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“I’ mi volsi a man destra, e puosi mente a l’altro polo,  
e vidi quattro stelle …” 

“Turning to the right, my thought fell upon the other pole, and 
then I saw four stars …” 
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PREFACE 

Preface 

It is a great honour to have been asked to write a preface 
for this volume. This wonderful collection brings together 
an impressive array of contributions, presented to 
audiences around Australia to mark the 700th anniversary 
of the death of Dante Alighieri in 2021. As celebrations in 
Italy and around the world were being prepared to mark 
the occasion, it seemed only fitting that the Dante Alighieri 
Society in Canberra, together with other Dante Societies of 
Australia, organise a national seminar series to reflect the 
many facets of Dante’s presence also in this continent.  

This volume brings together those presentations 
delivered around Australia, and in the case of one 
presenter, from Italy as well. In the event, almost all 
presentations were delivered online due to the ongoing 
effects of the COVID pandemic. One positive corollary from 
this format was that audiences from around the country, 
indeed the world, were able to participate in all talks from 
the series without needing to travel to the home city of the 
presenter. This also meant that a broader range of 
presenters and topics was able to be included in the series.  

This volume recalls the varied contributions being made 
by Dante scholars and enthusiasts around the country. It is 
also an opportunity to recall the long (and long lasting) 
relationship between Dante and Australia. The collection 
embodies the strength of interest, fascination, and love of 
Dante and his works by many also in this hemisphere. 

The variety of themes contained in the volume is broad, 
and reflect the wide interests of the speakers asked to 
present during the seminar series. Even a cursory glance at 
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the table of contents evinces the many different ways in 
which connections to Dante have been felt by authors. In 
some senses, this variety mirrors the range of subject 
matter treated by Dante himself. Perhaps we should not be 
surprised, in fact, that authors come from a wide range of 
backgrounds: they are members of the Italian community 
in Australia, professors in universities, poets, educators, 
and so on. The universality of the Comedy and its capacity 
to encompass all aspects of human emotion is reflected in 
the wide-ranging nature of the topics addressed by the 
chapters presented here. Once again, Dante is able to speak 
to us and our own experiences from a point that is far way 
in time and space, even in our condition as so-called 
“moderns”. It is precisely for this reason that a volume of 
this nature finds a special place in the contemporary 
landscape of twenty-first century Australia. 

The chapters in the volume can be seen to represent the 
personal view of each contributor, ranging from their own 
interpretations of selected passages of the Comedy, but also 
touching upon questions of methodology and reading. The 
contributions emphasise the particular ways in which these 
readers of Dante have been able to select certain terzine, 
themes, topics, connections, or ways of reading that have 
been most useful for them when approaching the sommo 
poeta. This is striking. It also contrasts with the many other 
types of series that have been presented in Italy and around 
the world. In fact, the chapters presented here are even 
more remarkable for the ways in which they tie particular 
aspects of Dante to the multifaceted nature of modern 
Australia, from personal faith, the connection of Dante to 
older Australians, to such topics as the teaching of Italian. 

vi



PREFACE 

This volume can therefore be seen as a unique contribution 
in the panorama of events marking the anniversary of 
Dante’s death.  

For my part, the decision to read aloud lines of Canto 
I:61-84 of Inferno during the introduction to the inaugural 
lecture of the series was justified, I argued, since this is 
where Dante meets Virgil for the first time. We were also at 
the start of a new journey in presenting a national seminar 
series in Australia. We were doing so accompanied by an 
Other, in the exact same way Dante had also been. This 
volume is an outstanding testament not only to the 
presenters in the series, but it also bears witness to the 
vitality of Dante Studies around Australia. I recommend a 
slow, attentive reading of each chapter, in order to gather 
something of the deep appreciation which each author 
clearly feels towards their chosen topic. 

Eugenio Montale claimed in the 1965 celebrations of the 
seven-hundredth anniversary of Dante’s birth:  

“The Commedia is and will remain the last miracle of 
world poetry.” 

In the same essay, (Dante ieri e oggi) Montale’s other 
famous assertion still rings true:  

“The farther his world recedes from us, the greater is our 
desire to know him and to make him known.” 

Dr. Joshua Brown, Senior Lecturer Italian Studies, 
University of Western Australia 
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INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

The driving force behind this volume is seven centuries 
of Dante’s poetic and cultural influence. Today, that 
influence spans our world.  

Almost as the Australian colonies were being fused into a 
single Commonwealth, the drafter of Australia's 
constitution, Sir Samuel Griffith, was also engaged in the 
production of the first Australian translation of the Divine 
Comedy.  In the 21st century, another noted Australian, 1

Clive James, himself a writer, devoted years to producing 
the second such Australian translation.  This long gap, as 2

we shall see, is filled with the continuous presence of Dante 
and his works in Australia’s cultural life.  

Through the Italian-Australian community, Australia’s 
connection with Dante is also lived and communal. Italian, 
the literary language Dante helped to create through both 
practice and design, is today taught to hundreds of 
thousands of children around Australia. It continues to be 
spoken in the homes of Italian migrants and by their 
children, grandchildren and great grandchildren (who 
together number more than a million). They form part of 
the diverse and interconnected tapestry that is Australia 
today.  

Yet despite all this, no attempt has previously been made 
to bring together a picture of Australia’s engagement with 
Dante and his work. This volume represents an initial step 
towards remedying that absence.  

The task of this journey, as has already been noted, was 
made possible through a series of seminars hosted around 

ix



DANTE UNDER THE SOUTHERN CROSS 2021 

Australia by the Dante Alighieri Societies of Australia: in the 
nation’s capital and virtually every state capital, as well as 
in Mildura, a rural centre (demonstrating the universal 
reach of Dante’s poetry).  

It is difficult indeed to summarise the breadth and 
richness of the presentations during the seminar series. 
However we can perhaps draw out some themes that 
provide insight into how Dante is experienced in Australia.  

Several of the presentations are personal or contain 
personal elements in them that illustrate how Dante has 
been experienced in different lives and contexts. This can 
be in the devotion of an entire life to Italian literature (as in 
the case of Rodney Lokaj and Drina Oldroyd). It is seen in 
long ago but never forgotten wartime experiences of a child 
where Dante was present (of Paolo Totaro). Here (as in the 
experience of Primo Levi in Auschwitz as recalled by 
Alessandro Barbero) Dante has the power to connect us 
with our humanity in the most difficult of times. Dante can 
be personal in the context of the both exhilarating and 
challenging the task of teaching his poetry to a new 
generation of university students, as in John Kinder’s 
experience.   

As is natural in reflection on the life and works of a great 
poet, poetry is ever present in the seminars. Sometimes 
simple appreciation of the beauty and depth of Dante’s 
verses is the entire point of conversation, as in the 
presentation by Stefano di Piero in Mildura. This 
appreciation was also expressed through readings from the 
Commedia such as that by Dr Paolo Baracchi during the 
DAS Melbourne hosted event, and that by Dr Joshua Brown 
during the national launch.  

x



INTRODUCTION 

Another theme was the response of Italian-Australian and 
Australian poets more generally to Dante, as explored in 
the papers of Gaetano Rando and Theodore Ell.  

For many such poets Dante is a “point of reference” and 
“a source of inspiration”. They can extrapolate, draw from 
and respond to Dante’s verses, confident that their 
audiences will appreciate the cultural and lyrical 
references. They draw on him as poetic mentor. Their 
evocations can range from profound reflection to tongue-
in-cheek humour. In the voices of Italian-Australian poets it 
can represent the migrant experience or philosophical 
explorations. In that of Australian poets more broadly it can 
evoke the journey of Australian exiles or connect the 
Australian physical experience with verses from another 
continent. These presentations provided the opportunity to 
explore a wealth of poetry which references Dante in this 
way.  

In two cases we see Australian poets creating their own 
“Divine Comedies” inspired and drawing on Dante’s 
creation. They are diversely and intensely original in how 
they carry forward a Dantesque literary tradition. In John 
Kinsella’s case, a lifetime of poetic work, integrated with 
music and illustration, explores his ecological and pacifist 
concerns in dialogue with and response to Dante. The 
physicality of Australia: it nature and environment are 
intensely present in his poetry as are the intimate, the 
sublime and profane of human nature. Harold Stewart’s 
epic Autumn Landscape Roll, also inspired by Dante, as 
described by Chris Mooney-Singh, is an entirely 
metaphysical exploration of Buddhist and Asian philosophy 
and culture. Both Australia and Italy are absent. Stewart 
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thus carries a Dantesque tradition beyond his cultural and 
geographic origins. He re-invents it to unfold the journey of 
the soul in a different tradition. In doing so he opens a 
conversation between cultures. 

Dante’s presence intersects life at different points. We 
find it in the life of youth of the 21st century who encounter 
Dante in university courses, as explored by John Kinder, 
and in the memories of older Italian-Australians, who 
reconnect with Dante far into their elder years, as explored 
and nurtured by Paolo Totaro. As discussed by Drina 
Oldroyd, it is found among older Australians more 
generally. In their retirement and of diverse backgrounds 
they seek out Dante in the University of the Third Age.  

Dante represents the connection between Italy and 
Australia. We see this in the opening address of 
Ambassador Francesca Tardioli that launched the national 
series. We see it in the ongoing support provided by the 
Italian government to the teaching of Italian in Australia as 
described by Anna Rita Tamponi in her presentation. We 
see it in the words of Italian-Australian poets. We see it also 
in the presentations of Rodney Lokaj and Alessandro 
Barbero, both Italian experts in the field, though in Rodney 
Lokaj’s case he is an Australian-Italian and has made the 
opposite migratory journey to the one with which we are 
more familiar.  

The cultural connections and implications of Dante’s 
work are multidirectional. While for Italian-Australians it is 
especially part of the community’s cultural heritage; this is 
also true for Australians generally. Dante’s adoption in 
English literature in the same era as the British arrived in 
Australia ensured this was so. Dante’s work can transcend 
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culture and re-manifest in new forms as in Harold Stewart’s 
already mentioned poetry in an Asian context. For 
indigenous Australians, Dante’s imagery can be used to 
speak of the “hell” and “purgatory” of colonisation, as 
exemplified by Samuel Wagan Watson’s presentation and, 
as part of the cultural package of colonisation, it can also 
represent the destruction that followed the arrival of 
Europeans.  

Dante’s words can evoke the long divide and hostility 
between Christian and Islamic worlds which share the 
Mediterranean. Yet in its quiet unnoticed spaces his poetry 
can also serve as a register of connection: of shared stories 
and histories.  

Dante’s words connect us with poetic traditions and 
stories that stretch back to Ancient Rome and to the earliest 
Greek mythologies of the era of Homer, when the Quattro 
Stelle were visible to “la prima gente” of the Mediterranean.  3

Sometimes engaging with the medieval in Dante is 
uncomfortable for 21st century audiences. This can be when 
his portrayals reveal the intolerances and prejudices of his 
era, as some of his portrayals of some Muslim figures do. 
His portrayal of suicide and homosexuality raise similar 
difficulties. As John Kinder explores in his presentation, 
these portrayals in Dante are not everywhere black and 
white and the exploration of such difficult questions is 
particularly important to younger readers of Dante. 

Another area of investigation is encountered in the 
gendered voice and context of Dante as a male poet in a 
patriarchal medieval world: a world which confines women 
to certain roles; notwithstanding the somewhat radical 
figure of Beatrice in a medieval theological context. Such 
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questions were raised by audience members following the 
presentation by Alessandro Barbero. Samuel Wagan 
Watson’s poetry also addresses the issue: “If Dante is the 
epitome of man, then Beatrice should never have given him a 
second look.” 

The vengeful in Dante, is discordant and unpleasant for 
John Kinsella, but nonetheless, to paraphrase Dante, “to 
retell the good he finds there”  John Kinsella is drawn to 4

devote a life to dialog with Dante’s poetic works.  
Both the beauty and the content of Dante’s verses draw 

us back to him for, if we may in some instances disagree 
with his answers, the questions he asks remain those which 
are central to our lives as human beings. 

In presentations such as those of Alessandro Barbero and 
John Kinder we encounter the question of what, in a sense, 
is “Dante’s message”. For John Kinder that message turns 
on the themes of “love, reason and desire” and their 
relationship to our own lives and the lives of those around 
us. For Alessandro Barbero that message is to live a life 
worthy of our human nature.  

Dante, the man, was another theme. He was there in the 
opening address by Ambassador Francesca Tardioli and in 
the presentation by Alessandro Barbero, as was his 
significance to Italians and the world.  

Another theme, to which Paolo Totaro draws us is in a 
sense represented by the question: What is Dante good for? 
Paolo Totaro shows us how Dante’s verses can be used to 
connect the elderly to memory, to conversation, to 
renewed learning and to life itself. Such an orientation 
reflects Paolo Totaro’s life of public service.  
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Some presentations illustrate the way Dante is found not 
only in poetry, but also in music (in John Kinsella’s 
presentation and Theodore Ell’s second presentation); and 
in art (again in the case of John Kinsella and in the 
presentation by Cathy Leahy on behalf of the National 
Gallery of Victoria). 

The last, focussing on the nineteenth century 
illustrations of the protestant William Blake, remind us that 
each generation and audience has its own questions. As 
Cathy Leahy observed, Blake, while creating his 
transcendentally beautiful representations of the 
Commedia, at the same time struggled with Dante’s 
veneration of the Virgin Mary and his focus on sin. 

Cathy Leahy's presentation, together with the 
presentation of Nerida Newbigin highlights the existence of 
important national collections related to Dante. In the first 
instance, the collection of Blake illustrations is world class. 
Nerida Newbigin’s presentation was concerned with the 
Dante collection at the University of Sydney. The richness 
of the collection is astonishing and again illustrates the 
importance of Dante in Australia.  

No discussion of Dante’s influence in Australia would be 
complete without a consideration of the Italian language in 
Australia, which of course is a far-flung manifestation of the 
project he started so long ago. Hundreds of thousands of 
students study Italian in Australia. Two papers discussed 
the promotion and prospects of Italian in Australia. Angela 
Scarino reviewed Italian in Australia, a leading community 
language, in the context of Australian curriculum policy 
and the needs and perspectives of the young, to mention 
just two issues. Anna Rita Tamponi unfolded the ongoing 
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commitment of the Italian government to sustaining Italian 
in Australia. Their presentations illustrate the wide-spread 
interest in Italian - which has transitioned from community 
language to a “prestige” language. Yet sustaining Italian 
into secondary and tertiary contexts is an ongoing 
challenge.  

The presentation from Mildura by Stefano di Piero 
reminds us that the poetry of Italy’s food is even more 
powerfully experienced in Australia than the poetry of 
Italy’s verses. In Mildura they combined both. Yet even 
here, Dante is present also in the recollection of a faraway 
Italian classroom where, as children or youth, Dante was 
part of life, as it is in an Australian country town. 

Professor Alessandro Barbero’s presentation from Italy, 
hosted by DAS WA, was the only presentation made in 
Italian and it brought the expertise of a leading writer on 
Dante to the series. He took participants to the life and 
reality of Dante and his influence in the world in a question 
and answer format. It marked a fitting celebration of 
Dante’s significance. 

The presentations made during the national seminar 
series ranged from informal spoken narrative to academic 
paper. Taken together, from around Australia, with two 
from Italy and another from Singapore, they show the 
pervasive reach and significance of Dante in Australia’s 
national life.  

The many words we say about Dante and his poetry at 
the end draws us back to him, back to the beautiful lyrical 
words of an exile, whose passionate words still stun us with 
their beauty, their power, their diversity and with the depth 
of their reflection.  
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If the past is any predictor of the future, we may expect 
that a hundred years from now, even though Australia will 
have changed in ways we cannot now imagine, there will be 
new generations who engage with Dante, discuss, debate 
and appreciate him. 

The following, at the risk of not doing justice to them, 
provides a summary of the presentations. The reader is 
referred either to the written version included here, or to 
the online recording which remain available online at the 
time of writing.  

25 March 2021 - Ambassador Francesca Tardioli and 
Rodney Lokaj (hosted by the Dante Alighieri Society 
Canberra) 

The series of webinars was opened by Franco Papandrea, 
President of the Dante Society of Canberra, at a meeting on 
Dante Day 25 March 2021. The gathering was addressed by 
Her Excellency Francesca Tardioli, Ambassador of Italy.  

Ambassador Tardioli’s own home town of Foligno was 
intimately connected with the journey of Dante’s works. 
Foligno, where she was born, saw the publication of the 
first printed edition of the Divine Comedy. Yet the 
significance of Dante goes far beyond this personal 
connection, as Ambassador Tardioli outlines. Dante is both 
representative of Italy and the father of the Italian 
language. He is also a profoundly influential contributor to 
the emergence of modernity.  
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In From Melbourne to Umbria in a Heartbeat, Professor 
Rodney Lokaj introduces us to Dante through the journey 
of his own life. It is a journey that has taken him from 
Melbourne to Italy. It is a journey that is rooted in 
Australian culture, and before it the “Grand Tour” that 
became a kind of rite of passage for well-to-do English who 
toured the European continent. They often ended their 
journeys at the then recently excavated ruins of Pompeii 
and the ancient Greek temples, some of the best in the 
world, at nearby Paestum.  5

For Rodney Lokaj the journey was not a there-and-back-
again affair. For he fell in love with Italy and its language 
and literature became his life. His professional career is a 
journey through Italy’s medieval literature, experienced 
from Spoleto and with access to the cultural heritage of 
Italy in places such as the Vatican Library. His presentation 
explores, among other things, the ongoing process of 
discovery that Dante still generates, in the form of new 
fragments and manuscripts of Dante’s writings that only 
saw the light of day in 2021. While few, if any Australians, 
have achieved Rodney Lokaj’s distinction in Italian Studies 
in Italy itself, his journey represents the countless 
Australians who over generations have fallen in love with 
Italy and its language and whose steps have repeatedly 
taken them to Italy’s shores or who have devoted their lives 
to its culture, language and literature. 
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23 April 2021 - Gaetano Rando and Theodore Ell (hosted 
by the Dante Alighieri Society Canberra) 

Gaetano Rando takes us on another kind of journey: the 
migrant journey of Italian-Australians, particularly as 
expressed by Italian-Australian poets and writers whose 
works are imbued with Dante. Both in the broad canvass 
and in detailed examination of particular authors Professor 
Rando explores their work. He takes us from Raffaele 
Carboni who was present at one of the most formative 
incidents of Australian history: the Eureka Stockade (and 
became its primary recorder), to the profound reflections 
and life work of Paolo Totaro AM whose poetry explores 
philosophical and theological dimensions of Dante’s work.  

Between them, Professor Rando traces the works of 
Italian-Australian writers such as G. Iacono and Felice 
Rando during the inter-war period when confronting anti-
Italian racism was a priority and Dante a tool in that fight. 
Also in the inter-war years, Luigi Strano’s work deployed 
Dantesque imagery to evoke the realities of Sydney during 
those years.  

Paolo Totaro, who Professor Rando, notes is one of the 
leading Italian-Australian poets of the post-war migration 
era, deploys an evolving corpus of multi-lingual poetic 
works to explore the experience of Italian-Australian 
migrants. He gives voice, both literally and metaphorically, 
to a working class generation of migrants in places such as 
the steel foundries of Port Kembla. Through works such as 
“Angels” Paolo Totaro explores themes of memory, drawing 
on Dante’s model of angels who live ever in the present, 
without memory. Professor Rando explores how Pino Bosi 
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by contrast deploys Dante in an irreverently humorous 
style. Dante’s verses are re-deployed to represent the 
ludicrous and mundane of the Italian-Australian migrant 
experience: from Italo-English to encounters with the law. 
This irreverence as Professor Rando comments is both 
coherent with Dante’s own irreverence and in Bosi’s case 
backed by a profound reflection on Dante’s works.  

