r 
woman was able to address to her lover 
canto of Purgatory, where 
City which he will mom 

along the paths of exile: Why? Why 
question that Beatrice will quickly re 
that this eternally banished soul has 
so his terrestrial fatherland, Florenc 
century Italy, so bitter to a soul en 
The lady crowned with olive bran 
tions because, she says, if the worl 
deemer have to do with it? Why 
parent disorder in things rather 
den joy, praise, and beatitude, 

Religion and the avtist 367 

to reveal? To this desire for the absolute and necessary which is the 
heart of Dante's petition, Beatrice sets in opposition the praise of 
freedom, of an essentially gratuitous grace, of a living God, always 
new, always a fresh spring on the brink of irruption, never subju- 
gated by the necessity of the universe he created from nothing, a 
God who is eternally inventing the Heaven of his abode, and whose 
action will remain for us forever unforeseen. God in his Heaven 
teaches us things not by explaining them, but by showing them to 
us so that we may, as it were, do them with him, like the shepherd 
of Andre Chenier's idyll who places his younger brother's lips and 
fingers upon the flute. And so he brings us into his creative power, 
as well as into his work of redemption, by placing in our hands not 
only material things, but the'very souls that depend on us so that 
we may offer them to him because, in a certain sense, they cannot 
receive light and salvation except from us. He has allowed us tru- 
ly to give him something, and not just a fistful of incense and wheat, 
but all of these immortal souls-or this particular brother laid into 
our hands. Thus understood, the very defects that we see in things 
are not a source of sadness for us, but of joy. Lucifer alone consid- 
ered himself perfect and, just as quickly, fell like a stone under his 
own weight. It is because all created things are imperfect, because 
they all have a certain lack, a certain radical emptiness, that they 
breathe, that they live, that they can enter into relation, that they 
need God and other creatures, that they lend themselves to every 
analogy in poetry and love. And these analogies do not have ab- 
solute value in themselves; there is no enclosure impermeable to 
God's grace, there is no measure, according to the Psalmist, that can 
exhaust God's mercy or that is adequate to our debt of thanksgiv- 
ing. This infinite universe that appalled Pascal and whose astro- 
nomical heavens serve as a conventional image, these billions of 
stars scattered with a sublime carelessness across the abyss, this is 
not enough! It will never be enough to repay our debt of gratitude, 
-says Beatrice.*-Translated by David Louis Schindlu, Jr. 0 

*This introduction is developed from an address given 17 May 1921 at the 
invitation of the Catholic Conference on Dante, preceding the reading of 
Claudel's "Joyful Ode to Celebrate the 600th Anniversary of Dante's Death." 
Originally published as "Introduction h un poeme sur Dante," in Positions et 
Propositions. Copyright Editions Gallimard, 1928; English translation published 
with permission. 


