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O N  T H E  D I V I N E  C O M E D Y 1  

M. MASSEROS finds a very effective way of concluding 
his book on Dante by recalling the centenary celebrations 
that took place at Ravenna in 1921. It was only in the 
course of the preceding century that the body of the poet 
had been recovered from an  ignominious hidingplace and 
restored to its rightful tomb. T h e  homage which he now 
received was like the setting of a seal on his fame and 
status, like the raising of a definitive monument. Or it 
was like an act of canonisation, performed in the name of 
the whole civilised community of Europe. T h e  ' Empire ' 
and the Church acted for the occasion in such perfect 
harmony as to make a sort of pageant representing what 
had been the highest earthly vision of the poet. Not that 
he could be deceived by any pageant. It was accordingly 
left to the Church to preside and to pronounce the solemn 
benediction. Pope Benedict XV despatched a cardinal le- 
gate and composed an Encyclical Letter. And M. Masseron 
is surely right in suggesting that this document deserves to 
be treated as still important: deserves at least to be read, 
Papal Encyclicals are not lightly comvsed, for the momen- 
tary purpose of mere long-distance speech making. T o  re- 
turn on the metaphor used above, one may say that the ' I n  
Praeclara Surnmorum ' has something of the character of 
a brief of canonisation. (Among the  papal documents for 
that year it is to he found placed precisely between two 
other Encyclicals compsed in honour of St. Francis and 
St. Dominic.) 
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T h e  Pope addresses himself to ‘his dear children, to 

those within the Catholic world who are experts or students 
in Literature or the other fine arts.’ All due honour is 
paid to Dante’s artistic genius, but it is with Dante as a 
Catholic poet--or rather as Ihe Catholic poet-that the 
Pope is naurallj- chiefly concerned. ‘ One can admire the 
incredible grandeur and pon-er of his genius, (but at the 
same time it is ob\ious Tvhat a source of strength he found 
in  the inspiration of his di\.ine f-aith, so that in his greatest 
work (in the so properly termed Divine Comedy) all the 
splendour that belongs to art is as though further charged 
with the radiance of dh iiiely revealed truth.’ T h e  Comedy 
is represented as a sort of Summa of Catholic doctrine or 
as containing lhe essence of Catholic theologj, philosophy 
and politics. Rut in particular the Encyclical fixes on two 
articles in Danle‘s teaching I\-hich it considers to  have 
special importance for us to-day. T h e  first is comprised 
in his attitude to the Scriptures and to Tradition. T o  
consider here only what ma! be intended by Dante’s atti- 
tude to the Scripture~:-~4 text is cited from the De Monar- 
chia, as follow: ‘ ]\‘hereas man)- writers have been en- 
gaged ir, tranqcribing the IVord of God, there has been 
only one authorit) throughout, namely God himself, who 
in expounding His gmcious purpose has made use of a 
number of scribes.’ This statement maj- seem derogatory 
to the sacred writers, in  reducing their r61e to that of mere 
secretaries. But in a total \ i e ~ \ -  of the work of the Scrip- 
tures it is a fact that their r6le zs reduced to such a humible 
level. They are no longer co-authors with God, but  tools 
of which H e  makes use in order to produce the material 
necessaq for His total artistic achievement. Indeed, not 20 
see that the Scriptures foim a single, organic work of 
divine art is to lack a Catholic sense of their value and their 
meaning. Dante possessed this sense in its perfection; and 
it  would appear that this is precisely what the Encyclical 
has in mind. 