Theodore Ell in Dante’s influence on Australian poets, 
opens with an exploration of Stephen Edgar’s poem Second 
Circle (Diamond Beach), examining the presence of Dante as 
an almost a familial and familiar spirit for many Australian 
poets. He will come to mind as needed. Allusions to Dante 
and his verses are recalled in diverse Australian contexts. 
This however, just a departure point for the deeper ways in 
Dante’s influence is seen in the work of Australian poets: in 
their “techniques, their conceptual designs, their points of 
view … their casts and registers of language”. Here (primarily 
in English translation) Dante takes on the role of “mentor, 
instructor … admonisher”.  

Dr Ell explores a long list of Australian poets, each of 
whom is unique in their engagement with Dante. 
Christopher Brennan’s poetry was shaped by Dante, but his 
life was in tension with the theological certainties of 
Dante’s universe. Henry Kendall absorbs and re-uses 
Dante’s moral framework and emotions of Dante. Dorothy 
Porter’s Wild Surmise centres on Dante’s love and 
forbearance. These qualities central to her fictional queer 
characters whose truth places them in tension with a 
hostile society around them. David Malouf is one of a 
company of Australian poets who know Italy well and who 
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have spent years of their lives there. Malouf connects 
traitors in Dante’s poetry with fascist collaborators of our 
own era. In Florence, Malouf finds companionship with 
Dante, his fellow exile. In Les Murray, Dr Ell describes an 
inverse relationship with Dante. Like Dante, Les Murray 
sets out to vindicate the vernacular. In this case the 
Australian vernacular, using a model drawn implicitly from 
Dante. For Murray, like Dante, poetry is connected to the 
divine and the eternal. He invokes Dante as an anti-hero of 
his own time.  

John Kinsella, who himself spoke during the National 
Seminar Series, is to Dr Ell, the Australian poet who stands 
out as the poet “on whom Dante has exercised the most 
complete and formative influence”. John Kinsella’s own 
Divine Comedy: Journey’s Through a Regional Geography is 
an epic poem modelled on Dante’s Commedia with its own 
cantos and a three canticle “Purgatorio, Paradiso and 
Inferno”. “Sin” is central to Kinsella’s work, as in Dante’s.  
The sin of greatest concern to John Kinsella is modern 
humanity's assault on the Australian ecology. Its demons 
and sinners include bankers and real estate agents. 
Australia’s ‘original sin’ as noted by Dr Ell is the stealing of 
the land from Australia’s Aboriginal people. In John 
Kinsella’s Comedy the order of the natural world  is 
disrupted by human folly and venality. Higher powers are 
absent. Dr Ell concludes: Kinsella has his own redeeming 
Beatrice who draws him to humility and the everyday.  
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27 May 2021 - Paolo Totaro (hosted by the Dante Alighieri 
Society Sydney) 

Paolo Totaro’s Dante and the Making of Italians in 
Australia is a profound personal reflection on Dante and his 
significance to Italians in Australia. Paolo Totaro draws our 
attention to the significance of Dante. He is a poet and 
thinker who, like Einstein and Shakespeare has profoundly 
influenced the world. Paolo Totaro asks if we should 
measure Dante by the ethical time and world in which he 
lived (and which he reflects), and whether Dante would 
today condemn “good, non-baptised souls …” to hell. Such 
questions are also explored by John Kinder, as discussed 
below.  

In the context of Dante’s meaning to Italian-Australians, 
Paolo Totaro is concerned to ask three questions: Is Dante 
read in Australia, apart from at a tertiary and university 
level? Could Dante be brought to a new cohort of readers, 
young and old? Is it possible to build a group of language 
proficient volunteers who are passionate about the great 
poet and who might bring his work to residents in 
Australia's aged care system? Such questions reflect Paolo 
Totaro's own life of service to the community around him. 
The needs of the aged, he observes, are particularly acute 
in a moment in Australia when its care of its elders is the 
subject of a Royal Commission.  

Paolo Totaro, like a new Virgil, takes Dante by the hand 
and, helping him down from his pedestal, guides him into 
our nursing homes, where the first generations of Italian-
Australians are facing their end of life: perhaps another 
kind of hell that modernity has invented. Drawing together 
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elder Italian-Australians in a focus group, Paolo Totaro 
explores Dante with them: Is his name familiar? Do his 
verses come do mind? Do they know his legacy? Slowly the 
group draws out their memories and Dante and his works 
appear before them. Dante’s words tumble from memory 
and enthusiasm grows to commit to reading Dante. Paolo 
Totaro also reflects on Dante’s statues in Sydney; hinting at 
an entire discourse about the physical and pictorial 
representation of Dante.  

Dante’s journey to the southern pole transitions to Paolo 
Totaro’s journey back in memory to wartime Naples when 
Dante’s verses comforted a child descending into Naples 
subterranean bomb shelters. Sin was ever present in 
religious instruction.  

However the needs of the elderly return into focus and 
Paolo Totaro discusses a project to bring Dante to them 
through the Workers Educational Association Sydney. The 
study and enjoyment of Dante is as relevant as that of such 
writers as Shakespeare, James Joyce and T.S. Elliott. 
Especially for our elderly, Dante is a connection with 
memory and with life itself. In an Australian context, Dante 
represents part of that broad multicultural heritage that can 
rightly be Australia’s, he concludes.  

25 June 2021 - John Kinder (hosted by the Dante Alighieri 
Society Western Australia) 

John Kinder’s presentation Dante, the ‘Clash of 
Civilisations’ and the Search for Authentic Freedom is also 
grounded in his own personal journey: that of university 
professor mediating a medieval Dante to youth in the 21st 
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century. This presents a challenge of scale. How to 
approach Dante’s monumental work so as to take students 
beyond Inferno, to Purgatorio and Paradiso, without which 
Inferno cannot be fully understood i.e. so as “not to leave 
students at the bottom of hell” as Professor Kinder notes. Yet 
he describes his decision to teach the entire Comedy in 
2021, as one which “turned out to be one of most rewarding 
experiences of my teaching career”. Professor Kinder places 
the themes of “love, reason and freedom” at the ethical 
heart of Dante’s poetry. 

Yet, another kind of challenge is presented by aspects of 
Dante’s medieval world-views, which are no longer 
acceptable to 21st century sensibilities. Professor Kinder 
provides three examples of this difficulty: Dante’s 
disrespectful treatment of the prophet of Islam, 
Muhammad, and the placement of “suicides” and of gays in 
hell. However these are apt to be misconstrued, if the 
students do not progress beyond the end of Inferno. 

The first issue arose for Professor Kinder’s students 
through the modern culture of “memes” which took a 
medieval image of Muhammad based on Dante’s verses. 
The verses in question are so offensive to Muslims that 
recent Arabic translations of the Commedia have deleted 
identifiers. Professor Kinder notes the shock his students 
experienced when the significance of meme was explained 
to them,  but also the fruitful discussion which followed. 6

Dante’s verses characterise Islam as a Christian “heresy”.  
On this basis, Dante’s uses it (together with examples from 
the history of the Italian peninsula itself ) to address the 
problem of schism and division and the violence that 
attends it. This is a problem with which Dante was very 
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familiar, not it might be said from Islam (which was distant 
from his life) but rather from the bitter political 
partisanship which resulted in his exile. Professor Kinder 
notes that it is simplistic to dismiss Dante as Islamophobic, 
as the appearance of three Muslims in the Commedia: 
Averroes, Avicenna and Saladin, attests. These figures 
appear grouped with Dante’s poetic heroes in Limbo (a 
special place his hell for those noble souls who did not 
know Christ).  

To depart from a description of Professor Kinder’s paper 
and to consider this particular issue further, Dante was 
writing in medieval Catholic mode and in that mode pagans 
and “others” did not have access to heaven.  

A relevant consideration in reading Dante in our own 
time, is that over the course of seven centuries the 
theological ground has shifted, and heaven, in formal 
Catholic doctrine, need no longer be beyond the bounds of 
possibility for non-Christians. Thus Vatican II declared: 

“the plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge 
the Creator, in the first place among whom are the Muslims: 
… together with us they adore the one, merciful God, 
mankind’s judge on the last day.”  7

Catholic doctrine now “rejects nothing that is holy and 
true [in other religions]”, and has “high regard for Muslims” 
who “worship God, who is one, living and subsistent”. Such 
ideas, and the history of conflict between these two 
Abrahamic faiths, lead to a Christian imperative for 
reconciliation, mutual understanding and inclusion. For 
“all people” form “one community” and have a single divine 
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origin and a single final goal.  It is also interesting to note, 8

in the context of the discussion which follows, that Pope 
Paul II, in 1986, simply recognised Jerusalem as the site of 
Muhammad’s night journey.  9

The unfoldment of history has expanded the canvas 
beyond that available to Dante, and with Paolo Totaro, we 
can wonder what Dante would have written, if he had lived 
in our times.  

Further, Dante’s use of Muhammad makes a 
consideration of western images of Muhammad part of the 
conversation about Dante.  And, notwithstanding the 10

above, the search for a space for Muhammad (and by 
implication for those to whom he is a venerated figure), 
while retaining a Christian world-view, remains an open 
question which Christian philosophers and theologians 
continue to explore.  Such modern theological 11

explorations are one line of investigation which is relevant 
to this particular medievalism in Dante’s writing. Such 
thinkers (and their Muslim counterparts)  are in their way 12

addressing the human problems of schism and discord 
which, after all, are Dante’s theme in Canto 28 of Inferno. 
They are issues which remains pressingly relevant in our 
time, although we would not speak of them as Dante does. 

Further, the issue of Christian-Muslim relations in the 
context of Dante’s own work has its own complex history.  
Its exploration opens a conversation about the 
interconnectedness of cultures and literatures. Specifically, 
the degree of indebtedness of Dante to literature and 
thought of the Islamic world, including specifically Il Libro 
della Scala, which describes the night journey of 
Muhammad from Jerusalem to Heaven, has been a matter 
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of controversy for more than a century. The 1920 
publication by Miguel Asín Palacios (a Spanish Jesuit priest) 
of La escatologia musulmana y la Divina Comedia  brought 13

that controversy to a head: a controversy that continues to 
be discussed by scholars to this day. This, notwithstanding 
the plausibility of the possible presence of a Latin 
translation of Il Libro della Scala (Liber scale Machometi) in 
the library of Cangrade della Scala (the great patron of 
Dante), Dante’s friendship with Brunetto Latini, other 
plausible pathways, and the careful work of scholars such 
as Enrico Cerulli and Maria Corti (to mention just two), who 
make the connections undeniable.   14

Dante of course drew on a wide variety of sources and 
influences from classical, Judaeo-Christian and other 
‘western’ literature and the Commedia is far from a simple 
copy of any of the multitude of sources which Dante brings 
together and re-purposes in his universal compendium of 
European medieval knowledge and beliefs. “Western” 
sources are often heavily footnoted or appear in 
commentaries on Dante’s works produced by western 
scholars, to whom they are familiar. However, as Palacios 
exemplifies, a deep knowledge of Arabic literature is 
required to draw forth the Arabic literary threads of Dante’s 
work. The footnotes and commentary are largely missing.  

In a roundabout way, Dante’s portrayal of Muhammad is 
itself a nod to that Arabic literature, for Dante did not invent 
that portrayal (although he distorts it and inverts its 
meaning - in a way entirely consistent with Christian anti-
Islamic polemics of his day). In Islamic lore, immediately 
before Muhammad’s night journey to Heaven, Muhammad’s 
body was split open from throat to lower abdomen by the 
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Angel Gabriel. The angel then took out and washed his 
heart with water from a sacred spring and then put it back 
into Muhammad’s body having removed a small black spot. 
Thus purified, Muhammad is fit to make the journey to the 
divine world.  Despite the relevance of this story to an 15

understanding of the origin and meaning of Dante’s 
portrayal, it is missing from prominent commentaries on 
Canto 28 of Inferno.  16

Moreover, Dante’s questionable portrayal of Islam 
‘dividing’ the world betrays Dante’s the limits of his 
knowledge of the Islamic world. Dante thus presents a 
curious mixture of ignorance and knowledge.  As a 17

statistical matter, the great bulk of references in the 
Comedy are connected with places in Italy and Greece (and 
in Italy with the regions most proximate to Tuscany).  The 18

Arabic world was distant from Dante’s directly lived 
experience although he has available to him information 
that had come through or from that world. 

It is important in this context to also note the literature 
which apart from influences deals with the question of such  
sources also in terms of a shared common Euroasiatic 
literary motif of journeys to the otherworld. The motif 
stretches at a minimum from Ireland to Zoroastrian Persia 
and as far back as the shamanic practices of Eurasia.  From 19

that point of view, the Commedia is but one of the best 
known and most celebrated examples of an enormous body 
of literature, in many languages, which narrate such 
journeys.  

The question of the history of Christian-Muslim relations 
in western Eurasia, which emerges from such an 
discussion, is part of a family of broader issues which may 
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be stated in the following way: how people and 
communities of diverse heritage are to live together in 
harmony, understanding and mutual respect. This is a 
global challenge, but also a particularly Australian one, 
given its multicultural and migrant heritage. In literary 
terms, such questions go also to our dialogue with a 
European literature that is at once both part of the 
common heritage of humankind and yet burdened with the 
shortcomings of the particular eras from which it comes.  

However to return to Professor Kinder’s paper, this 
difficult issue, as has already been noted is not the only one 
that he explores with his students. The issue of suicide is 
another such issue. Again the situation is complex. If we 
know only the forest of suicides of Inferno we will miss the 
place of honour Dante gives Cato (a suicide in the cause of 
liberty) as guardian of Purgatory. 

Dante’s treatment of homosexuality, if solely judged from 
the verses of Inferno, is no less problematic from a 21st 

century viewpoint, as explored by Professor Kinder. 
However, as with the case of Islam, a hasty conclusion that 
Dante is unrelievedly homophobic is called into question 
by a study of the full content of the Comedy.  

Professor Kinder thus explores the treatment of sexuality 
as a whole in the Comedy. Sexual vice in general is treated 
by Dante as a ‘lesser’ sin and as the student reaches the top 
of the mountain of Purgatory they discover that sins 
“according to nature” and “sins against nature” are treated 
equally, and, as Professor Kinder notes, in a context in 
which those in Purgatory are so to speak, on their way to 
Heaven. Thus Professor Kinder notes, that although 
starting with the “certainties” of his medieval world, 
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Dante’s thought pushes the boundaries of that world. We 
may note also, as explored in Theodore Ell’s presentation, 
the example of the response of one gay poet to Dante. It is 
by no means the only one.   20

Of all the contributors to the National Seminar series, 
Professor Kinder’s presentation most insightfully explores 
Dante’s philosophical and ethical universe and takes 
seriously that, beyond its value as literature, Dante’s 
insights are of lasting importance. As Professor Kinder 
explores, the most appealing aspect of Dante’s world view 
is his understanding of freedom. Dante accepts ultimate 
truth as taught by the Catholic Church, yet he has no 
difficulty in placing Popes in Hell. He is not content with 
mere belief.  He must explore the meaning of his beliefs to 
their roots. His purpose is to illuminate a path to the state 
of happiness. Dante’s comprehensive universe, framed in a 
European era of transition, challenges modernity’s 
rejection of ‘grand narratives’. Yet for Dante, love and 
freedom (necessary complements to each other) are at the 
centre of reality. Thus Professor Kinder draws attention to 
the centre of the Commedia, where Virgil and Dante 
converse about ‘love, reason and freedom’. Human beings 
possess both the freedom to direct our desires and reason 
which potentially enables us to discover desires worthy of 
our humanity. Desire is not to be shunned. Guided by 
reason, our free pursuit of desire leads to full expression of 
humanity. Dante’s very certainty gives him freedom to 
explore his conceptual world to the full. Professor Kinder 
concludes that “Dante’s journey is an invitation to never stop 
striving for the stars”. Dante’s universe is in the final 
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analysis “a map of the human heart”; heaven and hell the 
realities our choices create.  

12 July 2021 - Stefano di Piero (hosted by the Dante 
Alighieri Society Mildura) 

Mildura is a country town located on Victorian side of the 
Murray River. It has its own Dante Alighieri Society which 
on 12 July 2021 hosted a dinner and discussion to celebrate 
Dante700. Attendees were able to enjoy a medieval meal 
such as might have been eaten by Dante, prepared by 
celebrated Italian-Australian chef Stefano di Piero. After 
dinner, Stefano di Piero addressed the gathering, speaking 
of Dante and the Comedy. He narrated from Canto 2 of 
Inferno in Italian as well as explaining the verses from 
which he was reading.  

Stefano di Piero outlined the theme of doubt found in the 
Canto. It appears in a conversation between Dante and 
Virgil and in the message of Beatrice, conveyed to Dante 
through Virgil, whom she has sent to guide him, and 
beyond her, from Santa Lucia and the Virgin Mary. Stefano 
di Piero comments on Dante’s marketing skills in placing 
such famous figures in his verses to validate his poetry. An 
appreciation of the beauty of the verses is something that 
Stefano di Piero draws attention to repeatedly as he reads 
from one beautiful verse after another.  

Everyone, he observed, takes something from Dante, and 
this was something that stayed with him from his childhood 
experience as a school student in Italy. Such verses stay 
with us, guide and inspire us in later years.  
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While not included in this volume, Stefano di Piero’s 
readings and conversation can be accessed online.  21

24 July 2021 - Chris Mooney Singh, Drina Oldroyd, 
Samuel Wagan Watson (hosted by the Dante Alighieri 
Society Brisbane) 

Dante’s influence is not confined to the European 
world.  Thus Chris Mooney-Singh’s Heavens and Hells 22

Eastern and Western - An Allegorical Look at Dante’s La 
Divina Commedia and Harold Stewart’s Autumn Landscape 
Roll takes us to the world of the twentieth century 
Australian poet Harold Stewart, whose Autumn Landscape 
Roll creates nothing less than a Buddhist Commedia. 
Stewart, whose journey made him an Australian exile in 
Japan, created his epic work inspired and influenced by 
Dante. Yet like other poets who respond to Dante, his work 
is also intensely original.  

Chris Mooney-Singh accompanies us in an exploration of 
Harold Stewart’s work, which in terms of sheer scale, make 
his work parallel to that of John Kinsella (whose extensive 
contribution is further described below). Stewart, however, 
uses entirely different symbols, and different rhyme and 
meter, to unfold Buddhist metaphysics.  

Regarded as a “literary conservative” Stewart’s exile was 
connected to his being out of place in the literary landscape 
of Australia. Due to a literary controversy that dogged his 
career, Autumn Landscape Roll was never published. Chris 
Mooney-Singh is working to remedy that situation.  

Australia does not feature at all in Autumn Landscape 
Roll, as Chris Mooney-Singh notes. It is entirely devoted to 
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eastern philosophical and religious thought. Its title 
references ancient T’ang period landscape painting and it is 
concerned with the journey to become a “Boddhisattva”: 
that is awakened.  

The central character of Autumn Landscape Roll is Wu 
Tao-Tzu, a painter of the Sui and T’ang periods. Wu Tao-
Tzu enters his own painting of an autumn landscape and 
begins a journey to become a Boddhisattva. Here there is a 
direct parallel between the Comedy and Autumn Landscape 
Roll, although one is concerned with Christian salvation 
and the other with Buddhist enlightenment. Dantean 
echoes are drawn out by Chris Mooney-Singh in Autumn 
Landscape Roll’s own “shadow dappled wood” and in 
similarities in which the inner and outer are connected.  

The Buddhist hell, as Chris Mooney-Singh notes, is closer 
to Purgatory, for it is not an eternal place of punishment, 
but rather a realm where “karmic actions” are expiated “for 
a set period”. Stewart’s Pure Land Buddhism implies a cycle 
of reincarnations through “Pure Lands” that are “not the 
final heaven” but steps on the way.  

As Chris Mooney-Singh comments, the Comedy provides 
a kind of architectural blueprint for Autumn Landscape Roll. 
Stewart uses the Commedia as a framework for his own 
structure. For Dante the numbers three and its multiples 
structure his poetry. For Stewart the number two and its 
multiples do the same. Such numbers (sacred in Buddhism 
and Taoism) are deployed by Stewart in couplets 
(representing yin-yang) and he divides his work into two 
halves, each having 16 canto. The verse form is iambic 
pentameter with “a highly original form of variable 
rhyming” in verse paragraphs. Chris Mooney-Singh’s own 
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life has taken him to engagement with Asia, through his 
residence in Singapore and his own Sikh faith. The pending 
publication of Autumn Landscape Roll he hopes will “bring 
us back to Dante in a beautiful and more universally inclusive 
way that does not polarise western and eastern culture 
offering a global perspective”.  Chris Mooney-Singh closes 23

with his own poem in tribute to Stewart: Kyoto Vacation. 
Chris Mooney-Singh has also published an illustrated and 
more extensive commentary on Autumn Landscape Roll, 
which can be found online.  24

Drina Oldroyd, in her The Response of Older Australians to 
of Different Backgrounds to Reading Dante, like Paolo Totaro 
focusses on the experience of older generations connecting 
with Dante. Like Rodney Lokaj her journey involved time in 
Italy. As a young person she won a Borsa di Studio allowing 
her to study the Commedia for three months in Rome. This 
began her lifelong study, research, teaching and 
engagement with Dante and Italian Studies. For near on 
two decades she has ‘paid forward’ the support she 
received from the Dante Alighieri Society Brisbane by 
teaching the Divina Commedia.  

Following retirement from teaching at Griffith University 
Dr Oldroyd initiated a program of teaching the Divine 
Comedy in English through the University of the Third Age 
(U3A). Like Paolo Totaro, Drina Oldroyd seeks the views of 
the older generation (her U3A students) asking a series of 
questions to explore the engagement of older Australians 
with Dante’s poetry. Her respondents’ reasons for seeking 
out Dante varied widely, from being influenced by 
illustrations of his works, to wanting to experience new 
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literature that they had not had the opportunity to explore 
before. Many pursued seeds that had been laid much 
earlier in life, whether the reputation of the Divine Comedy 
as great literature, or formative school experiences.  

Dr Oldroyd continued her investigation by exploring the 
impact of Inferno on her students, with its gore, gossip and 
graphic portrayal of tortures. This evoked diverse 
responses. Students reflected on the theme of sin and  
contrapasso (“punishment to fit the crime”) and the deep 
roots of Dante’s portrayals in both the medieval and 
classical worlds. Beatrice was another theme of 
exploration, with its connection to Dante’s love of her and 
the strangeness of that love. The character of Virgil was 
another point of exploration, with one student perceptively 
noting his similarity to Moses, who led the way but could 
not enter the “promised land”. Some commented on the 
Comedy as a political treatise on the problems of the day. 
Purgatory was another point of exploration, providing a 
space for people to speak about death. The demand for Dr 
Olroyd’s courses meant there was always a waiting list. She 
comments that this demonstrates the continuing demand 
for humanities in a time when the humanities are less 
valued. Dr Oldroyd concluded her presentation with 
reflection on the place of founding myths in the life of our 
community. What is clear from her presentation is that 
Dante speaks to Australians broadly, irrespective of 
background, in many cases connected with their own life 
experiences in diverse settings.  

Another presentation that shares a place of honour in the 
series, although a written version is not available, is that by 
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Samuel Wagan Watson which was presented on the same 
occasion as those of Drina Oldroyd and Chris Mooney-Singh 
at the event hosted by the Dante Alighieri Society Brisbane. 
The presentation, at time of writing is accessible online.   25

Samuel Wagan Watson  is a celebrated Aboriginal poet 26

whose published collections of award winning poetry 
include Smoke Encrypted Whispers and Of Muse Meandering 
and Midnight. His poetry is eclectic and includes reflection 
on the Aboriginal experience of colonisation. As he 
mentioned during his presentation, he was “the first Sam 
Watson” not to be born under the control of a government 
Act.  

The mission where Samuel Wagan Watson’s ancestors 
were confined was named Purga. It is a name which he 
incorporates into an evening of his own poetry under the 
title Wrath and Purga. The wrathful are the European 
invaders and the purpose of the mission was clear. They 
imprisoned the free and condemned them to a hell in the 
name of a new god. Purga (of course evoking Purgatory) as 
Samuel Wagan Watson observes in verse, ironically 
becomes the “Paradise Heights” of a new subdivision that 
stands there today, yet he must begin by asking “What kind 
of hell is this?” His powerful verses follow; unfolding an 
Aboriginal experience both shared and personal. His 
identity was marked by the colour of his skin, but the 
identity “was not an alibi”. It was a reality that evokes 
Purgatorio X.V.I. whose opening verses speak of a smoke so 
dark that it is deeper than the darkness of hell. It is a place 
where we ask: does evil come from God or from human 
beings? Such is Purga and the indigenous experience of 
Australia writ large. It is the reality of “poetic Gilbert” who 

xxxvi



INTRODUCTION 

bowled out the great Bradman and who for such a sin “it 
was back to the mission”.  Samuel Wagan Watson continues 27

to a description of the Purgatory of the single mother, of 
the black single mother and “heaven help you if you’re a 
female head of state in a male dominated democratic 
paradise”. Desert becomes Beaudesert and the “New 
Jerusalem” is complete with “martyrs and lamb”. His poetry 
weaves cultural icons and personal experience of 
Purgatorio Australia. The poetry that Samuel Wagan 
Watson shared is a poetry of protest. It is a use of poetry 
that Dante himself deployed in response to the brutality of 
his own time and place.  

27 August 2021 - John Kinsella and Theodore Ell (hosted 
by the Dante Alighieri Society South Australia) 

We have already encountered John Kinsella’s work above 
and the national seminar series was privileged to have John 
Kinsella himself present at the event hosted by the Dante 
Alighieri Society of South Australia. In that presentation, 
John Kinsella immediately ‘grounds’ us, referring to the 
natural world and the Aboriginal country from which he is 
speaking. It is at the heart of his poetic engagement: 
“interpretations”, “interactions” and “responses” to Dante, 
rather than translations, as he says. He explores the issue of 
language in its Australian context. English is a colonising 
tongue. Gaelic is his lost ancestral language. These relate, 
for John Kinsella, to the transition from Latin to vernacular 
Italian which Dante promotes.  

John Kinsella’s poetry is connected with his philosophical 
orientation to pacifism, his primary ecological concerns 
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and the modern day tyrannies of Nazism and Fascism. He is 
not concerned with the vengeful in Dante’s Comedy. Rather 
he approaches it as a “tool for examining the hypocrisies of 
systems around one”. There are in Dante what John Kinsella 
describes as lacunae, through which the “strictness” of his 
theology opens pathways to “other things” and “other ways 
of seeing”. Mount Bakewell of the WA wheatbelt, whose 
ecology is threatened, is John Kinsella’s Mount Purgatory. 
He makes its geography mirror Dante’s: a place which 
provides a pathway down into ecological hells and 
pathways up towards an earthly paradise.  

John Kinsella shares his use of music in the process of 
making his poetry: how Liszt’s Dante Symphony, along with 
other musical works accompanies the process of creation 
and narration, particularly in his work Musical Dante. Music 
he sees as integral to Dante’s work, and “when [he] reads 
Dante [he] hear[s] music”. We may also note that Canto V of 
John Kinsella’s own Divine Comedy: Journeys through a 
Regional Geography has been set to music by Gordon 
Kerry.  28

As well as music, images are also integrated into John 
Kinsella’s work. Musical Dante responds to the William 
Blake illustrations of Dante. Thus we see John Kinsella 
integrating word, music and image into his opus. He 
undertakes a “synthesis of sound and vision” and wishes 
his works to be both “visual and aural” as “knowledge can 
be acquired in many ways”.   29

John Kinsella’s presentation included a reading of 
selections of his poetry, together with his own expositions 
on them. In addition to the themes above, he discusses his 
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use of rhyme scheme, sometimes terza rima, but adapted to 
the needs of his own poetry.  

We may note also that John Kinsella has continued his 
visual engagement with Dante through his own collection 
of illustrations. Under the title Dante Graphology Drawing 
Poems, John Kinsella has published fourteen illustrations 
which are part of a larger body of work that were created 
during his poetic process. He describes these illustrations 
as “mainly concerned with ‘reading’ the Comedy through a 
series of different personal lenses over time”.   30

John Kinsella’s presentation was followed by an 
exposition and response from Theodore Ell, whose own 
synthesis of the engagement of Australian poets with Dante 
was described above. Theodore Ell’s insights add further to 
our understanding of John Kinsella’s work. Theodore Ell 
draws out for us the tension between John Kinsella’s ethical 
orientation towards pacifism and ecological values and that 
which is “vengeful” in Dante. Yet he draws on Dante to find 
“new ways of seeing”.  

However, Theodore Ell then continues to explore in 
greater depth the theme of music which John Kinsella 
introduced. Dr Ell notes the broad sweep of musical 
responses to Dante from the classical to heavy metal and 
from representations of the entire Commedia to selected 
scenes from Dante’s poetry. Most musical responses are in 
the latter form. The Dante Symphony by Franz Liszt, he 
notes, is the only attempt by a major composer to 
represent the entire Commedia, and even here the task 
proved “superhuman” with the composer representing 
Paradiso with a Magnificat.  The world of music is yet to 31

fully represent Dante’s work. John Kinsella’s work, however 
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he concludes, is in its way a kind of sound-poetry which 
succeeds where music has not. John Kinsella, he remarks, is 
“uniquely successful” in his response to Dante and he “has 
understood most perceptively the totality of Dante’s purpose”. 

24 September 2021 - Encounter with Alessandro Barbero 
(hosted by the Dante Alighieri Society Western Australia)  

The presentation by Alessandro Barbero, an eminent 
Italian historian, novelist, academic and, in 2020, the 
author of the international best seller Dante,  again 32

connected an Australian audience with Italy for Dante700. 
This time the presentation was in Italian, the only instance 
during the national series. Alessandro Barbero’s 
presentation was in the format of question and answer. 
Although his presentation is not included in this volume, 
the video remains accessible online at time of writing and is 
also well worth listening to.  The following is a summary of 33

the event.  
The evening began with a question from Professor Kinder 

as to Alessandro Barbero’s intent in writing the book. 
Alessandro Barbero’s response described the work as a 
passion project about a medieval figure who was very well 
documented. It was a project he dived into without thought 
of Italy or audience or the approaching centenary. He 
continued to note that in contrast to the 150th anniversary 
of Italy celebrations, which were largely driven by national 
institutions, Dante celebrations in 2021 were spontaneous 
and arose from the grassroots at school and community 
level across Italy. These were accompanied by many new 
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publications on Dante. Dante is now something Italians 
“carry with them” and something they share in common. 

Professor Kinder’s second question drew the 
conversation to the Italian diaspora and Alessandro 
Barbero began by observing that in Italy itself the Italian 
diaspora was not as known as it should be. He described 
Italians as “an ancient people who live in the present” and 
who little know their own history with only the most 
painful memories of history still present in memory. His 
reflections turned to the place of reading and literature in 
our lives. While we can live perfectly well without being 
immersed in literature, we lose something if we have not 
read great works like the Divine Comedy. He noted the 
presence of Dante during Paolo Totaro’s experience of 
wartime bombing which Professor Kinder had introduced. 
He also recalled that in Primo Levi’s work Is this a Man (one 
of the world’s great narratives from a Holocaust survivor), 
even in this darkest historical experience, Dante was 
present and teaches us what it means to be human.  

The theme of exile was next explored with its relevance 
to Italian-Australians, who, as Alessandro Barbero, 
explored, even if “voluntarily” making the journey from 
their homeland, in a certain sense were pushed by 
circumstance to make a life abroad. Dante’s exile is so well 
known, he commented, that it risks losing its dramatic 
impact. Dante, whose primary identity was Florentine, was 
both exiled and condemned to death. In a moment, while 
away from his city, he lost everything. Yet without Dante’s 
personal tragedy, Alessandro Barbero observed, perhaps he 
would never have written the Divine Comedy.  
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Professor Kinder next took the conversation to a question 
about whether or not knowing the real Dante with his 
human flaws “risks taking him down from his pedestal”. 
Alessandro Barbero observed that knowing the real Dante 
allows us to take Dante off “the wrong pedestal” and simply 
to celebrate him as a great poet, recalling that T.S. Elliott 
had observed that “Dante was at least as great as 
Shakespeare”. Dante was transformed during the 
Risorgimento into the “father of the nation” and given a 
moral or judgemental cast above the populace (as he is 
represented in statuary around Italy). Alessandro Barbero 
does not find this appealing. Dante had a number of human 
failings consistent with his era. He was unforgiving of sins 
he saw in others. He would not be surprised of the failings 
of our era, but he would be critical of them. He put most of 
the people that he knew either in Hell or Purgatorio which 
demonstrates his view of human nature. 

The Italian Consul in Perth, Dr Nicolò Costantini asked 
Alessandro Barbero what he thought was Dante’s message 
to Italians, and to a multicultural society like Australia. 
Alessandro Barbero responded that we should not look at 
Dante as a “father” or “prophet” who can give us great 
wisdom. He himself become lost “in a dark wood”. He felt 
that Dante’s message is that “human nature is the most 
fascinating and complex phenomena which exists” and that to 
live a worthy life we have a duty to “understand how the 
world is made” and to continually deepen our 
understanding of “who we are as human beings”. Dante can 
also teach us things indirectly, Italy existed at Dante’s time 
yet was divided by fratricidal conflict and profoundly 
conflict. Such realities alway speak to our times.  
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A further question from the audience was concerned 
with gender in Dante, framing the question in the following 
way: “What did Dante’s wife really think of Beatrice?” 
Alessandro Barbero noted that both Dante’s wife (Gemma 
Donati) and place of women in the past are open questions 
of investigation. The medieval world comes largely through 
certain sources concerned with war, politics and property. 
Men, he noted, dominated these spaces. The sources we 
have distort our image of that medieval world. Thus, he 
observed, we may know almost nothing about what a wife 
might have done, as in the case of Dante’s wife. 

The audience question alludes to another 20th and 21st 
century issue for readers of Dante: what to make of his 
portrayal of women. It is an issue that is discussed in the 
literature and the reader is referred to The Body of 
Beatrice  and Women Earthly and Divine in the Comedy of 34

Dante.  35

21 October 2021 - Nerida Newbigin, Angela Scarino and 
Anna Rita Tamponi (hosted by the Dante Alighieri 
Society Canberra) 

Emeritus Professor Nerida Newbigin’s presentation 
Exploring the Library: Dante and Dante Studies in Australia is 
another of the presentations that is not represented in this 
volume. It is however available online at the time of writing 
and again is well worth listening to.   36

Her presentation was devoted to the University of Sydney 
Fisher Library collection related to Dante. The collection 
was to be the subject of an exhibition on 26 August 2021, 
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but the exhibition was postponed due to a COVID 
lockdown.  

Her presentation traversed a wealth of 34 display 
windows, highlighting a selection of them. These included 
biographies of Dante, Dante’s works and books, the poets 
he celebrated and other works connected with Dante. The 
collection includes historic editions of the Convivio and De 
Vulgari Eloquentia and a modern edition of Monarchia by 
Prue Shaw. Each of these was accompanied by Nerida 
Newbigin’s commentary on the historical significance of the 
work.  

The Fisher Library, she commented, has a large 
collection of facsimiles and four original pre-1500 printed 
editions of the Divina Commedia (the earliest from 1477) as 
well as numerous later editions. The collection includes a 
facsimile of an edition of the Commedia from Foligno, 
presented to the library by the Dante Alighieri Society of 
Sydney on behalf of Rotary and the local council of Foligno.  
(We may note that such editions were referred to in the 
address by Ambassador Tardioli). Early works also include, 
as Professor Newbigin observed, early printed 
commentaries, such as that of Cristofaro Landino.  

The 18th and 19th century saw a resurgence of Dante, as 
Nerida Newbigin observed. Examples from this era in the 
library’s collection include illustrations from Gustav Doré 
and John Flaxman. The 1865 celebrations of the sixth 
centenary of Dante’s birth is also represented in the 
library’s collection, as is as the founding of Dante societies 
in various countries. She noted that the Dante Alighieri 
Society of Sydney was involved in the establishment of 
Italian Studies at Sydney University in 1922. The collection 
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also includes comic books based on Dante’s works and the 
works of Australian cartoonists referencing the Commedia.  

Associate Professor Angela Scarino’s presentation Italian 
Language Learning in Australia: histories and orientations,  37

drew the year’s reflections in the context also of la 
settimana della lingua italiana nel mondo,  to a 38

consideration to Italian: the literary language that Dante 
imagined and helped create. She emphasised the 
importance the history of the Italian language in Australia  
and Australian language policy for understanding its future. 
Italian, as a world language, she observed, manifests 
according to the diverse local contexts in which it is now 
found. She opened her discussion in the context of K-12 
schooling and the Australian Curriculum Languages (which 
she herself had a hand in shaping). The orientation of the 
curriculum was “intercultural” something Angela Scarino 
argued “offers the possibility for authentic and meaningful 
learning for young people in contemporary times”. Such an 
orientation requires involvement of both Italian and 
Australian governments and professional and community 
organisations, she observed.  

She continued with a survey of the history of Italian in 
Australia from the 1930s, both as a local community and as 
a world language. In the 1990s, the language was 
increasingly seen as a community language resulting in 
priority for language maintenance but also potentially 
limiting its audience. By the 2000s, in the context of new 
economically oriented policies, Italian was being taught to 
a larger audience, but largely focussed at the primary level 
with limited teaching hours. The shifting policies and 
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rationales for language learning, and fragmented policy 
frameworks, she observed, results in a fragile situation for 
the teaching of Italian. Nonetheless “Italian holds an 
important place in the ecology of language learning in 
Australia”. Strikingly, she noted, “Italian is the fourth most 
taught language in the world” and “Australia is the country 
with the highest number of students of Italian in the world”.  

In respect of the Australian National Curriculum - 
Language, she described its language specific framework as 
a landmark accomplishment. It is based on a complex 
model of the role of language in a student’s life, grounded 
in the student’s own experience and with a “multilingual 
and intercultural” orientation. In line with this orientation, 
Angela Scarino described a pilot project which explored the 
perspectives of students who are learning Italian. 
Remaining attentive to their perceptions, she noted, is 
crucial. In conclusion she outlined a vision of Italian, not 
just as a communal language, but as a language which 
empowers its students ‘to learn to move at ease between 
languages and cultures’. 

Dr Anna Rita Tamponi brought her perspective as former 
Director of the Education Office at the Italian Embassy 
Canberra to her presentation Challenges and Opportunities 
for Teaching of Italian in Australia. In that role she was 
directly involved in supporting Italian language education 
in Australian schools through administration of generous 
funding programs offered by the Italian government for 
Italian language teaching around Australia. She adopted the 
observations of Cook that “language is the centre of human 
life” and observed that Italian is an intrinsic part of 
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Australian multilingual and multicultural life. Australia 
stands out, she noted, for the sheer number of its students 
of Italian (which approaches 340,000), the largest in the 
world.  

Nonetheless she observed, there are challenges. Italian is 
declining as a language spoken in the family home in 
Australia and although Italian teaching is flourishing at 
primary level, there is a marked decline in retention in 
secondary schooling and tertiary level teaching of Italian is 
also in decline. She suggested that an important strategy is 
the wider use of “Content and Language Integrated 
Teaching” CLIL (which integrates second language learning 
into the main curriculum by teaching other subjects in that 
second language). Currently such programs are offered in a 
small number of schools, as she identifies. The majority of 
children in such programs are not of Italian background, 
illustrating the interest of parents in promoting multilingual 
competency in their children.  