It belongs to this right apprehension of the Scriptures 
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to find in them a certain absolute, self-contained meaning, 
as one does in any genuine work of art. For God has com- 
posed them as an organic unity-they are not a library 
of independent works. And He has composed them most 
freely, creatively. He does not here play the part of a 
commentator, the Scriptures do not enable us to find a 
revelational significance in the history they tell about, put- 
ting us on the track of Revelation, so to speak. They are 
Revelational. The  sacred and significant history is the 
history they present to us, and as they present it. Accord- 
ingly it is not the proper, the adequate use of the Scriptures 
to treat them as providing historical indications that need 
to Ibe followed up, completed, gone behind; but to take 
them as they are. The  Scriptures are to be contemplated 
-to be ‘ enjoyed.’ It is here that we have been led astray 
through our addiction to the practice of historical criticism. 
We set out to discover by comparative historical means the 
full truth concerning, let us say, the figure of Abraham; 
as though the Scriptures as such could be supplemented, 
reconstructed. We do not commit the solecism of re- 
writing Shakespeare by means of Holinshed. Ultimately 
of course the absolute qualiry of the work of the Scriptures 
infinitely transcends that which belongs to any work of 
art as such. The  creativeness of Shakespeare in writing 
his plays is only a pale reflection of the creativeness with 
which the Holy Spirit has written the Scriptures: for this 
corresponds to, is the counterpart of the strict physical 
creativeness of God, whereby all events as well as all sub- 
stance are of His making. What He expresses in the 
Scriptures-the history of the preparation for and the com- 
ing of Christ-He has also made. The  two parallel activi- 
ties of the Word of God. 

Dante’s appreciation of this self-contained, absolute 
value and meaning of rhe Scriptures is apparent in his 
whole manner of handling and applying them. It provides 
the true understanding of what would otherwise appear as 
an obsolete allegoric method of interpretation. A good 



ON THE DIVINE COMEDY 45 

instance of his art is to be found i n  that sequence of cantos 
in the Purgatorio which describe the Earthly Paradise and 
the Pageant of Re\.elation. Here if anywhere his imagery 
might seem like a jungle of allegorism; but  in fact i t  is a 
superb piece of realistic biblical exegesis that he has COII- 
trived: he has succeeded i n  focussing a host of scriptural 
lights, in  bringing together the first chapters of Genesis 
and the last chapters of the .Apocalypse with the help of the 
prophets a i d  the sapiential lvriters, T h e  method is not 
one of allegorism, but of an  appreciation of the internal, 
organic structure of the Bible, of the meaning (the quasl- 
symbolic meaning) ivhicii the parts acquire in relation to 
t h e  whole, o\'el- aiici abo\ e their local isolated meaning. 
One  does not read the Purter's scene or the T\,'itches' scene 
in ,\Iacbetlz xvithout: reierence to the theme and climax 
o! the whole pla!.. So ivith the Scriptures, understanding 
that the\. are  ivritten throughout by the Holy Spirit, it 
bccoines inel itable to see all that there precedes the com- 
ing of Christ as being in some u-a):-whether ironically, 
patheticall!., hopefuli~., or ~\.liat--pre-figurati\:e of Him; 
and all that folloivs Him. as being post-figurative. It was 
in this ~ v a y  that the inspired ivriters of the New Testament 
interpreted tlie Old. It will not do to dismiss them as 
\4ctims of sonie 1ar.fetched method of rabbinic allegorism. 
Until TVL? collie to appreciate this sense of the Scriptures, 
they xr-ill remain for us something of a pedantic, moralistic 
burden; moreo\'er, we shall lack one of the essential keys 
for ~iiiderstandiiig tlie Liturgv of the Church; we shall be 
like barbarians ignorant of the most sacred and intimate 
language in  use in  the City of God. 

T h e  other point u.hicli the Encyclical underlines is 
Dante's attitude to the authority of the Church and his con- 
ception of the relationship of Church to State. His rough 
handling of certain formei pontiffs is frankly and  charm- 
ingl!- dealt Tcith. ' -hid !.et lie in\.eighed against certain 
popes of his time u.ith [he utmost bitterness and contempt. 
, , , , But one inus[ reniember the cruel niisfortunes he 
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suffered and be ready to forgive him if in the bitterness 
of his s o d  he somewhat lost his sense of proportion. For 
one thing, too, we can be sure that there was no lack of 
false and iiialicious ruinour and misrepresentation to help 
inflame his anger. Xloreol’er, it has to be admitted that 
at that time many unworthy things were to be met with 
among ecclesiasics which could only cause anguish and dis- 
gust in one so completely devoted to the Church as Daiite. . . I However lie ma): have attacked the hierarchy of 
the Church-and this whether justly or unjustly-certain- 
ly i t  was never in his mind to take away from the honour 
due to the Church as such or fro111 the supreme authority 
belonging to the Holy See.’ 