Anna Rita Tamponi devoted a portion of her presentation 
to highlighting the various initiatives taken by the Italian 
government to support Italian language education around 
Australia. These efforts, typically involving the funding of 
the teaching of Italian, are channelled through Italian-
Australian community organisations such as the Italo-
Australian Welfare Cultural Centre, the Instituti Italiani di 
Cultura, and CO.AS.IT. Teaching positions are also funded 
at Australian universities. 

Anna Rita Tamponi concluded her presentation by 
noting that she and her co-authors had recently released a 
book titled L’ITALIANO IN AUSTRALIA Prospettive e tendenze 
nell’insegnamento della lingua e della cultura - ITALIAN IN 
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AUSTRALIA Perspectives and trends in the teaching of 
language and culture. The work is a source of further 
information on developments in the field.  39

18 November 2021 - NGV Cathy Leahy (hosted by the 
Dante Alighieri Society Melbourne) 

The final presentation of the series was hosted by the 
Dante Alighieri Society of Melbourne in collaboration with 
the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV). The presentation 
showcased the NGV’s world class collection of William 
Blake’s illustrations of Dante’s Divine Comedy. The 
presentation also does not appear in this volume, but is 
summarised briefly below and can be viewed online and 
again is well worth viewing.  40

Cathy Leahy NGV Senior Curator took participants 
through a virtual online exhibition of the collection, 
exploring its history and significance, as well as the story of 
the artist who created it. Blake’s work, beginning in 1824, 
she observed, unfolded in the same era as the appearance 
of the first full translations of the Divine Comedy in English.   

We have seen already that aspects of Dante can evoke 
discomfort in the 21st century. The Blake illustrations 
reminds us that such discomfort is not new. New 
generations and new geographies finds new issues that are 
challenging. Cathy Leahy thus noted Blake’s discomfort 
with elements of Dante’s world view. Among these, were 
what he saw as Dante’s focus on sin rather than love and his 
veneration of the Virgin Mary, which conflicted with Blake’s 
protestantism.  
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Nonetheless, Cathy Leahy notes Blake’s faithfulness to 
Dante’s vision in the illustrations he created; 72, 20 and 10 
devoted to Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso respectively. 
Her presentation canvassed the different palettes the 
illustrator used for these three worlds and the techniques 
used to create his works. In Inferno, she observes the 
symbol of the serpent is prominent and the palette is dark, 
while in Paradiso the element of light as a symbol of the 
divine is emphasised. Her presentation explores a 
prominent example of Dante’s remarkable influence in the 
visual arts which stretches across centuries. 

Appendix - 25 March 2020 - Dante and His Influence in 
Australia (hosted by the Dante Alighieri Society 
Canberra) 

Also included in this volume, although it was presented a 
year before the anniversary year, is a paper by the current 
editor titled Dante and His Influence in Australia. The paper 
was prepared for the 2020 commemoration of Dantedì, for 
the Dante Alighieri Society Canberra. Due to the first COVID 
shutdown in Canberra, a summary of the paper was made 
available as an online video recording.  

The paper contains a summary survey of Dante’s 
influence in the Italian-Australian community, in Australia 
more broadly, as an icon of Italian culture, in relation to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, the 
adoption of Dante into English and Australian literature and 
other themes.  

In its conclusion, the paper noted that there did not 
appear to be a book length treatment of Dante’s influence 
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in Australia. That thought was a seed and, albeit expanded 
far beyond the original vision and in a new form with 
contributions by many whose names appear in this volume, 
it contributed to the national seminar series and to the 
publication of this work.  

Other Australian responses to the 700th Anniversary 

The contribution of the Dante Societies of Australia and 
their invited speakers is the focus of this book. Yet that by 
no means represents the limits of Australian responses to 
the 700th anniversary. Without a discussion of those other 
responses, this book would be incomplete. 

It is impracticable to summarise the many points at 
which Dante’s life intersects with Australia, even in the 
compass of a few years. The following additional points are 
noted in passing, lest they be lost to our collective memory. 
In 2019, MONA - the Museum of Old and New Art, based in 
Hobart, hosted an exhibition of a work by artist Alfredo Jarr 
whose artistic re-imagining of the Divine Comedy 
connected Inferno with the climate crisis facing humanity. 
His Purgatorio is a journey back to nature and Paradiso, a 
journey to the inner self.  His connection of Dante’s 41

journey with nature is reminiscent of the concerns 
addressed by John Kinsella. 

On 15 June 2021, Dante Alighieri’s name was the topic of 
reflection for Senator Concetta Fieravanti-Wells on the floor 
of the Australian Senate. Of course, it is no accident that 
she is of Italian-Australian heritage. Her discourse on 
Dante’s life and the significance of his work concluded with 
an encouragement to her hearers to read Dante's works, 
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something that had enriched her own life and academic 
studies.   42

Only a few weeks earlier Paul Lynch, Member of the NSW 
Legislative Assembly for Liverpool recognised the founding 
of the Museo della Divina Commedia in his electorate. The 
museum hosted 115 framed miniatures from a 15th century 
copy of the Commedia commissioned by Alfonso d’Aragona, 
monarch of the Kingdom of Naples.  The establishment of 43

the Museum was one of the activities of CNA Italian 
Australian Services and Welfare Centre (NSW) Inc. to mark 
Dante700. It also undertook a week of observations. These 
included lectures, readings from Dante’s poetry, film 
screenings and a commemorative dinner.  44

As part of the Sixth National Conference of Australian 
Teachers of Italian the Italian Cultural Institute Sydney 
together with the Italian Embassy and CO.AS.IT Sydney 
hosted its own event commemorating the anniversary, also 
in conjunction with the Week of Italian Languages in the 
World.  45

The State Library of Victoria on 13 September 2021 
hosted its own online video to mark the 700th anniversary. 
The video showcased illustrated editions of Dante’s poetry 
in its collection.  Des Cowley, Principal Librarian Historian 46

of the books and Arts of the library, on the same day, 
published an article exploring the influence of Dante in 
Australian arts. The article reviewed works by Australian 
artists Udo Sellbach, Alex Selenitsch, Bruno Leti, Angela 
Cavalieri and Peter Lyssiotis.  It held an online exhibition 47

on 28 September 2021 to showcase these and other 
illustrations.   48
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From 10 December 2021 to 31 July 2022, the University of 
Melbourne Noel Shaw Gallery’s exhibition Epic and the 
Divine: Dante’s World, showcased a wealth of Dante 
illustrations from the medieval to the modern, including 
Australian works.  49

The State Library of NSW also hosted an event to mark 
the anniversary focussed on its collection of rare 
manuscripts related to Dante.  50

The Museum of Western Australia Boola Bardip hosted 
four events for Dante700 covering illustrations, musical 
performances, dramatic readings of Dante and film 
screenings.  51

CO.AS.IT in cooperation with 3MBS is hosting a series of 
lectures on Dante for a Dante 700 Festival which is being 
held in 2022. One of the event partners is the Dante 
Alighieri Society of Melbourne.   52

 Dante Alighieri Societies also hosted their own local 
events for Dante700. One of these was that hosted by the 
Dante Alighieri Society of South Australia on 29 April 2021 
on the theme Dante - His Life Beyond the Grave, addressed 
by Philip La Forgia, Art Guide at the Art Gallery of South 
Australia which also addressed the influence of Dante in the 
arts. 

In addition to such observances, the anniversary was 
noted and discussed by a number of Australian newspapers 
and magazines in a variety of articles and opinion pieces 
during the anniversary year. The following are a selection 
of such articles, which is unlikely to represent a complete 
list.  

Will Yeoman on 19 January 2021 wrote One Hell of a Trip 
which appeared in the West Australian.  Ian Thomson, in 53
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the Spectator Australia on 13 March 2021 under the title My 
fight to stop the Chinese censors sanitising Dante: How Dante 
fell foul of the Chinese communist party, reports (surprisingly 
for a topic now seven centuries old) that his publication on 
Dante was met with significant censorial demands. 
Removal of references to Islam was one request, but also 
required removal of discussion of Martin Luther, and Bruno 
Latini (although Ian Thomson states that such material is 
a l re ady ava i lab le in e ar l ier Chine se langu age 
publications).   54

Christopher Allen’s article of 6 August 2021 Australian 
galleries neglect Dante milestone (which we see in this 
volume proved inaccurate in respect of the NGV) lamented 
what he saw as neglect of the anniversary by Australian 
galleries.  The Canberra Times reported on a new 55

adaptation of the Divine Comedy by writer Hilary 
McElwaine on 28 August 2021.  Michele Smart published 56

an opinion piece on the webpages of the ABC Religion and 
Ethics Program titled “Go, and become beautiful”: How I 
learned to read Dante’s Divine Comedy.  On 9 September 57

2021, as the actual date of Dante’s passing approached, 
Luke Slattery in the Australian (Canberra edition) penned 
The Debt Still Owed to Dante.  On 9 September 2021, John 58

Kinder himself published an opinion article on the ABC 
Religion and Ethics web pages titled Dante’s journey to the 
Divine, and the modern quest for meaning.  59

Barny Zwartz’s article under the title Centuries on, the 
relevance of the Divine Comedy Remains in the Age was 
published on 12 September 2021;  and another on the 60

same date in the Spectator Australia by Rocco Laiacono 
titled Dante Alighieri: A giant of the West and a man of our 
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times.  His article, in putting Dante on a pedestal, failed to 61

see that John Kinsella, whose work is contributed here, is 
himself an astonishing poetic talent and an Australian 
whose work, responding to Dante, should rightly be 
celebrated.  

The same day also saw an interview of three experts, 
John Kinder, Dr Frances di Lauro and Gianluca Alimeni on 
the ABC Radio program Soul Search.  On 27 September 62

2021, Kerrie O’Brien’s article Why Dante Still Matters, 
appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald.  On 15 October 63

2021, Jane O’Sullivan wrote Seven Hundred Years Later and 
we’re still reading the divine Dante, which also appeared in 
the Sydney Morning Herald.   64

Later during the year, we find radio interviews 
concerning the anniversary on SBS. Unsurprisingly among 
them is SBS Italian; where Elisabetta Merati interviewed 
John Kinder about the Divine Comedy and its significance.  65

Clara Hwajung Kim of SBS Korean recorded an interview (in 
Korean) with Dr Nicola Fraschini of the University of 
Western Australia to explore the Korean translation of 
Dante.  (Another example of Dante connecting Australia 66

with Asia.) 
Finally in 2022, articles were still appearing; noting 

commemorations being held for the 700th anniversary. On 
24 February 2022, Il Globo reported that the Italian Cultural 
Institute (ICC) partnered with the Queen Victoria Building 
to host a musical exhibition of Dante accompanied with 
readings from the Comedy.   67

Although undoubtedly incomplete, the events, 
commemorations, articles and interviews span Australia. 
They illustrate the continuing interest Dante evokes in 
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Australia. Many of the articles, as evident from their titles, 
simply pause to reflect on the importance of a poet whose 
works (both in translation and in Italian) are still read 
today, in Australia, so long after his death. 

In closing this introduction, perhaps a few more general 
observations are permitted, although this is a convenient 
point at which to observe that any opinions expressed in 
this introduction are solely my own, as is responsibility for 
any shortcomings or errors in it, or in the editing of this 
volume.  

Conclusion 

Dante is a valued part of the cultural heritage of Italian-
Australians. Yet, exactly the same statement can be made in 
respect of Australia as a whole. Dante’s voice is a 
continuing part of the Australian conversation. Moreover, 
through the voices of Australian poets, writers, scholars, 
artists, composers and others, Dante speaks beyond 
Australia. 

A pause for reflection on the life and works of this long 
ago poet evokes broader questions. One such question, 
particularly for Italian-Australians, concerns the nurturing 
of a living place for Italian culture, literature and language 
in the life of Australia and in the life of Italian-Australians. 
Such a question is not unique for we can substitute any of 
the multiplicity of multicultural identities that make up 
Australia and discover similar questions.  

Australia, as a natural consequence of its recent colonial 
history, remains firmly anchored in British heritage. That 
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heritage can be an advantage, if it incorporates the literary 
works of a minority, as we see in the case of Dante’s 
Comedy. Yet that British heritage never embraced all that 
was Australia. Today it is only one of the sources that 
contribute to Australianness. For Australia to fully benefit 
from its new multicultural heritage (and no less its ancient 
Aboriginal heritage), multiculturalism must mean more 
than the celebration of food and folk dancing, as important 
as they are. Multicultural literature is surely neglected. Yet 
in that literature we find many of the stories which unfold 
how we came to be as a country and as people within it. 
They are stories which nurture a living connection between 
Australia and the world. They are connections which 
potentially contribute a greater richness to Australia’s 
possible future. 

Dante, although celebrated in Australia, is in another 
sense at the margins of Australia’s literary canon. Although 
upheld as one of the greatest works of western literature, 
he is barely taught in our schools. The same, a fortiori, 
applies to less well-known Italian literature and beyond that 
to the literatures of the world. That literature has now, 
through the many migrant journeys to these shores, 
become part of the Australian story. What our children and 
grandchildren read, the stories they hear, whether in their 
original languages or in translation, plays a significant role. 
It connects them with their forebears, and no less 
importantly, with their heritage being a living part of their 
being Australian. So as Paolo Totaro concluded: “not just 
Shakespeare and Chaucer but Dante too”, and beyond Dante 
many others. 

lvi



INTRODUCTION 

In parallel with promotion of Italian language acquisition 
(which was addressed by Angela Scarino and Anna Rita 
Tamponi); we may also ask, what is the place of Italian (and 
other language) literature in translation in Australia? In this 
regard, we may recall that the Divine Comedy did not 
exercise its full influence in the English speaking world 
until it was translated into English. 

Thus, both Italian and English have a role in the life of 
the Italian-Australian community. It is important not to lose 
Italian as a living language in Australia and efforts in this 
direction are critical. At the same time, an English language 
stream is also central to the work of the Dante Alighieri and 
similar cultural societies (and indeed it does play a 
significant part of their work). English is essential to reach 
future generations of Italian-Australians, as well as the 
broader public in Australia. 

Our speakers have undoubtedly shown us the infinity of 
forms that Italian heritage and culture can take. They 
demonstrate that one’s passport or background have 
nothing to do with the ability to engage with that culture. 
The model they demonstrate is an open pathway that 
welcomes any that may wish to contribute to a shared 
conversation.  

As President Franco Papandrea has commented, Italian-
Australians have our own kind of Italianness. It is not the 
same way of being Italian as today’s Italy. Undoubtedly its 
meaning and nature will continue to evolve as generations 
succeed one another. Nonetheless we will, without doubt, 
also always remain in conversation with Italy, even as Italy 
itself continues to re-invent itself. We are participants in a 
conversation that spans Australia, and through the Italian 
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diaspora, embraces the world. It nurtures a living 
connection with Italy. It is a connection of family, 
friendship and dialog so important in a world beset by 
divisions and conflict.  

It has been a privilege and delight to be part of this 
project and I pause once more to thank all those who 
contributed to it in innumerable and significant ways. Most 
of all, I once again record a special acknowledgement and 
thank you to President Franco Papandrea; for his 
unstinting and generous support and accompaniment on 
every single step of this journey.  

We live under the four stars, which as Dante foresaw, 
shine in astonishing brilliance above our heads, and we 
can, in this ancient land with its own immemorial 
Aboriginal civilisation, take pleasure at the thought of how 
delighted and fascinated Dante would be at the people here 
who unfold conversations about him; conversations that he 
began so long ago.   

Michael Curtotti 
24 March 2022 

lviii



INTRODUCTION 

	Divina	Commedia	of	Dante	Alighieri,	literally	translated	into	English	1
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Islamica	 in	 Il	Libro	della	Scala	di	Maometto	a	cura	di	Anna	Longani,	
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conclusions,	 for	 as	 Maria	 Corti	 discusses	 even	 the	 ancient	 Greek	
Oigure	 of	 Ulysses	 hides	 the	 transmission	 of	 Arabic	 narratives	 about	
him,	which	did	not	originate	in	the	ancient	world.	Dante’s	portrayal	
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AMBASSADOR FRANCESCA TARDIOLI 

Address by Her Excellency Francesca 
Tardioli Ambassador of Italy on the 
occasion of the launch of the 
Dante700 National Seminar Series on 
25 March 2021 at the Italian Cultural 
Centre, Forrest  

Presentation	available	via	this	link. 

Dear President of the Dante Alighieri Society in Canberra, 
Professor Franco Papandrea,  
Dear Dr Joshua Brown,  
Dear Professor Lokaj  
Amici amiche della lingua Italiana che siete qui presenti o che 
ci seguite online, 

Buona sera. 
I would like to start by acknowledging that we are 
meeting on the land of the Ngunnawal people and I 
would also like to pay my respects to their elders 
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present, past and emerging. Events commemorating the 
700th anniversary of Dante’s passing are being held all 
around the world and I am delighted to be here today for 
the national launch of Dante under the Southern Cross 
commemorations organised by the Dante Alighieri Societies 
across Australia. 

Dante Alighieri, the poet, the writer, the philosopher, the 
politician, is the person who definitely enshrines, embodies 
and symbolises the Italian culture as a whole. He is one of 
the most paradigmatic representatives of our culture. 
Celebrating Dante means of course celebrating his 
masterpiece the Divine Comedy, la Divina Commedia, 
written in lingua vulgaris, which literally means language of 
the common people, people that did not use to speak Latin. 
And thanks to his deliberate choice to write the Divine 
Comedy in lingua vulgaris, he is today known and 
renowned as the father of the Italian language. 

But Dante was much more than this. As a poet, writer, 
philosopher, politician, Dante Alighieri gave an 
incomparable and incommensurable contribution to our 
societies. I could speak at length about his incomparable 
role in the development of the modern culture as we know 
it today; a culture embedded with universal principles and 
ideas that still are, and forever will be, at the centre of our 
own contemporary life - in Italy, in Europe, and beyond.  

But since I have only few minutes, today we will focus 
our journey in Umbria, my native land, and I will use my 
time to tell you a story about how the Divine Comedy has 
arrived to us, and from where. 

I want to share with you the story of the first printed 
edition of the Divine Comedy. In 1462 the city of Mainz was 
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devastated by war, and was brought to its knees by Adolf 
the Second of Nassau. Typographers, including Johannes 
Gutenberg, were forced to flee and continue their business 
wherever they could find refuge. 

This is how typography began to spread across Europe, 
and above all, in Italy, in the big cities as well as in less 
famous towns like Subiaco and Foligno. And it is above all 
in Italy that the diaspora of typographers came, looking for 
patrons, princes, bishops, communities, entrepreneurs, 
who could finance the new revolutionary artem artificiale 
de scribendi - the art of mechanical writing. 

One of these typographers, Johannes Numeister, a 
student of Johannes Gutenberg, arrived in a town 30 
kilometres from Spoleto, where Professor Lokaj is now, in a 
town called Foligno. Johannes Numeister settled there and 
found his patrons in the brothers Mariotto and Emiliano 
Orfini, noble entrepreneurs in Foligno. In 1472, thanks also 
to the support of Evangelista Angelini di Trevi, Numeister 
published in Foligno the first printed edition of the Divine 
Comedy, the famous editio princeps.  

Emiliano Orfini, also known as engraver and goldsmith of 
the time, used his artistic abilities to miniaturise the initial 
capital letters of each page. The special paper was provided 
by the Benedictine monks who from 1256 to 1484 used to 
manage two paper mills in two tiny villages in the 
neighbourhood: Pale and Belfiore.  

From this little but great and true story, I believe every 
one of us can get the sense of what culture was, and still is, 
in Italy and for Italy. 

I am grateful to all people around the world, such as the 
members of the Dante Alighieri Societies in Australia, for 
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their continued joyful commitment in keeping such unique 
heritage alive, and for celebrating Dante Alighieri. 

For this occasion, the Embassy of Italy has brought one 
little gift for each one of you. You will find it at the exit. 
Please feel free to take it when you leave. It is a beautiful 
poster, reproducing all commemorative stamps issued 
across time in honour of Dante Alighieri. It is itself a little 
piece of art designed by my esteemed colleague 
Ambassador Stefano Baldi, currently serving as Italian 
Permanent Representative to OSCE in Vienna. 

In conclusion, I would like to thank again Professor 
Franco Papandrea for inviting me to this important event 
and congratulate the Dante Alighieri Societies in Australia 
for the project of Dante commemorations under the 
Southern Cross. 
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From Melbourne to Umbria in a 
Heartbeat - Rodney Lokaj 
 

Presentation delivered via webinar to an online and local 
audience and commemoration at the Italian Cultural 
Centre Canberra hosted on 25 March 2021 by the Dante 
Alighieri Society of Canberra. Presentation	 available	
via	this	link. 

T hank you very much. I hope you can all hear me. I'm 
live from Spoleto from the Archives of Spoleto. The 
Archivio di Stato, Sezione di Spoleto, under the aegis 

of the director Luigi Rambotti who is sitting to my left. You 
can't see him. He actually doesn't want to be seen, but he's 
here smiling away.  
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Members of the Italian ministry present in Australia, 
especially a new friend of mine, Anna Rita Tamponi whom 
I thank from the bottom of my heart. The Italian 
Ambassador to Australia, Francesca Tardioli, I think from 
Foligno, if I remember correctly, Ambassador, whose story 
is not only pertinent to the history of the book by Dante 
Alighieri himself, that is, the princeps edition printed there, 
but also your personal story, I do believe.  

To all directors and staff of the branches of the Italian 
Institutes of Culture throughout Australia, not to mention 
of course, the Dante Alighieri Societies themselves, drawn 
together under the magnetic influence and character, who 
is Franco Papandrea, President of the Dante Society of 
Canberra. And of course, a great thanks to Michael Curtotti 
who did not want to be thanked but who must be thanked 
nonetheless.  

To the convener Joshua Brown, the terzina Dantesca that 
you chose to recite a few minutes ago, I've always found 
moving. I won't go into this but the relationship between 
Virgil, a father-mother figure for Dante himself, both in the 
Comedy and, in fact, more poignantly, in life, as a model 
for poetry and a model for how to live poetry, how to 
integrate poetry into one's life, well, suffice it to say that I've 
always found it moving, so I thank you. I've already 
mentioned Luigi Rambotti but here I now thank him 
formally, together with all my friends and family still in 
Australia, primarily in Melbourne, that is, all the Lokajs and 
Weyburys in Australia. And a dear friend of mine who is 
also directly and indirectly responsible for actually getting 
me down to Australia often in the last years, a dear, 
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Melbourne-based friend originally from Spoleto, Antonella 
Nichinonni. So to all of you, again, thank you very much. 

Franco had asked me to talk about myself. And of course, 
the first thing that came to mind was, well, I'll just go 
through my CV. He and I thought about this again and 
realised it would not be the right approach. I am in a place 
now in the state archives, which is, if you like, the omega of 
my parable of existence at it were, from a lad discovering 
Italian studies in Melbourne, winning scholarships and 
going to Italy, in Scotland and lecturing around the world, 
writing books, articles, now the State Archives. 

The title of my talk is, of course, from ‘Melbourne to 
Umbria in a heartbeat’. And on the one hand, this is actually 
true. I think about that boy, Rodney Lokaj in Melbourne 
some thirty years ago … and I recognise him, I feel that … I 
was him yesterday. And, of course, now I'm fifty-seven. I 
left when I had just turned twenty-two. And many things 
have of course changed. Very quickly.  

I'm going to share with you just some of the adventures 
there have been thanks to Dante starting from that very 
first lesson. And the very first lesson was my first approach 
to Dante: the first hour the very first lesson of Italian 
literature at Swinburne in Melbourne. The professor comes 
in, distributes some photocopies, and he says, to me, ‘Lei! 
Lei! Legga e traduca!’ And, and seeing that I didn't even 
understand the ‘Lei’ much less the ‘Legga’ and the ‘traduca’, 
which means in English ‘You, read and translate!’ in the 
formal voice… so I just did and what I started reading was: 

“Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 
mi ritrovai in una selva oscura etc etc” 
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Now, thereupon started an adventure, a love story, a 
passion that has only got stronger over the years. I was 19. 
So that's 30 years ago, and believe me, the adventure that 
I've had with Dante, and everything ensuing from what 
Dante means as a paradigm, what Dante means as a world, 
as a way into art, as a way into life, has taken me rather far 
afield indeed. 

An important point of view and consideration is the fact 
that Dante has been a bit of a vector, both going forward 
and backwards. In the last ten to fifteen years, I've become 
impassioned, if you like, about St. Francis about 
Franciscanism: Franciscan studies. My friend, my many 
friends in Melbourne and now Sydney already know this. 
But Franciscanism, not only from a religious point of view, 
indeed rather from a cultural point of view. That for me is 
Franciscanism. As you know, I live in Umbria. Assisi is only 
half an hour's drive from my home, perhaps forty minutes. 
As a cultural force, Francis’ legacy in turn positively 
affected many others, including Dante Alighieri and Francis 
Petrarch on whom I actually got my second full degree at 
Perugia and my doctorate at Edinburgh. This was on the 
Latin works by Petrarch, after which I came back to Italy 
and started work at La Sapienza in Rome teaching medieval 
Latin literature.  

On my screen I'd like to share with you now just a couple 
of things, a few slides depicting some chapters in my life 
that have been important and profoundly life-changing. My 
doctoral thesis was on Petrarch as I said before, and what 
you're seeing is the second book that I produced: Petrarch’s 
Ascent of Mount Ventoux. The saying is, ‘Go climb a 
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mountain’. Well, Petrarch actually did just that. He climbed 
the mountain, the last large mountain in the French Alps, 
in Provence. The climb itself is not about reaching the top, 
but how to get to the top. And how Petrarch gets to the top 
allows him to found Humanism, that literary, fashionable 
paradigm that will become European Petrarchism, and 
ultimately produce poets such as William Shakespeare, 
Milton and a whole host of others. It's actually in this, in the 
way in which he creates dialogue, he enters into dialogue 
with Dante, with St. Francis, St. Augustine and others as he 
climbs up, indeed as he scurries up this hill, as he attempts, 
and fails, then attempts again to get to the top of Mount 
Ventoux. 

Now, because of a series of contacts, because of my 
doctoral thesis, because of my connection with Roma La 
Sapienza, I also started working in the late nineties at the 
Vatican library, the Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana, a 
collaboration which has continued over the years.  

Now, one of the offshoots of that is the publication soon 
to come out on Il Santo. Il Santo is the Basilica of St. 
Anthony in Padua of which you are now seeing a fresco. As 
a philologist, I don't often dabble in the history of art, but 
sometimes that becomes inevitable, especially when you 
are invited, indeed commissioned, to do so. Why? You may 
ask. Because I was invited to analyse, to illustrate this 
particular fresco. Why this one? Because this is the very 
first fresco with a portrait of Francis Petrarch post mortem, 
after his death in 1374. It is dated 1379 and is by Altichiero, 
who is probably the greatest producer of frescoes in the 14th 
century in Italy after Giotto. Here you can see the lively 
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expressivity in his art - an enraptured Francis Petrarch 
here, looking on while St. George baptises a pagan king. 

This particular project is fascinating for me. Why, 
because it has actually placed me in, or numbered me 
among, good company indeed. There are leading scholars 
on this huge project such as Franco Cardini, Salvatore Settis 
and Girolamo Zampieri, big names in archaeology and 
medieval history in Italy. And little me, but bear with me as 
we move along to the next slide. 

As I said before, I have done a lot of work in the last few 
years on St Francis, and, in particular, on one particular 
manuscript, the famous manuscript 338 from Assisi. It is 
the oldest manuscript bearing the Canticle of the Creatures 
by St Francis. Now, of course, the omega of the ultimate 
aim of this series of studies is to understand Paradiso 11, the 
eleventh canto in the third section of the Divine Comedy 
dedicated to Heaven, Paradiso. A canto in which Dante 
expressively exalts, the historic figure of St Francis. Well, 
we're hoping that the oldest manuscript in which we can 
actually read the Canticle of the Creatures can now shed 
some new light. I am moved, I am honoured to be able to 
work on such materials because the document you're 
looking at now … literally heralds the beginning of Italian 
literature:  

“Altissimu,  
onnipotente bonsignore.  
Tue sole laude la gloria el honore  
(et) onne benedictione.  
Ad te solo altissimo se konfano.  
(et) nullu homo ene dignu te me(n)touare.” 
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So this is the beginning of the Canticle of the Creatures 
that will be very, very dear to Dante Alighieri himself. And I 
can say that just last week, literally just last week, an article 
of mine on the Canticle was accepted for publication in 
Rome by the Franciscans themselves. And so I’m really 
pleased to share this with you today.  

I'll just very quickly show you where I work in the 
Vatican, in the Vatican library. … For those of you who have 
never been to Rome, who have never been to the Vatican, 
this is where I have studied. 

This is actually the room where they present books, 
manuscripts that have been restored, etc. And this is the 
Sala di Rappresentanza. Moving into the Vatican library 
proper, this is the reading room.  

You've seen this. This is the cupola of St. Peter, the main 
dome. That's the Basilica right there to our left through the 
window. So you can actually be sitting here and looking out 
through this window here at the rest of the Vatican. This is 
the printed book section. What you can see here is free 
access, so you can go and get books off the shelves directly.  

This room here is actually my Sancta Sanctorum. Why? 
Because this is the manuscripts room. And so, I normally sit 
here on the right in the centre there. There are two people 
at the end. You put in your request. It takes them about 20 
minutes, half an hour, to go down into the bowels of the 
Vatican library to fetch your manuscript for you.  

In the meantime, you go to the bar on the other side of 
these two big windows. There is the Vatican bar and you 
have your coffee and brioche in the morning, but by the 
time you come back and have had a chat with whomever 
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you might have met in various languages you will hear 
being spoken at the Vatican library your manuscript is 
sitting on this bench at the end ready for you and you go to 
your table with it with only paper, no pens, no pencils, and 
your computer, you study in silence.  

Then, moving right along, one of my latest ventures just 
before getting back to the archives of Spoleto is that I've 
moved, that is to say, through my dealings with the State 
Archives in Spoleto, but not exclusively, through my 
dealings with the Societa Dantesca Italiana at the Palagio 
della Lana in Florence, I've made a move into the 15th and 
the 16th centuries. And one of my latest books is what you're 
seeing at the moment, Amicitia nel Rinascimento. It had 
been first published in the United States and then I 
translated it into Italian. So this is the Latin-Italian edition. 
Castiglione is the man from Mantua who produced the 
very, very first book on manners, Il Libro del Cortegiano, 
and a good couple of decades before Il Galateo by Della 
Casa. So, … this took … three or four years, to write. The 
other chapter on Domizio Falcone is a new entry inasmuch 
as I discovered him at the Vatican library. Though there 
were four manuscripts containing his works at the Vatican 
library, one manuscript, for my luck, was at the Augusta in 
Perugia, so it was fairly easy for me to collate the 
manuscripts and then produce this particular edition.  

But now the pezzo più bello. I've actually been authorised 
by the director Luigi Rambotti to show you not only online 
here, you will see if I can actually do this ...  

Here you can see one of the fragments that have been 
found, rediscovered here at the State Archives in Spoleto. 
And I'll just rapidly go through these for you, because I 
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actually want to show you two examples in the flesh. And 
so I'll finish here. 

Quickly, you can see this, a particularly beautiful one I 
will be showing you right now. I'll be holding it in my hot 
little hands. 

Now, just very quickly, the story of these fragments is 
this. 

I've been authorised to show you physically, as it were, 
some of these fragments. And first of all, what do I mean? 
What do we mean by ‘fragments’? Here, well, is DanteDì, 
the seven-hundredth anniversary of the death of Dante 
Alighieri in September 13, 1321. Now, since the unification of 
Italy, since the 1865 celebrations in Florence, for the birth 
and death of Dante Alighieri there have been national 
celebrations, including of course this year. Fine. So there's a 
great lot of interest, of course in the National Father who is 
Dante Alighieri, the founder, as Ambassador Tardioli said 
so adroitly before, the founder of the Italian language. 

Indeed, with Dante, Italian literature comes into its own, 
it reaches maturity. It becomes a fully-fledged European 
literature. A lot of interest, a flurry of interest regarding 
Dante, including the discovery of old books, old editions, 
manuscripts, well, … There have been several, obviously, 
several rediscoveries in the last century and a half, the last 
major one was in the mid-nineteenth century, Dante 
fragments that have recently been restored and are being 
studied. Another discovery was made in the 1970s but 
published only about three years ago. After the 2016 
earthquake, another discovery was made, and it was made 
by staff here working at the State Archives of the Perugia 
Sezione di Spoleto. What they discovered were these. I will 
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show you another one we have as well, treating it very, very 
carefully. 

This is actually older than the first one I showed you. 
This is a ledger effectively, and this dates to 1401 and this 
cover - a ledger containing taxes basically. With this 
document we are in Spoleto. With this document we are in 
Cerreto di Spoleto, which is in the territory of Spoleto 
anyway. We also have other documents which are part of 
the exhibition from Norcia. 

This particular document here concerns taxes and 
recording, for example, that Rodney Lokaj has paid seven 
pounds to the municipality of Spoleto or Francesca Tardioli 
has paid her 20 pounds to the Municipality of Spoleto, etc, 
etc. However, at one point the functionary of the 
municipality of Spoleto decided to bind this ledger together 
with an old piece of parchment that was lying around. 

We don't know why. And on the inside of this parchment 
there are four quotes. 

One is from Horace, one is from the pseudo-Galen. One is 
a medieval proverb. And the fourth one, this one, is Dante. 

Now, and it says here, it's written here. Of course, this is 
Francesca. We are in Inferno 5 and so, this is Francesca, the 
first sinner who actually stops to talk to Dante in his 
journey throughout Hell. And she and her lover, who is her 
brother-in-law, are being blown around by this infernal 
wind, the winds of passions still blowing throughout 
eternity, and God allows Francesca and Paolo to stop just 
for a few moments to speak with Dante. 

And she says, but I'll read it directly from the fragment: 

“E quella ame nessum [sic] magior dolore 
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Che ricordarse del tempo felice 
Nella miseria e cio sa il tuo doctore” 

Okay, so, that was Spoleto.  
What we have from Cerreto di Spoleto is a series of full 

pages of parchment and an old document. We're talking 
about the end of the 1300s, early 1400s. They were used by 
notaries working in the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries to bind 
their deeds together.  

And so Pietro sells a plot of land to Caio and the notary of 
course takes it all down. He binds all these together one 
day, but he needs something to bind them with. And so he 
had this parchment in his office, in Cerreto di Spoleto. The 
parchment was a copy of the Divine Comedy. 

We have only just begun analysing these copies. But what 
we found already is that, generally speaking, they're within 
the division of the Tuscan-Florentine tradition as far as 
orthography is concerned. What we have found, which is 
exciting for me as a philologist, is that there are some 
variants in the words. There are some words that are 
different, and not only different from most other 
manuscripts. And we have about eight-hundred full 
manuscripts of the Divine Comedy, that is, documents 
written by hand, extant.  

What we have here in these documents from Cerreto 
Spoleto are variants that do not exist in the tradition, which 
means they are effectively new. And not only are they new, 
they actually act as a spy, a clue as to the existence of a 
certain readership of Dante in the 1300s.  

In the 1300s and 1400s, the Valnerina, the capital of 
which is Norcia (an area that today is considered to be 
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rather peripheral, rather distant from anywhere) was 
intellectually alive. Cerreto is a smaller town; also 
considered to be rather distant today. However, obviously, 
it wasn't, because these people were reading the Divine 
Comedy, commenting on the Divine Comedy, correcting the 
Divine Comedy and correcting the Divine Comedy with other 
parts of the work, effectively correcting Dante with Dante. 
And so this means of course that we're talking about 
intellectuals working in the Valnerina in the 1300s and the 
1400s, learned notaries reading Dante … that for me is 
moving, for me, it's exciting.  

And today we are showing … these fragments effectively 
for the first time to the world, starting with you. The 
exhibition is about to get underway. And so, it's all now 
becoming quite official. 

And so, as they say in the Italian classics: “Se ne vedranno 
delle belle.” (There’ll be some lovely surprises) in the next 
few months. 

Just to finish my talk, for me, it's the icing on the cake: 
Just about three weeks ago, I was contacted by the Vice 
President of the Società Dantesca Italiana for a project and 
the project is the following. 

Italy, you may know, holds the current presidency of the 
European Parliament with David Sassoli. He is Italian and a 
former journalist who wants to present to his European 
colleagues an edition of excerpts from the Divine Comedy 
illustrated with reproductions of precious manuscripts kept 
in the Vatican Library depicting cities, mountains, rivers 
throughout Europe. The edition will be in three languages, 
Italian, French and English. The English version with my 
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own comments will be by yours truly. This fills me with joy. 
And actually, it’s humbling, it really is humbling.  

On this note I would like to thank you all. And I also look 
forward to the rest of the series. There will be talks I 
believe, two or three different talks, on Dante and art. 
Dante, as you know, includes, there are people, there are 
characters in the Divine Comedy who were musicians, who 
i l lustrated manuscripts, and artists. So this i s 
consequential. Dante and Italians in Australia. Indeed, 
Australian scholarship regarding Dante, but we'll also have 
Professor John Kinder talking about this later on in the 
series. I will be looking forward to that. And of course, 
Dante and the culinary tradition, though I don't know 
exactly how many cooks he actually put into hell ...  

But we will see. And of course, the historian at the 
moment, spopola in Italy (he is extremely popular), 
Alessandro Barbiero, incredibly famous, from Turin, and 
others invited by Professor Papandrea to finish off the 
series, I do believe and, and so very popular and such a 
great speaker, such great personalities. So I thank you, if 
there any questions. I'm here, the fragments are here … 
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Dante and Italian Australian  writers - 
Gaetano Rando	

Delivered	 via	 webcast	 to	 an	 online	 and	 local	
audience	 at	 the	 Residence	 of	 Her	 Excellency	
Francesca	 Tardiol i	 Ambassador	 of	 Italy.	
Presentation	available	via	this	link. 

T his paper is the full version of a summary talk 
presented at the Canberra Dante Society on 23 April 
2021. The talk was prepared at very short notice 

(Franco Papandrea having asked me to present only one 
month previously) and only 20 minutes were allowed for 
the treatment of a somewhat complex and wide-ranging 
topic. In researching Italian Australian writing over the 

19

https://danteaustralia.org/canberra-dantes-influence-in-australian-poetry-23-april/


DANTE AND ITALIAN AUSTRALIAN  WRITERS 

years I had noted en passant a substantial number of Dante 
influences so Franco’s proposal was thus an interesting and 
challenging one. The main objective of this paper is to 
provide: (i) the general context of Dante’s influence on 
Italian Australian writers; (ii) a microanalysis of Dante 
influences on selected Italian Australian writers. 

During the April meeting Theodore Ell explored how 
Anglo-Australian poets have found sources and inspiration 
in Dante in subtle and, in a sense, distant ways. Dante has 
had a much wider impact on the Italian Australian 
community (particularly the first generation) and for Italian 
Australian writers, poets in particular, Dante has proved to 
be more direct, closer and even more significant as source 
and inspiration than for Anglo-Australian poets.  