But to turn to the more cornplex issue, to Dante’s con- 
ception of the nature of the relationship between Church 
and State. T h e  Encyclical summarizes its approval as fol- 
lows: ‘Accordingly, alihough he held that the authority of 
the Emperor derived immediately from God, yet he also 
held that ihis truth “ m u t  not be interpreted in such a 
downright or literalist way as to exclude the further truth 
that the Roindn Prince is nevertheless in his complete 
capacity subordinate to the Roman Pontiff (Inasmuch as 
the earthly happiness he stands for is subsidiary to eternal 
happiness.)” An escellent argument, full of wisdom ’- 
comments the Encyclical-‘ which if only it were now acted 
upon, in a proper religious spirit, would entail the hap- 
piest consequences for the well-being of society.’ 

This statement of the relationship between Church and 
State rests on a profound conception of the intrinsic natures 
of the two societies. T h e  form which Dante assigned to 
the State, that of a universal Roman Empire welding the 
nations into a close organic unity coinparable to that of the 
Church, is not of fundamental interest here. I t  is true 
that for all its political impracticability i t  embodies ideal3 
of grand significance, is full of a symhlic  truth that is en- 
duringly valid. But what supremely matters is Dante’s 
coiiception of the nature of the State as such. T h e  theory 
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lie offers is not in itself original; the originality comes from 
the vision and the inspiration of the poet. Dwelling on 
the fact of the dii.ine institution of the State, and of its 
integration into the supernatural order, Dante sees the 
State as operating from n!ithin the realm of p a c e  upon the 
world of nature. T\'liereas it is more coiiiinonly imagined 
as working from below, from outside of that realm; as 
though it came to meet the iiio\.ement of grace, working up  
stream. He sees it, then, as working in line with the 
Church. For hiin the Emperor is a 5Iessianic figure, a 
Saviour of his people, and the society he rules is thereby 
in process of coiiiing down from heaven. T h e  collabora- 
tion of Church and State is not simply parallel but inter- 
acti\.e, organically united and niaryellousl!- complex. T h e  
State is at the same h i e  subordinate to the Church and in- 
dependent of her. For the Church being the specific in- 
strument and channel of grace, the State as working in the 
cause of grace-as a secular instrument of grace-is de- 
pendent on the higher co-operation of the Church at eveiy 
point of its activity, throughout the whole course of its 
proper task of fitting men for the life of earthly citizenship. 
It is therefore in the condition of being immediately, con- 
tinuously, operatively, or technically subordinate to the 
Church. And yet it is not formally an instrument of the 
Church, by no means a department of the Church. Rather 
both Church and State are together instruments of the 
Kingdom of God, forces together active within the total 
organism of he JIytical Body of Christ-since it is the 
Church in her institutional. official, ' administrative ' 
character that is alone envisaged here. T h e  two societies 
co-operate as beinm united together in this total liEe of 

a grace; but it definitely is co-operation and not identity of 
action. Their fuiictions are different in kind, the one 
being specifically, immediately supernatural, the other 
secular; and they arc: different in their scope, for whereas 
the Church immediately co-operates in the whole activity 
of the State, the reverse is of course not true. In its own 
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immediate sphere of activity the State is dependent on the 
Church in the operative sense above indicated, but it does 
not come under her direct authority. There is nothing of 
Ultramontanisni in Dante's position. I n  fact he was a fierce 
opponent of the Ultramontanism of his day. He  considered 
that the chief cause of Lhe degenerate condition of Chris- 
tendom as he knew it was the failure of the Church and 
the State to work together in loyal partnership, but it was 
the totalitarian tendency of the Church rather than of the 
State that he regarded as the xiiajor peril. He  saw it as 
making for a sort of Christian nihilism. His own position 
is perfectly poised between the extremes of Ultraniontanist 
priestcraft and Pelagian statecraft. This just balance is 
by no means easily attained, even in thought, in imagina- 
tive realisation. Dante here can be our master; with an 
Encyclical authorising him in that capacity. 

It is .perhaps in the sequence of cantos in the Prirgutorio 
that has been mentioned abo1.e that his mind on this sub- 
ject is most splendidly represented: in the yision that de- 
scribes the harnessing of the chariot of the Church to the 
Tree of Paradise; which tells of the return of the sacred 
history upon itself, the undoing of original sin, the ful- 
filling of the promise of the first chapters of Genesis accord- 
ing to the triuinphant terms of the last chapters of the 
Apocalypse. 

Fortunately, it is unnecessary at this hour to defend Pope 
Benedict against the charge of philistinism for having re- 
commended Dante as a master oi theology. It is now again 
generally perceived that a poet may have doctrine to teach, 
provided it forms a living part of his poetry. It lvould be 
banbarous and futile to look for the authentic theology of 
Dante otheiwise than by entering into his poetry; just as it 
has been rnaintaiiied above that it is barbarous and futile 
to seek the authentic meaning of the Scriptures otherwise 
than by concentrating on their artistic sense. ' Do you, 
then, my dear children,' the Pope concludes, ' continue to 
prize and to 1oi.e this Poet, who sets forth Christian Wis- 
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dom and sings her praises with a beauty that is unrivalled. 
T o  love hini is to have )-our minds kept open to the light 
of ,truth, confirmed in their loyal and ardent attachiment 
to our  holy Faith.’ 

Yet, although the Encyclical benignly assumes that be- 
tween us and Dante, ‘ Earlem o m n i n o  spirat in Aligherio 
a tque  in nobis  pietas, e o s d m  hnbet sensus religio, iisdern 
tanqu,arn ijeia?)lii7ibus zititiir,’ and judges that despite the 
length of time that separates hiin from us, nevertheless, 
‘ hujus p n e ~ e  ae ta t i s  d ixer i s  esse, certe longe recenliorem 
quam quemquanz. e x  his, qzii nuiic sunt cantoribus vetus- 
tatis ejus qucm Chris tus  e cruce uictor de medio pepu l i t  ’- 
it is probably the fact that most of us find ourselves to be 
out of touch Tl-ith the aristocratic quality of his Catholi- 
cism, and obsructed in  our reading of h im by ignorance of 
his intellectual, cultljral background. W e  therefore need 
the help of conimentators. But again i t  is bafRing to find 
such a multitude of commentators presenting such a con- 
flicting \ x i e t y  of \rieJvs. It is precisely the practical inten- 
tion of the present article to recommend the two works 
abol-e noted as pro\.iding a solution of this difficult)-. Be- 
tween them thel- make u p  a first-rate course of introductioii 
to the Dii.ine Comedy-Ti-hich still remains to be com- 
pleted, holi-ei-er, b!- the appearance of the third volume of 
-Mr. Sinclair’s work. 

M. Masseron has produced a very comprehensive work 
of. exposition, but  it is ordered with such skill and insight 
that it rises abol-e the caregoq of the mere text-book. T h e  
first section is a guide to the physical features of the poem : 
i t  describes the course of :he joui-ne)-, the chronological, 
geographical, astronomical details, etc. Some very prac- 
tical plans are supplied in an  appendix tabulating the more 
schematic portion of: rhis information-all of which is un-  
doubtedly essential for a proper understanding of the 
action and of its symholic meaning. T h e  author then sets 
out again in pursuit of n-hat Dante calls the ‘ allegoric ’ or 
‘ mystical ’ sense of the poem, or what we should simply 

ON THE DIVINE CO.MEDY 
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call its syrrrbolic meaning-for in the special sense that 
‘ allegory ’ now has for us the Divine Comedy is not charac- 
teristically an allegoric poem. It is not such, for example, 
in the sense in which Pilgrim’s Progress is allegoric, where 
the outward meaning has no real significance except as 
symbol. Accordingly M. Masseron investigates some of the 
important clues ,to the figurative sense which in Daiite is 
woven into the hteral sense. And he inspires complete 
confidence in his handling of those famous questions, such 
as the meaning and the implications of the figure of 
Beatrice, the symbolism of Vergil, of St. Lucy, of the three 
beasts, and so on. Moving among a welter of theories he 
maintains a clear equable judgment that savours all the 
time of Catholic centrality. In  another section he de- 
scribes the contemporary background of Dante’s life and 
thought. No poem could be inore fully concerned with 
contemporary social facts than tile Divine Comedy; and no 
poet more vitally experienced and versed in their meaning 
than was Dante. M. Masseron renders a most valuable 
service !by working up the relevant data into a coherent 
historical picture. To pick up such information piece- 
meal, as one does in the ordinary commentary, does not 
help ,towards a proper understanding of Dante’s mind and 
intention. It is here made quite clear how organic was 
Dante’s destructive criticism, how completely removed 
from the petty, the spiteful, or the merely anecdotal. 
Florence was a veritable microcosm of the general disorder 
of Chrislian society of that age, and there Dante was 
thoroughly immersed in a flood of social evils, of cupidity, 
injustice, usury, Eachnal hatred, ruthless ambition which, 
moreover, provide a sufficiently faithful representation of 
the disordered Europe known to us at present. Next, since 
this poem is a Confession as well as a social diatribe, the 
data concerning Dante’s personal life are gathered to- 
gether. And finally, in what is perhaps the least success- 
ful  part of thc book, a general appraisal is attempted of 
Dante’s characteristics as a poet and as a 1.heologian. The  
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only import.ant omission suggesting itself is that no account 
is given of literary influences, not a word about Provence. 