To an extent this can be linked to the Dante tradition 
shared by many of the Italians who have migrated here 
since the mid 19th century. It was perhaps no accident that 
the first Dante Alighieri Society to be established in the 
English-speaking world was the Melbourne one founded in 
1896 and that instrumental in its establishment were some 
of the more prominent Italians resident in Melbourne at the 
time. Even more so it can be said that the Dante tradition is 
deeply rooted in the immaginario popolare of the post 
second world war wave of Italian migrants, not only in the 
few with a post-primary education, who had experienced 
an Italian education system that emphasised classical 
Italian literature and the literary language – in particular le 
tre corone (Dante, Petrarca and Boccaccio) claimed to be 
the “fathers” of the Italian language and of Italy’s literary 
tradition resulting in Dante occupying a central position in 
the Italian mind. An interesting confirmation of this 
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occurred during a research project in the 1980s that had 
the objective of collecting what migrants from the Isole 
Eolie remembered of their oral dialect literature. One lady, 
who had had only primary school education, immediately 
recited Dante’s sonnet: 

“Tanto gentile e tanto onesta pare  
la donna mia quand’ella altrui saluta .  . .”   
(Vita Nova, XXVI).  

But for Italian Australians the Dante connection is a more 
visceral one. Dante too can be seen as a migrant having 
being forced to leave his native Florence never to return 
and at one level the Divina Commedia can be interpreted as 
the transition from the initial feeling of loss and 
disorientation of his initial period as a homeless exile 
wandering from place to place (“la dritta via era smarrita”) 
to the final homecoming in the final years of his life to 
Ravenna, an oasis of peace from the delusions and the 
bitterness of his wanderings since leaving his native city 
which offered him recognition and honours and which, 
unlike Florence, Dante consistently praises in the Divina 
Commedia. Significantly Dante began writing his opera 
magna after being forced into exile and it is claimed that 
the Paradiso, or at least most of it, was written during his 
final years at Ravenna. Hence, at one level, writing could be 
seen as a therapeutic tool in helping to make the transition 
from one place to another a positive experience. For some 
Italians who have left Italy to go to Australia and elsewhere 
writing can also be seen as having this therapeutic function 
beginning from the selva oscura of the initial impact with 
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the new country, continuing with the struggle to make 
sense of their new situation both materially and 
metaphysically, and terminating with the arrival at the oasis 
that marks conciliation with and recognition of their new 
environment. It is perhaps significant that while some 
Italians had begun to practice writing before leaving Italy, 
many did not begin until after their arrival in Australia. 

An outstanding example of Dante’s influence on early 
Italian Australian writers can be found in the works of 
Raffaello Carboni both at a micro level involving citations 
and specific references and at a generic/conceptual and 
structural macro level.  

In the melodrama La Santola (Carboni 1861), whose 
protagonist Pastorello leaves Italy for the Australian 
goldfields in order to make his fortune only to find that 
Australia is not the promised land, the well-known Dante 
verse “Lasciate ogni speranza, voi ch’entrate” from the 
Inferno – marking the point in the Divina Commedia where 
Dante passes through the gates of Hell   – is inserted in an 1

altered form in the prologue:  

“Talché sta scritto altrove;  
da chi non so né dove;  
nel botteghino entrando esclama il vate;  
lasciate ogni speranza o voi che . . . state’”.  

Carboni’s purpose here is to comment on the 
shortcomings and lack of opportunity endemic in pre-
Risorgimento Italy. In the tragedy Merode, (Carboni 1867) 
set in Rome during the years leading up to its annexure to 
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the Kingdom of Italy, we find “Non ti curar di lor ma guarda 
e passa”, a widely used alteration of Dante’s  

“Non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa”.   2

Carboni uses this altered quotation to underscore one of 
the main themes of the play - the corruption evident in the 
high functionaries of the church during the period of Italian 
unification, intent on pursuing personal economic gain at 
all costs, even by using criminal means, rather than 
concerning themselves with the affairs of state. 

At the macro level, we have the pantomime Gilburnia 
(Carboni 1872), featuring as its protagonists a tribe of 
Australian Aborigines. It is the only theatrical work by 
Carboni set in Australia and reflects his experience of living 
with the Tarrang tribe (Carboni 1975: 9). It is written almost 
entirely in terza rima (an obvious direct structural influence 
of the Divina Commedia) while its central theme - the 
triumph of good over evil through the intervention of 
divine providence - could have a possible parallel with 
Dante’s journey to achieve the ultimate good. 

It is also likely that generic/conceptual influences 
deriving from Dante may be present in the Eureka Stockade. 
According to some of the Dante scholars who have analysed 
the geographical aspects of the Divina Commedia, the 
mountain of Purgatory can be located more or less in 
present-day Sydney. This would not have escaped Carboni’s 
notice. Another possible influence is that in the Eureka 
Stockade and in La Santola Carboni presents his voyage to 
the antipodes as an epic undertaking that for Carboni 
concludes, in some ways, in spiritual death, perhaps a 
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recall of Ulysses’ material death in his attempt to push 
beyond known boundaries and of the well-known verses:  

“Considerate la vostra semenza:  
fatti non foste a viver come bruti,  
ma per seguir virtute e canoscenza.” 
(Inferno XXVI, 118-120).   3

Yet another possible link between Dante and Carboni can 
be found in the beginning of Purgatorio when Dante exits 
from hell “a riveder le stelle” and sees for the first time the 
Southern Cross:  

“Lo bel pianeto che d’amar conforta  
faceva tutto rider l’orïente,  
velando i Pesci ch’erano in sua scorta.  
I’ mi volsi a man destra, e puosi mente  
a l’altro polo, e vidi quattro stelle  
non viste mai fuor ch’a la prima gente.  
Goder pareva ’l ciel di lor fiammelle: 
o settentrïonal vedovo sito,  
poi che privato se’ di mirar quelle!”  
(Purgatorio I, 17-26).  

Dante commentators agree that “le quattro stelle” of the 
Southern Cross represent the four cardinal virtues. In 
particular Natalino Sapegno (1960: 9) notes that “... le 
quattro stelle, sono prima di ogni cosa, vere stelle dal cui 
aspetto emana un senso di gioia diffusa, che porge diletto agli 
occhi e ricrea il cuore”. We find the same sense of delight 
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and virtue in the Eureka Stockade when Carboni describes 
the banner created for the diggers: 

“… the SUN was on its way towards the west; in vain some 
scattered clouds would hamper its splendour … The 
'SOUTHERN CROSS' was hoisted up the flagstaff--a very 
splendid pole, eighty feet in length, and straight as an 
arrow.  This maiden appearance of our standard, in the 
midst of armed men, sturdy, self-overworking gold-diggers 
of all languages and colours, was a fascinating object to 
behold. There is no flag in old Europe half so beautiful as 
the 'Southern Cross' of the Ballarat miners, first hoisted on 
the old spot, Bakery-hill. The flag is silk, blue ground, with 
a large silver cross, similar to the one in our southern 
firmament; no device or arms, but all exceedingly chaste 
and natural.” (Carboni 1975: 67-68)  

Some Australian historians have claimed that it was 
Carboni who had suggested the design for the flag (Fox 
1992: 47-54). There is no definitive proof but it is plausible 
and if this were in fact the case, it could be claimed that 
Dante has had an important albeit indirect influence on 
Australian political history. 

Possible although remote and imprecise Dante influences 
can be traced in the works of other early Italian Australian 
writers such as Rudesindo Salvado and Pietro Baracchi. 
However more substantial occurrences can be found 
during the interwar period, a period marked by very 
strained relations between Australian Italians and Anglo-
Australians when Italian Australian writers tended to turn 
to Dante when writing in defence of their community. An 
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example of this can be found in two articles published in 
the Italian Australian press in response to racist and 
derogatory attitudes against Italian migrants articulated in 
the Anglo-Australian press. Smith’s Weekly especially 
repeatedly targeted Italians, so much so that in mid-1926 
two Eoliani felt compelled to take up their pen in the 
defence of their community. The articles by G. Iacono 
(1926) and Felice Rando (1926) both carried titles based on 
verses from Dante’s Divina Commedia, in what might be 
read as a pointed allusion to the distinguished roots of 
Italian culture. Iacono challenges H.V. Evatt’s racist 
statement that Italians, who are deemed to be not as white 
as Australians, should not be allowed to enter the country 
because they worked long hours for a miserly 
remuneration, worked hard because they loved to work 
and saved their money to buy what they needed because 
they were not economically blessed like the northern races. 
Rando, who had only recently arrived in Australia, 
protested against an article entitled “British Labor tries to 
force low bred dagos on us. Australia can’t afford to mix with 
animals” published in Smith’s Weekly on 10 July 1926 arguing 
that Italians, far from being “animals”, came from a 
country with rich historical and cultural traditions, as 
reflected in the reference to Dante Alighieri, a seminal 
figure in Italian and indeed European letters, that Italians 
are no less white than Australians and that, in contrast to 
what happens in Australian cities, in the magnificent streets 
of Italy’s great cities not even the shadow of a drunkard was 
to be seen. Finally it can be noted that Dante’s works, 
especially the Divina Commedia, were used in the Italian 
language and culture classes run by Italian Australian 
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internees during the second world war as one of the 
responses to the depressing atmosphere suffered by some 
4700 Italian Australians who were incarcerated in wartime 
internment camps. 

With regard to creative writing a corpus of Italian 
Australian poetry does not begin to appear until the 1920s, 
mainly in the Italian Australian press where each issue of 
Italian language newspapers such as the Italo-Australian 
and Il Corriere degli Italiani in Australia would usually 
include a few poems by local writers as well as poetry from 
Italy.  Poetry was by far the most common form of creative 4

writing with very little prose published, probably because 
poetic texts are much shorter and therefore much quicker 
to write but also possibly because poetry is a more 
appropriate vehicle than prose to express the inexpressible, 
as Dante himself demonstrated in his poetic writings. Most 
of the poems published by local writers followed 
techniques that were very much linked to the traditional 
Italian literary canon – sonnets, odes and ballads with 
traditionally established rhyme patterns, based on what 
these writers had learned during their schooling in Italy in 
the context of an education system that emphasised Italian 
high culture of centuries past. Although the background of 
most Italian migrants in this period was based on forms of 
popular culture and a dialect rather than standard Italian as 
the everyday language, poems published in dialect were 
relatively few compared to those published in literary 
Italian. Common thematic patterns included: personal 
themes not always related to the migration experience; the 
recall of Italy’s past glories; nostalgia for Italy articulated in 
ways that were somewhat complex and often contradictory 
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which in some poems seem to mirror Dante’s ambiguous 
attitude towards Florence from which he was a “forced” 
emigrant. 

Citations from Dante can also be found in some of the 
poetry texts produced during this period. An example is a 
sonnet by Giuseppe Giliberto, a frequent contributor of 
poetry to the Italian Australian press, “Al poeta G. De 
Luca” (Rando 1983:35) in which the writer laments the little 
value given to culture in Australia and encourages De 
Luca’s poetic endeavours by concluding the sonnet with 
“non ti curar di lor, ma guarda e passa”. By using the altered 
Dante citation Giliberto seems to imply that in the cultural 
sphere Anglo-Australians are not worthy of attention since 
they have little if anything to offer. 

Another poet who regularly published in the Italian 
Australian press was Luigi Strano, arguably the leading poet 
of his generation, initially writing under the pseudonym of 
Lino Gras(s)uti. Shortly after his arrival in Australia, Strano 
learned English, Latin, Greek, and German, and began to 
publish poetry in Italian Australian newspapers. Initially his 
texts (sonnets, canzoni, and ballads) were written in 
literary Italian and closely modeled on the Italian classical 
literary canon. Throughout the 1930s, stylistic and thematic 
changes led him to progressively adopt a more “modern” 
approach, and to write not only in Italian but also in 
English, the Calabrian dialect, and Latin. 

Strano’s poetry explores a wide and varied range of 
themes that include everyday realities as well as the 
existential aspects of the diaspora, the poet’s relationship 
with his native land and his adopted country, nature, 
Australian society, and Italian migrants’ reactions and 
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attitudes towards Australians. But Strano’s poetry also 
embraces more “universal” themes about life, love, and 
philosophy. Life is seen as a rocky road that leads to a 
succession of painful and joyous experiences, but that still 
needs to be lived to the full and at the highest level of one’s 
humanity. 

Reminiscences of Dante recur throughout Strano’s poetic 
production. Significantly at the beginning of “Giardini bui . . 
.” written in 1934 (Rando 1983: 124-125) he places the 
citation “nulla sapem di nostro stato umano” (Inferno X, 105). 
“Giardini bui . . .” marks Strano’s transition from 
dependency on and imitation of the Italian classic tradition 
to the achievement of his own innovative style. The poem is 
a metaphysical reflection on the city of Sydney in the grip 
of the depression and the uncertain future and anxiety that 
this provokes (hence “we know nothing of our human 
state” although we share compassion and concern for each 
other).  

. . . sai tu 
quant’occh smarriti, 
quante 
pupille spente 
fascia la notte 
nelle sue tenebre? 
quanti figli della mineria 
senza calze e camicia  
a quest’ora 
per le vie deserte 
frugan le ceste 
delle immondizie . . . 
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il mio cuore 
agonizza 
mentr’io palpo 
con la fantasia 
l’infelicità certa 
d’ogn’uno. 
Sento  
una compassione 
immensa 
di tutti gli esseri vivi, di me stesso, 
di chi invidia, di chi è invidiato . . . 

The altered citation from Dante was clearly not inserted 
by chance. The original line occurs during Dante’s meeting 
with Farinata degli Uberti in the city of Dis (sixth circle of 
the Inferno) during which Farinata, who Dante respects 
because of his love of Florence even though in life he was 
Dante’s political rival, can provide a prophecy relating to 
Dante’s future but is unable to articulate an assessment of 
the present situation and explains why this is so:  

“Noi veggiam, come quel c'ha mala luce,  
le cose”, disse, “che ne son lontano;  
cotanto ancor ne splende il sommo duce.  
Quando s'apprestano o son, tutto è vano  
nostro intelletto; e s'altri non ci apporta,  
nulla sapem di vostro stato umano.”  
(Inferno X, 100-105). 

Paolo Totaro, arguably one of the leading Italian 
Australian poets of the post world war two migration wave, 

30



GAETANO RANDO 

presents themes that range from the unforgettable 
childhood traumas of war, to the dilemma of whether to 
follow music or other paths, to the expressive tension and a 
search for possible equilibriums between catholic and 
Marxist, humanistic and scientific, Italian and Australian 
cultures. His early poetry expresses the rebellion of a 
young intellectual towards the elitist culture of his place of 
origin. Totaro’s later Australian poems express the 
challenge of the awareness that participation in the culture 
of his adopted country leads to contributing to its 
transformation (not insignificantly his report Participation 
presented to the NSW government in 1978, was in part 
based on Gramscian ideology). As in the case of Dante the 
migration experience is perceived as the courageous 
translocation from one society to another, representing 
constant dynamic change, a linguistic melting pot, with its 
challenge of not overlooking the reciprocal recognition of 
the continuity and dignity of each individual person.  5

In th i s context Tot aro ' s p lur i l ingui s t ic lyr ic 
experimentation (perhaps remotely inspired by Dante’s 
mixing of languages – Latin (especially in Paradiso), French 
and Provençal  - in the Divina Commedia) is particularly 6

interesting and displays a rare sensitivity towards the 
human condition of the migrant. He was one of the first 
Australian poets to reproduce the sonic ambience of 
workers in multicultural Australia, rich in linguistic 
dissonance. Many of his poems, written in a mix of 
languages, relate to salient aspects of the presence of CALD 
first generation migrants in Australia that account for about 
12.5% of its population. Poems like "Port Kembla" written in 
1974 (Cincotta 1989:132)  express the theme of the “non 7
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meaning” of life in the punishing inferno-like environment 
of the blast furnaces at the Port Kembla steelworks: 

Extremadura 
coke havens 
altiforni hornos 
de fundicion 
aqui la vita è breve 
meaningless 
non ha significado 

hermanos o calor 
red-hot-white 
blanco fierro 
c’ è ancora l’hope  
y l’esperanza 

da l’Estremadura 
tu venist you came 
frade meu 
brothero 
español  ancora 
and yet 
el pianto mio 
my cry 
si confounds se mixa 
col tuo 

Paolo Totaro’s poetic “journey,” while not losing touch of 
his point of departure, presents with rare sensitivity the 
many different aspects of the recesses of his soul as well as 
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the collective experience of the migrant diaspora. For a 
number of Italian Australian poets the transition to a new 
world and a new life is not only accepted but seen as a 
means of personal, cultural and linguistic enrichment. For 
others, the long crossing has failed to live up to its promise: 
they fail to reach a personal and cultural equilibrium and 
nostalgia becomes an overriding though not entirely 
negative element. For Paolo Totaro, who has actively 
participated in the social, political and cultural life of his 
adopted country making significant contributions, 
emigration is an integral part of a l i fe whose 
transformations are lived positively and critically, where 
linguistic and other dislocations can be overcome by the 
sense of one’s origins and the sense of brotherhood with 
the other human beings that are part of one’s world, both 
equally important in the search for cultural and personal 
equilibrium.  

In the poem “Angels” (Totaro 2011: 2), that begins with a 
quotation from Paradiso, Totaro presents as one of a 
number of complex themes the concept of the ever-
changing aspects of cognition of place and state and the 
need for memory as a fundamental nature of the human 
condition. 

...Know thou, that, from the first, these substances, 
Rejoicing in the countenance of God, 
Have held unceasingly their view, 
Upon the glorious vision, from the which 
Naught absent is nor hid... 
Dante, Paradise, XXIX  8
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Know thou who raise eyebrows and now dismiss 
Angels landing on the point of a needle 
As delusional medieval fabrications: 
They were a product of our species inborn 
Trait to grow through convulsions 
No less than today’s flights of science 
That finely weigh the weightless or discover 
Fires that cannot exist yet breed galaxies 
That may not be there. Compare black holes 
That promise entry into parallel universes 
To Saint Peter’s door or gloomy Styx. 
Do measure Susskind quashing Hawking 
In a quarrel over quantum quandary 
With the Angelic Doctor gyrating 
Against Averroès for faith and reason 
To be one with truth. Electrons shyly vanish 
When observed, at one with angels disappearing 
As they softly plump, for pause 
From the all-consuming sight of an All Knowing 
Almighty Creator, onto the safe privacy 
Of thy sewing box’s sharpest needle.  

“Angels” presents a highly innovative and imaginative 
parallel to how Dante treats angels and their lack of 
memory in such a way as to offer a clear-cut description of 
human cognition. By defining angelic cognition, Dante lets 
us know what human cognition is not. Because angels 
never turn their gazes from the face of God and see all 
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things in His eternal present, their sight is uninterrupted by 
new things, and they have no need of memory (which we 
use to store the new things once they are no longer new). 
The “novo obietto” of Paradiso XXIX, 80 requires a mental 
structure that can accommodate it, and so humans have 
“concetto diviso”: divided thought, discursive thinking. Since 
we do not see everything all at once, but must see and 
remember many new things sequentially, “ad una ad 
una” (as in “le vite spiritali ad una ad una” of Paradiso 
XXXIII, 24), we think differentiatedly, discursively, by way 
of divided thoughts “per concetto diviso”. And this is exactly 
what Totaro enunciates in his poem “Angels”. In selecting 
this passage from Paradiso, Totaro also quite possibly had 
in mind a contrasting passage from Purgatorio where Dante 
states that our sight is constantly interrupted by new things 
along the path of life and knowledge that we are happy to 
turn our gaze to: 

Li occhi miei ch’a mirare eran contenti  
per veder novitadi ond’e’ son vaghi,  
volgendosi ver’ lui non furon lenti.    
(Purgatorio X, 103-105) 

This concept is imaginatively transposed in the poem 
“Ballata Prima: le parole (Dalla Ballata XI di Guido 
Cavalcanti)” (Totaro 2011: 183) that transposes the past and 
present through linguistic dislocation presented as a 
metaphysical concept relating to new experiences that can 
to an extent be positively negotiated by the sense of one’s 
origins that assist overcoming the negativity of the sense of 
exile. 
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Perch’io non spero di tornar già mai, 
Ballatetta, in Campania, 
Va tu leggiera a dire: 
C’è guerra fra la madre 
Lingua e la seconda, 
In Australia e col dialetto. 
Tu chiederai soccorso a quei sonori 
Modi di dire e di cantilenare: 
Ma guarda che ho bisogno di parole 
Dolci alla voce, e di molto valore: 
Parole cui affidare quel pensare 
Che a Napoli formato 
E risciaquato in Arno 
Ora torto in inglese 
Non riesce a volare, 
Nè a cantare in poesia. 
Tu digli, Ballatetta, le parole 
Si travian qui e spesso ci abbandona 
Speranza di poter significare 
Quel che si vuole, e non sol che si deve 
O che si teme o che vien dato a dire. 
E con l’inglese è duro: 
Non tornan quelle tronche 
Parole e quelle acca 
Che bisogna aspirare. 
Deh vaga Ballatetta, quando torni 
col tuo carico ricco di parole 
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Antiche e nuove, e di modi di dire 
E d’inflessioni, in un battibaleno 
Voglio che tu li meni nell’arteria 
Più vicina a quel centro 
Definito da Broca 

It will be recalled that canonical Dante commentators 
claim Guido Cavalcanti was for Dante a friend, a mentor 
and an intellectual influence. He was a leading member of 
the group of conceptually and linguistically innovative 
poets 13th century Florentine poets (to which the young 
Dante belonged) that Dante was to define the dolce stil novo. 
Dante had great admiration for Cavalcanti and explicitly 
refers to him in Inferno X and Purgatorio XI. However there 
is a third implicit reference where Dante refers to 
Cavalcanti with the verse “l’error de’ ciechi che si fanno 
duci.”  (Purgatorio XVIII, 18). Purgatorio XVIII is a pivotal 
Canto in the Commedia in which Dante, through Virgil, 
engages in a discourse on love which is defined as the 
reason for the beginning and the end of the universe as well 
as the path to God, the flower of free will and of moral 
force. This is diametrically opposed to the concept of love 
articulated by Cavalcanti and the dolce stil novo poets who 
saw love as deprived of reason and vertrude, something 
that was controlling rather than controlled. Hence Dante, 
who had subscribed to this “illogical” romantic 
interpretation as a young man but had subsequently moved 
on to develop his own unique and diametrically opposite 
conceptualisation, accuses his friend and mentor of being 
“a blind leader”. 
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Pino Bosi is one of relatively few Italian Australian writers 
who have dealt with the humorous aspects of the Italian 
Australian diaspora and he is one of the very few to 
systematically use in some of his texts the Australian 
variety of Italian in poems such as "'O Bisinisse" (Rando 
1983:79-80) and "Astrocultura" (Rando 1983:115). Bosi, 
however, does not deal only with the more immediate and 
direct aspects of the Italian Australian experience. Other 
poems present themes related to aspects of Australian 
history and culture such as the re-writing in Italian of the 
Anglo-Australian canonical texts “Waltzing Matilda” and 
“Botany Bay: versione italiana” (Rando 1983:116-117). Yet 
others are fanciful diversions of the course of Australian 
history such as the discovery of Australia by the Italians 
instead of the British (Rando 1986:26-28). Bosi’s Italian 
poetry dealing with the diaspora can thus be seen as an 
attempt not only to make sense of the migration and 
settlement experience but also to dwell on its humorous 
and less negative aspects in the search for the 
establishment of an Italian Australian cultural space. 

Vastly different from the way in which Dante has 
influenced Luigi Strano and Paolo Totaro, we find in Pino 
Bosi’s “Astrocultura” an attempt to portray in terza rima a 
C o m m e d i a - s t y l e hu m o u ro u s i n t e r p re t a t i o n o f 
commonplace experiences of the post-war Italian 
Australian migration journey: 

Nel mezzo del cammin della marchetta 
mi ritrovai stoppato da un polisse 
giusto alle luci rosse di una stretta. 
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“Ei, draiva!” quello subito mi disse 
“Tu stai luccando per un accidente 
oppure stai pensando ai tuoi bisinisse?” 

Guardando quel gran figlio di sergente 
gli dissi: “Non aver nessuna fia 
che io non cerco di chillar la gente! 

Piuttosto è tutta colpa di Maria 
che mi ha mandato a prender veggetabile 
per noi, per sia sorella e per la zia. 

Ma io, che c’ho la mente un poco labile, 
ho forghettato cosa ho da baiare 
per questo che draivavo un poco instabile. 

Ma tu non mi vorrai mica bucare 
che sono figlio di una madre etnica 
e l’inglese non so mica spiccare?” 

Lui disse: “Non usar la vecchia tecnica 
di far l’ebreo per fottere il Cristiano 
in base alla cultura plurietnica. 

Parca il tuo carro e poi, licenza in mano; 
la legge non ammette ignoranza. 
c’avete rotto a tutti il deretano 
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con la multi-del-cacchio culturetnica. 
A questo punto caccia fuor la grana 
o ti mando in galera a far vacanza.” 

Fu così che per poco in Giorge Stretta 
non mi trovai ai polsi le manette. 
ma io, scappando dentro alla marchetta, 
col cul feci al polissi una trombetta!...” 

Bosi’s poem begins with an adaptation of Dante’s “Nel 
mezzo del camin di nostra vita” (Inferno I, 1) and ends with 
an adaptation of “ed elli avea del cul fatto trombetta” (Inferno 
XXI, 139). Dante’s sublime existential enunciation that 
marks the incipit to his Commedia and refers to a phase of 
life that constitutes a universal human experience is 
transposed by Bosi into a more mundane phrase that 
marked the experience of many Sydney-side Italian 
Australians of the post-war migration wave – that of saving 
money by purchasing their supplies at Paddy’s wholesale 
fruit and vegetable market then located in present-day 
Chinatown. Regarding the second citation, Canto XXI is the 
circle of the Inferno where rogues, shysters, corrupt 
magistrates and other public officials are punished by 
immersion in boiling pitch. The citation occurs as Dante 
and Vergil transit through this circle escorted by a squad of 
ten devils, whose role is to make sure the damned do not 
get out of the boiling pitch, led by a devil called Barbariccia. 
Their activities are described in a comic-grotesque manner 
with Barbariccia giving the order to march on by making “a 
trumpet of his rump.” 
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Dante purists might perceive Bosi’s adaptation of 
Dantesque techniques and themes as a profoundly 
disrespectful and absurd profanity, but let us not forget that 
in his time Dante too was engaged in bending perceived 
rules of the literary canon, using colloquial, slang, uncouth 
expressions from his Florentine dialect as well as words 
from other languages. And of course Dante also 
commented on contemporary events, occasionally in a 
humorous, ironic and absurd manner.  

In any case Bosi was anything but disrespectful towards 
Dante. When he delivered the annual Lectura Dantis to the 
Wollongong Dante Society on 17 September 1984 he said, 
among other things, that at school in Italy he took easily to 
Dante studies  

“ . . . because of my love for the written word; because I 
enjoyed the discovery of the many mysteries contained in 
La Commedia, be they linguistic, intellectual, historical or 
mythological. I immediately felt an affinity: was it 
because . . . he stood out individually as his own party? Or 
because he too was a refugee, a man without country and 
future? . . . Dante’s visions, as the visions of Michelangelo 
and others, allow us to understand how and why we 
became what we are; they also allow us to understand 
where our dreams and our fears come from.” (Bosi 1984: 
79-80) 

Dante has been and is many different things to many 
different people but perhaps Bosi’s appraisal could be 
taken as an example of some of the ways in which some 
first generation Italian Australians writers perceive Dante 
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and of how they have transposed Dantesque themes and 
techniques into their present-day reality, a topic well 
worthy of further study and perhaps an opportunity for 
Australia’s combined Dante Societies to offer a scholarship 
to an aspiring future PhD candidate. Their poetry presents 
a substantial variety of themes, content and concepts as 
well as often diverse styles and means of expression that, 
like the Divina Commedia, present an often complex mix of 
gravitas, poignancy, irony and humour. Migration and more 
general life experiences are in many ways seen as two 
interrelated aspects of the individual's search for the 
meaning of the journey of life. For some writers the passage 
to a new world and a new life is seen as an acceptable 
realisation of a richer and fuller life. For others however the 
long crossing did not live up to its promise and has 
triggered a sense of not belonging either to the past or to 
the present, a metaphysical wandering in the selva oscura 
of life that cannot be fully resolved. While some poetry 
deals with the social realities of the diaspora most provides 
perceptions of the thoughts and feelings that constitute the 
inner life of the migrant, the constant and ever-shifting 
appraisal of two different worlds and two different cultures 
in an attempt to demythologise and re-mythologise past 
and present in the light of new experiences. 
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	Per	me	si	va	ne	la	città	dolente,		1

per	me	si	va	ne	l'etterno	dolore,		
per	me	si	va	tra	la	perduta	gente.		
Giustizia	mosse	il	mio	alto	fattore:		
fecemi	la	divina	potestate,		
la	somma	sapienza	e	'l	primo	amore.		
Dinanzi	a	me	non	fuor	cose	create		
se	non	etterne,	e	io	etterno	duro.		
Lasciate	ogni	speranza,	voi	ch'intrate		
(Inferno	III,	1-9).

	Fama	di	loro	il	mondo	esser	non	lassa;		2

misericordia	e	giustizia	li	sdegna:		
non	ragioniam	di	lor,	ma	guarda	e	passa	
(Inferno	III,	49-51).		
These	verses	express	Dante’s	low	opinion	of	those	who	in	life	never	
took	 up	 a	 Oirm	 position	 in	 a	 cause	 (like	 Dante	 did	 in	 his	 political	
commitment)	–	Dante	places	these	souls	in	the	Antinferno.

	The	context	is	the	eighth	circle	of	the	Inferno	where	the	consiglieri	3

di	 frode	 are	 punished.	 Dante	 presents	 Ulysses	 as	 a	 heroic	 Oigure	
exhorting	 his	 companions	 to	 cross	 the	 pillars	 of	 Hercules	 from	
known	to	unknown	and	uncharted	seas.

	Poetry	in	volume	form	began	to	appear	systematically	at	the	end	of	4

the	1940s,	a	period	which	marks	the	beginning	of	the	mass	migration	
of	Italians	to	Australia	(350,000	between	1947	and	1972),	resulting	
in	the	publication	of	95	volumes	of	poetry	by	68	authors	with	several	
hundred	writers	publishing	poetic	texts	in	the	Italian	language	press,	
particularly	 La	 Fiamma	 and	 Il	 Globo.	 Unlike	 the	 pre-war	 period,	
Italian	Australian	writers	also	published	prose	although	the	number	
of	volumes	were	numerically	less	than	for	poetry.
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	 In	his	admirable	 lecture	“Dante	and	the	Making	of	 Italians	 in	5

Australia”	 (Dante	 Alighieri	 Society,	 Sydney,	 27	 March	 2021)	
Totaro	 spoke	 at	 length	 and	 with	 feeling	 of	 how	 Dante	 had	
inDluenced	him	during	his	childhood	years	in	Naples.

	 When	 Dante	 meets	 Arnaut	 Daniel,	 a	 12th	 century	 Occitan	6

troubadour	 for	 whom	 Dante	 expresses	 great	 albeit	 ambiguous	
admiration,	 in	 Purgatorio	 where	 he	 is	 atoning	 for	 the	 sin	 of	 lust,	
Arnaut	addresses	Dante	in	Provençal:		

Tan	m’abellis	vostre	cortes	deman,		
qu’ieu	no	me	puesc	ni	voill	a	vos	cobrire.		
Ieu	sui	Arnaut,	que	plor	e	vau	cantan;		
consiros	vei	la	passada	folor,			
e	vei	jausen	lo	joi	qu’esper,	denan.		
Ara	vos	prec,	per	aquella	valor		
que	vos	guida	al	som	de	l’escalina,		
sovenha	vos	a	temps	de	ma	dolor!”		
(Purgatorio	XXVI,	140-147).

	 Totaro’s	 poems	 on	 the	 condition	 of	 the	 migrant	 worker	 present	7

interesting	parallels	with	the	work	of	Pietro	Tedeschi	(1997,	1998),	a	
writer	 of	 populist	 origins	 whose	 poems	 relate	 to	 workplace	
experiences	 of	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s	 when	 newly	 arrived	 Italian	
migrants	 found	 themselves	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 industrial	 pecking	
order.	Tedeschi’s	texts	deal	with,	among	other	things,	the	monotony	
of	 work,	 the	 infernal	 atmosphere	 of	 the	 steelworks	 compared	 to	
Dante’s	Inferno	(“Acciaierie”,	Tedeschi	1998:	36-39).

  Queste	sustanze,	poi	che	fur	gioconde		8

de	la	faccia	di	Dio,	non	volser	viso		
da	essa,	da	cui	nulla	si	nasconde:		
però	non	hanno	vedere	interciso		
da	novo	obietto,	e	però	non	bisogna		
rememorar	per	concetto	diviso	.	.	.	
	(Paradiso	XXIX,	76-81)
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Dante’s Long Australian Shadow - 
Theodore Ell 

Delivered	 via	 webcast	 to	 an	 online	 and	 local	
audience	 at	 the	 Residence	 of	 Her	 Excellency	
Francesca	 Tardiol i	 Ambassador	 of	 Italy.	
Presentation	available	via	this	link.	

W hile I was writing this paper, the April edition of 
the Australian Book Review published a new 
poem by Stephen Edgar called ‘Second Circle 

(Diamond Beach)’, a depiction of a reflective though not 
restful walk on the Mid-North Coast of New South Wales, 
‘through the flat refusal of a gale.’  It was a stroke of fortune 1

that Edgar’s poem should appear just then, as it is the 
perfect piece with which to start a discussion of Dante’s 
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rather unlikely influence on Australian poets. Edgar’s poem 
includes these words: 

"The wind, as though inhabited, howled past, 
Like history re-enacted in blown scraps 
And moments, formless figures and events, 
With the grand claims they make in the future tense 
Even as they elapse. 
And fictions, too, with their invisible cast. 

Francesca, clasping Paolo, came to mind, 
Whom Dante looked with pity on, and wept, 
In turmoil, whirlwind-driven round the second 
Infernal circle. And she told when beckoned 
The story that had swept 
Their souls away. A tern zoomed from behind 

And past our thwarted progress with a flair 
And effortless finesse, as to rescind 
Without a sideways glance all trace of those 
Phantasmal settings and scenarios. 
The wind was just the wind, 
The air the wordless and inhuman air.”  2

This is a fine example of the way in which Dante typically 
makes his presence felt in Australian poetry. The allusion in 
this quotation and in the poem’s title is to Canto V of the 
Inferno, the great scene in which Virgil leads Dante through 
the circle of the lustful, where the shades of the lovers 
Francesca da Rimini and Paolo Malatesta sweep past in a 
great storm. The desperate energy of their own desire is 
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now their torment. Edgar’s reference to this, one of the 
most tragic encounters in the entire Commedia, intensifies 
the sombre atmosphere of his windswept and unsettling 
beach walk, but the irony of the analogy between Dante’s 
scene and Edgar’s is that the force that enables the parallel 
– the high wind; the storm and the gale – also erases it. The 
‘[p]hantasmal settings and scenarios’ vanish in the 
buffeting gale as quickly as they ‘came to mind,’ and we are 
left only with reality of the air (barely material itself ). It is a 
deft evocation of the jolting effects of true nature on the 
fanciful imagination, the pathetic fallacy waking up to itself. 
At another level, though, the poem manifests distinctly the 
fragility and ambiguity – possibly, too, the incongruity – of 
Dante’s inheritance in an Australian setting.  

Dante, in Edgar’s rendering, ‘[comes] to mind,’ as he has 
done for a large number of Australian poets in various 
guises and forms: as a point of reference, a source of 
inspiration, of familiar companionship, guidance or 
grounding at times when the mind seeks a reliable image or 
an ethical model. Dante plays these roles in literatures 
worldwide, but can it truly be described as influence? In 
one way it can, for to read Dante has been for centuries a 
salutary, formative and unforgettable experience for 
writers of all kinds – including Stephen Edgar – who have 
delved deeply into the unique character and complexity of 
Dante’s work. (Dante’s contribution to reinventing the 
personal lyric has also had its repercussions in Australia, 
insofar as those who write in the lyric mode owe him an 
historical debt.) Evocations of the experience of reading or 
remembering Dante often adopt the conceit of a personal 
encounter, with Dante taking on the role not only of Great 
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Author but also of friend, companion or grandfather. It is a 
testament to the enduring qualities of Dante’s work – its 
vivid imagery, gripping narratives and intimate confidences 
– that it speaks as personally to readers now as it did in its 
own time. Dante has been as ‘influential’ in this respect in 
Australia as anywhere else where the European literary 
inheritance has been passed on. A simple search of the 
Australian Poetry Library online will turn up dozens of 
references to Dante, by poets of totally contrasting types: 
William Gay and Henry Kendall in the nineteenth century, 
and more recently the avant-garde and experimental Pam 
Brown, Michael Dransfield and Philip Salom, the scholarly 
Peter Porter, A. D. Hope and Geoffrey Dutton, the lyrical 
Judith Beveridge and Rosemary Dobson, the cerebral Alex 
Skovron and the convivial Geoff Page, who sets aside a 
special circle of hell for wine snobs:  

“Satan lets them  
talk and think,  
do everything  
in fact but drink.”   3

Jill Jones, too, finds Dante an indispensable guide to the 
labyrinthine and dreary realms of modern administration: 
‘The first circle of hell is at the information desk.’  4

Yet there is an essential difference between this way of 
acknowledging Dante and the ways in which Dante’s work 
has shaped Australian poets’ techniques, their conceptual 
designs, their points of view and, importantly, their casts 
and registers of language. It is the difference between Dante 
conceiving and writing Canto V of Purgatorio and the souls 
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he depicts in that canto marvelling at the fact that he casts 
a shadow.  They, and Dante’s guide Virgil, as spirits in the 5

afterlife, do not. It is the first time possibly in centuries that 
these spirits have seen a solid, living person, through whom 
light cannot pass. It is a poignant scene and a valuable one 
for illustrating the difference of degree between Australian 
poets who admire and revere Dante and those on whom his 
work has had a distinct and profound effect, leading to 
essential transformations and new productions. ‘Influence,’ 
in the latter cases, is a shift in a calculation or a process of 
negotiation, sometimes with Dante and sometimes within 
the poet’s own self, to take account of some mark Dante 
has made and somehow absorb it into subsequent practice. 
These poets are more like another figure encountered in 
Purgatorio, the Roman poet Statius, who credits the non-
Christian Virgil with teaching him not only the craft of 
writing but the ethics that would inspire Statius to become 
a Christian (which is why he is in purgatory and not in hell). 
Statius eulogises Virgil as one who bears a lantern on a pole 
over his shoulder, not lighting his own path but lighting the 
path for those like Statius who follow him.  The Australian 6

poets discussed below are some of those Statius figures for 
whom, as much as an exemplar of the art of poetry, Dante 
has served as mentor, instructor and admonisher – in 
effect, as a Virgil.  