Mr. Siiiclair deals only with the Inferno and the Pur- 
gatorio, but presuniably a third volume on the Paradiso 
will appear in due course. This work provides the Italian 
text of the poem, with a parallel prose translation. Each 
Canto is followed by brief annotations explaining isolated 
points of \.erbal meanings, historical allusions, etc., and 
then by some t w  or three pages of constructive commen- 
tary. The  translation plays for safety, and is successful. 
At the very least it can probably be said to be the most 
useful translstion now available, for the purpose of any 
one wishing chiefly to be helped to read the original. The 
Italian text is that of the Socielu Dantescu Italians. The 
printing is excellent; the form and binding attractive and 
appropriate. 

The  commentary is a work of very high quality, and 
probably the only thing of its kind existing in English. 
What it provides is genuine literary criticism; it attempts 
to gather light from and throw it back upon the poem as 
it is in itself. Xltliough from another point of view the 
statement can be re\.ersed, it can be said that Mr. Sinclair’s 
appreciation of t.lie Catholic meaning of the poem is a fun- 
damental factor of his successful critical achievement. I t  
has helped to save him from the common enough practice 
of dwelling on a distinction between the poetic qualities 
of the work and what are regarded as its mediaeval, dog- 
matic irrelevancies, and thus being distracted from realis- 
ing the complete artistic integrity of Dante’s achievement. 
Thus he is able to write in his preface: ‘ In  the comments 
on the cantos I have gone on the view, confirmed all 
through with closer kncn-ledge of the poem, that Dante is 
constantly and closely concerned with the moral and spiri- 
tual system and consistency of the whole, his imagination 
working habitually iuiflri)2 that system; that one of his 
most distinguishing qu;ilities-in his imagery, his epithets, 
his choice of dranratis personae, his mythological and his- 
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torical illustrations, his astronomical way of telling the 
time of day or night, hie frequent harping on words, 
phrases and ideas, his curious verbal devices, his varying 
moods as a pilgrini--is the quality of 7,elevancy, relevancy, 
that. is, to the nioral and spiritual matter in hand, and 
that these features as they come are not merely decorative, 
they are integral and art: to be so interpreted. Their mean- 
ing is their relevancy,’ Incidentally one may remark that 
if this pronouncement be transferred and applied to the 
Scriptures instead of to Dante it is a fine statement of the 
point of view which was described above as ,being the only 
appropriate, fully Catholic biblical approach. T h e  Scrip- 
tures also must be envisaged as a self-contained artistic 
whole. And their relevance, too, is their meaning. Mr. Sin- 
clair continues further on with a quotation from M, Barbi: 
‘ “ But Dante is not the man to accept submissively the 
thoughts and convictions of other men . . . Ef.erything 
may help to an understanding of his v-ritings, but the key 
of real Comprehension is to be sought, not so inuch in St. 
Augustine or the Abbot Joachim or Saint Thomas a I as 
in the inner life and the ~vc~rk of the poet hiriiself.” In 
some passages any interpretation is fairly open to debate, 
but i t  is by that standard of relevancy that it must be 
judged, aiid a poet is to be known from within or not at 
all,’ T h e  simplest and truest way of praising Mr. Sin- 
clair’s work is to say that i t  fulfils the promise contained 
in this splendid manifesto. 

RICHARD KEHOE, O.P. 