One caveat has to apply when reading into Australian 
poets’ encounters and negotiations with Dante: for more 
than two centuries, most Australian poets will have read 
him in English translation. Only a few can have acquired 
enough Italian to read the original text. The first Australian 
Dante translator was none other than Sir Samuel Griffith 
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(1845-1920),  Premier of Queensland, Chief Justice of 7

Queensland, first Chief Justice of the High Court of Australia 
and the namesake of a Brisbane university and a Canberra 
suburb. While he intended his Dante translation of 1908 to 
be another symbol of his prestige, critics have argued that it 
has little other merit.  It has not been particularly 8

influential. By the time of Griffith’s translations, Australians 
may have had access to as many as thirty-four English 
versions of the Commedia,  a flood that had begun with the 9

blank verse version of 1814 by the English scholar Henry 
Francis Cary (1772-1844). Reading Cary’s Dante was a 
formative experience for poet and Sydney University 
linguist Christopher Brennan,  a mystic in the vein of 10

Stéphane Mallarmé, for whom the search through poetry 
for the transcendent was as essential as it was for Dante. Of 
all the poets discussed here, Brennan is perhaps the one 
whose work merits an extended comparative reading 
alongside Dante’s, as Brennan strives towards a similar 
gnostic experience of ‘the Absolute,’  though without the 11

reassurance of Dante’s detailed and world-ordering 
theology. Brennan’s poetic career began where his 
Catholicism lapsed, an experience he dramatised in poetry 
as a bold departure into the unexplored territory of 
agnosticism, with the airy words ‘Farewell, the pleasant 
harbourage of Faith.’  Even though he returned to the 12

Catholic fold in his bleak final years,  he would not submit 13

himself to God’s ‘Absoluteness’ in the way that Dante does 
in God’s actual presence at the climax of Paradiso. ‘If fairy 
tales were true,’ Brennan reflects in one of his last poems,  

“and even God were mine  
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I’d let him go his way  
as long as I could stray  
on mine.”   14

As much as Brennan credited Cary’s Dante as a formative 
work, the certainties of Dante’s universe seem to have 
represented all that Brennan found most difficult to accept, 
even as they exercised profound attraction. A meditation 
on this tantalising (sometimes tormenting) paradox lies at 
the heart of much of Brennan’s work and it can be said to 
have haunted him until the end of his days.  

The stern, didactic and superior ‘theological’ Dante has 
drawn the attention of Australian scholars as intensely as 
anywhere else, but this Dante’s effect on Christopher 
Brennan leaves him standing alone among our poets. Much 
more frequently, it is the insecure and fallible yet honest 
and noble-minded ‘human’ Dante who has shaped their 
work. This might be described as a form of moral influence, 
a discovery in the writings of Dante – and indeed in the 
person of Dante – of a model for some quality the poet 
wishes to instil in their own work.  

Henry Kendall, writing in 1869 – the year before 
Christopher Brennan was born – offers probably the earliest 
Australian instance of a desire to assimilate Dante’s moral 
example. The ninth in Kendall’s sequence of ‘Twelve 
Sonnets’ concerns ‘Dante and Virgil,’ once again in the 
second circle of Inferno, at the moment when Dante 
swoons with pity at Francesca and Paolo’s tragic story. In 
(rather melodramatic) deference, Kendall describes Dante 
as ‘superhuman,’ but he does so to emphasise just how 
human Dante’s reaction turns out to be: 
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“So tender grew the superhuman face  
Of one who listened, that a mighty trace 
Of superhuman woe gave way, and pale, 
The sudden light upstruggled to its place; 
While all his limbs began to faint and fail 
With such excess of Pity. But, behind, 
The Roman Virgil – the calm, the wise –  
With not a shadow in his regal eyes, 
A stately type of all his stately kind!”  15

The way in which Kendall contrasts the sensitivity of 
Dante with the stoicism of Virgil reveals more sympathy 
with Dante than we find at first sight. Virgil’s name and 
Roman origins do all the duty to explain his unemotional 
reaction to Francesca and Paolo’s story. The act of naming 
in fact leaves him inscrutable. Virgil is not described in 
nearly as much detail as Dante, whose emotions are evoked 
vividly. Dante himself, however, is not named. He is his 
emotions, his reaction. Although Virgil’s bearing attracts 
Kendall’s credit, it is Dante we see more clearly; arguably, it 
is with Dante that the poet’s sympathies lie. Kendall lived a 
hard life of frail health and poverty, moving many times 
across great distances to remote places in New South Wales 
in search of work. The duality of emotional character 
depicted in this sonnet – Dante’s pity and Virgil’s stoicism – 
may seem to hang in unresolvable tension, though we 
should remember Kendall has set his poem within Dante’s 
world and has emphasised the cracking of Dante’s 
‘superhuman’ façade. As high as Kendall’s regard may be 
for stoicism, Dante has allowed him to open a window on 
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pain by a small crack, in a harsh and not usually permissive 
setting. The plea for compassion in the poem is implicit, 
the quietness of the stifled. 

Echoing Kendall almost in our own times, though (as our 
own times permit) pulling the emotional crack wide open, 
is the example of Dorothy Porter’s verse novel Wild Surmise 
of 2002. Wild Surmise is the story of an astrobiologist, Alex, 
searching manically, even desperately, for extra-terrestrial 
life, while longing after her unattainable love Phoebe. The 
work draws heavily on the schematic elements of the Divina 
Commedia in depicting Alex’s efforts to chart the heavens. 
Dorothy Porter expresses a greater debt to Dante at 
moments of inwardness, as when Alex’s husband Daniel 
reflects in terror on his impending treatment for cancer. 
‘Why does Dante / comfort me so much / in this long 
distress?’  he asks. He answers himself at the moment he is 16

taken to hospital for surgery, choosing Dante over Keats, 
Dickinson and Cavafy as his bedside reading:  

“Oh God.  
I’m so frightened. […]  
Dante and I will weep  
together  
as […] the Dark Wood  
tangles us together  
in a brotherhood  
of shivering necessity.  

Oh Dante.  
Wrap me close  
in your warm brave eloquence.”   17
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Dante also offers Daniel solace in contemplating his 
fraying marriage to Alex, whose love for Phoebe he guesses. 
In a poem called ‘Beatrice’, Porter has a melancholy Daniel 
imagine himself in Dante’s place at the moment when at 
last he meets again his great love and spiritual lodestar. 
Daniel is mindful of the fact that while Beatrice is not the 
only character in the Commedia to admonish Dante, she is 
the only one to use his name.  It is this conception of love 18

as sacred recognition, rather than delineations of the 
cosmos, that allows Dorothy Porter to convey most saliently 
the influence Dante has on her. Dante’s love, which reaches 
beyond the limits of the self, offers a model of forbearance, 
forgiveness and self-knowledge. These are virtues of the 
utmost importance in Porter’s fictional worlds, depicting as 
they do queer characters striving to live the truth about 
themselves in a hostile contemporary society, and those 
like Daniel, whose quiet sacrifices gently push that society 
ever closer to acceptance. Daniel thinks to himself: 

“I have no memory 
of the church’s dogged mercy 
bar as a kid 
when a few fervent born-agains 
had a bash at my soul. 

I have no memory  
of scorching stakes  
and the pious stink  
of blackening flesh. 
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Instead I’ve shared  
with Dante 
the fanatical faith of Poetry, 
and the faith in Love 

with gleaming 
even amused eyes 
waiting on the other side 
of my life shivering through 
the wall of fire. 

Will Love lovingly 
take me to task too? 
I would so relish 
receiving the rough side 
of her tongue. 

I’ll know, like Dante, 
my exile is over.” 

In having Daniel gaze into his future – which necessarily 
involves him accepting his death – Dorothy Porter releases 
the moral potential that is loaded so intensely into Henry 
Kendall’s depiction of Dante, but which Kendall felt 
compelled to restrain. Dante, here, allows Daniel 
unambiguously to recognise himself and become 
reconciled to his fate. Although Daniel’s impending death 
entails a definitive parting from Alex, he accepts also that 
this means an end to their turmoil over her complicated 
love for Phoebe, and a reunion with the ideal of love that 
Daniel once experienced. It is a vision of freedom and 
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mutual respect. Porter has not made Dante an instrument 
of a vision of an Australia in which queer lives find equal 
respect while respecting those who make space for them. 
In ‘Beatrice’, we find that this vision arises thanks to Dante’s 
inspiration. 

Although Dante is not didactic in Porter’s conception, 
there are Australian poets for whom the moral-allegorical 
examples of the Commedia are as important as the central 
drama of Dante’s journey and the renewal of his spirit. The 
Australian-born poet who has perhaps the most intimate 
connection to Italy is David Malouf. Dante is an essential 
figure in Malouf’s Italian and even Australian fictional 
landscapes. The narrator of Malouf’s first novel, Johnno, 
elusively (and allusively) takes the alias ‘Dante,’ the better 
to emphasise the humbling, awe-inspiring effect the 
outrageous and charismatic Johnno, an anti-Virgil, has on 
him during their youthful wanderings around Europe. 
Johnno is a wistful, mysterious book; the name ‘Dante’ 
masks much more that is ambiguous about the narrator 
than just his name. Malouf is explicit about Dante’s 
influence on him in a poem from some years later, ‘News 
from the Dark Ages’, which sets down the poet’s thoughts 
on a visit to Pisa. The poem draws an inspired parallel 
between one of Dante’s most memorable characters, the 
Pisan Ugolino, a traitor damned to the very deepest circles 
of Inferno,  and a notorious figure, a poet, also condemned 19

at Pisa for treason against his homeland, through a 
compromise with fascism in word as much as in deed, 
which Malouf condemns in the harshest terms as a betrayal 
of the trust of his art: 

60



THEODORE ELL 

“                                       All 
that we do, all that we say 
betrays us.  
[…] 
I come to visit, as Dante did,   
the lowest, darkest well 
of traitors. Iron here 
bites like frost. The poet climbs down 
in the deep well of himself – black  
news! The Inferno 
is real and men have made it. Words too 
are of the process. Remember, genti 
del bel paese, Pisa, Ezra Pound.”     20

The depth to which David Malouf knows Italy and, 
indeed, the Mediterranean world, and the importance of 
that world’s effect on him are under-explored, compared to 
cases such as Peter Robb, Morris West, Jeffrey Smart and 
Martin Boyd. Partly, this could be because these authors 
spent many unbroken decades living in Italy, whole 
chapters of a lifetime, whereas for some time Malouf 
alternated between Italy, Australia and Britain, only living 
in Italy uninterruptedly for a relatively few years, in 
seclusion (though not isolation) in Campagnatico in 
Tuscany, to which he would return for long periods of 
writing throughout the 1980s. Partly, too, it may be a 
matter of style. Even the most lucid and vividly descriptive 
of Malouf’s works tends to understatement and elusiveness. 
He hints that certain images or experiences hold great 
significance, but leaves its exact nature to be gleaned as an 
intimate confidence, a glance or a nod, understood silently 
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or at the edge of silence. Often, for Malouf, the more 
immense the value of the truth, the less that needs actually 
to be said. So it is in the poem ‘The Elements of Geometry’ of 
1992, in which Malouf depicts the serrated shadow of the 
Palazzo Vecchio creeping across Piazza della Signoria in 
Florence through the long hours, and imagines meeting an 
old friend, with whom he shares a knowing glance: 

“ How curious, Dante, that our lines 
of life should intersect  
in this narrow street, you going 
your way to the exile’s tomb, I seeking 
mine. 
[…]  
  What feeling is it for the structure  
of things, another law,  
that makes this old man pause at the mathematical 
centre of the Square? These are other kingdoms 
than nature. This city 
is the capital of more than Tuscany. All lines meet here.”  21

In the meeting of Malouf’s gaze with Dante’s, as with the 
meeting of sharp lines of light and shade, there is a strong 
sense of fatefulness. As we follow the lines of Malouf’s 
carefully pondered and well-turned questions about this 
alignment of curious circumstances, we are led gently away 
from the poem’s real emotional heart, discreetly slipped 
into just two short lines: ‘you [Dante] going / your way to 
the exile’s tomb, I seeking / mine.’ Exile’s tomb – this phrase 
constitutes an indirect admission of feeling. It suggests, 
gently, the depths of Malouf’s attachment to this place, the 
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heart of his Italy, and to the fact that he now feels fated to 
leave, never to return. Malouf did indeed return to 
Australia permanently in the 1990s. It is Dante that allows 
us to comprehend the effect of that move. Malouf’s Dante is 
condemned to exile far from Florence, but Malouf is 
intimating that to take the inverse journey, to leave his 
expatriate and adopted imaginative home for Australia, is 
in truth a form of exile. 

Dante has proven capable even of influencing Australian 
poets in the opposite way: providing a model for theorising 
ways of being at home in Australia, being comfortable in an 
Australian skin, by means of the language in which we 
speak to ourselves. This is not the Dante only of the 
Commedia but the Dante of De Vulgari Eloquentia, his 
treatise on the merits of spoken Tuscan as a language 
worthy of poetic attention and use. Dante’s premise in De 
Vulgari Eloquentia is that the vernacular – the language 
spoken beneath, behind and beyond the mandated official 
language of a ruling class (Latin for Dante) – is the noblest 
form of speech, as it is the first that a person learns and 
employs, the one that is closest to their instincts and, thus, 
to their true natures.  This principle, in every essential 22

respect, animated the entire career of Les Murray, who 
made it his mission to demonstrate that Australian 
vernacular language held innate poetic value, and which he 
employed to astonishing effect, resisting the ‘colonial 
alienation’  he perceived in literature that aspired to elite 23

pretensions and keeping faith with what he saw as ‘the real 
matrix of any distinctiveness we possess as a nation, and 
which stands over against all our establishments and 
elites.’  In practice, Murray’s poems were dense collages of 24
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images, which could read sometimes as vast contraptions 
pulled together from scrap, sometimes as sharp and witty 
snapshots of Australian quirks and pretensions, all voiced 
in an off-hand, casual style. ‘[W]e are a colloquial nation,’ 
Murray wrote, ‘Most colonial when serious.’  He adapted the 25

wry and pithy character of Australian spoken English into a 
versatile and extremely precise instrument for distilling his 
perception of the transcendent character of experiences. In 
this respect, Murray’s ethos also aligned closely with 
Dante’s. Both construed poetry as the manifestation of 
language most closely in touch with the divine. Murray’s 
own words on poetry’s numinous qualities could read as a 
paraphrase of the Vita Nuova:  

“Through poetry and conversion to Catholicism, I was to 
discover […] that immortality is real and can be experienced 
in our mortal life as a quality we can evoke and embody in 
objects, where it will then persist as long as those objects 
do.”   26

The purpose of those objects – poems – in the real world, 
for Murray as for Dante, was to trade truths in language 
that could be understood widely and freely. An avowed 
republican, Murray placed his vernacular art in the service 
of discovering and expressing the essential dignity of even 
the most mundane or unloved aspects of Australian life. As 
he put it in one poem, ‘Cycling in the Lake Country’, a 
description of a sort of meandering pilgrimage through 
rural Western Australia, 

“Going south all day 
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I think about the Republic. 
I will improve my silence and listen to lives. 
Those who would listen 
have always been the Republic.” 

Do we sense Dante here? Implicitly. It is again Dante as 
seen by Henry Kendall: in the act of listening, giving himself 
over to the experience of others, attuning his own feelings 
to theirs, interacting with them without hierarchy. It is the 
Dante who does not see himself as superior even to the 
damned Francesca and Paolo. The influence of Dante on 
Les Murray as inferred here is not as direct as in other 
cases, but their affinity is warranted, if only because 
Murray lets slip this sympathy with Dante in another way, 
more typical of the sardonic vernacular in which he places 
such dantesque confidence. In a poem called ‘The 
C19-20’ (part of a sequence called ‘The Sydney Highrise 
Variations’) which debunks the snobbery of academe and 
its slavishness to agendas, Murray invokes Dante as an ally 
in his anti-elitist cause: 

“The Nineteenth Century. The Twentieth Century. 
There were never any others. No centuries before these. 
Dante was not hailed in his time as an Authentic 
Fourteenth Century Voice.”  27

It was the great – and in some ways sad – irony of 
Murray’s career that he won respect and admiration among 
readers of all kinds, who warmed to his unpatronizing faith 
in the vernacular, while for years he endured the derision 
and dismissal of high-modernist competitors who found 
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their way into high places and cruelled his chances of 
earning the grants that might have eased the difficulties of 
his writing life.  Murray’s response was to choose self-28

imposed, self-sufficient and not unhappy exile at home on 
his farm in mid-north New South Wales. There he found 
boundless inspiration, but he could never quite shed the 
bitterness of those betrayals and battles. The ‘C19-20’ 
suggests that Murray found Dante sympathetic, a fellow 
exile in the cause of speaking home truths in home 
language, decrying the pretentiousness and pettiness that 
motivate abuses of power. 

Power and the virtue, or otherwise, of the will to use it, 
in the end, are among the chief problems with which Dante 
wrestled not only in imagining suitable punishments for the 
guilty in Inferno and Purgatorio, but indeed throughout 
most of his works. De Monarchia, De Vulgari Eloquentia, 
even the Vita Nuova: all at some level are concerned with 
fixing the elusive nature of pure motives, in a world the 
Commedia makes plain Dante believed was pervaded with 
sin. 

There is one and only one Australian poet who has 
absorbed the totality of this most central preoccupation of 
Dante’s, and in so doing, stands as the poet on whom Dante 
has exercised the most complete and formative influence. 
The poet is John Kinsella and the work that illustrates his 
immense indebtedness to Dante is his own Divine Comedy, 
no less, a three-canticle work written from the late 1990s 
into the 2000s and published in 2008, with its own 
Purgatorio, Paradiso and Inferno (in that order) and bearing 
the subtitle Journeys Through a Regional Geography. 
Kinsella’s Comedy is a huge work, on the same scale 
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Dante’s. To do justice to all the ways in which it negotiates 
Dante’s influence and transfigures it into poetry that is 
distinctively Kinsella’s is beyond the scale of this paper. 
Suffice it to say here that the influence is both overt and 
implicit, voiced and unspoken, architectural and organic. 
The ‘regional geography’ of the title is Kinsella’s home 
country in the Wheat Belt of Western Australia, particularly 
the town of York and the slopes of Mount Bakewell, or 
Walwalinj in the language of the Ballardong Nyungar 
people who are its traditional owners. Walwalinj is 
Kinsella’s ‘Purgatory’; the great skies above it and the 
distances visible from the summit are his ‘Paradiso’; the 
venality of local business owners and powerbrokers, as well 
as the faraway bankers and executives of Perth, people his 
‘Inferno’. There is no Virgil figure, though Kinsella 
sometimes introduces his partner Tracy as an admonishing 
‘Beatrice’. Yet this is where the architectural parallels end. 
Kinsella’s Comedy is no mere transposition of Dante’s into a 
modern setting. Kinsella’s cantos unfold in tercets, like 
Dante’s, though he does not make use of terza rima or 
indeed any other rhyming scheme, and his style is plain, 
even flat, as plain-spoken as colloquial Australian speech, 
though the fabric of the poetry is as rich and varied in 
incident and imagery as the original. The effect is dazzling. 
His journey through the three realms is not plotted but 
rambling, a meandering bush-walk of a cosmic journey, 
punctuated with ruminations on a front verandah or sitting 
on a back step, contemplating the shrubs and the insects. 
The forests and grasslands are an Eden, though there are 
frequently (literally) snakes in the garden. The poet speaks 
in anguish of the brutality of roadkill, abattoirs and 
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kangaroo-shooting, identifying with victimised, tortured 
and hunted wildlife. He, too, is an exile, seeking refuge 
from a culture he believes feeds on cruelty.  

It is in expressing revulsion and grief at this perverse 
world and appealing for redress, more than in any other 
characteristic of this work, that Kinsella displays how 
profoundly Dante has affected him. Dante, quite simply, is 
the origin, the arbiter and the lodestar of the mission that 
has preoccupied Kinsella’s poetry ever since the 2000s: to 
articulate a vision of an Australia free from cruelty, and that 
redresses both the original sin of stealing land from its 
Aboriginal peoples and the continuing, all-pervasive sin of 
environmental destruction. ‘For my persona,’ Kinsella 
states in the preface to his Paradiso, ‘there are no higher 
powers, only responsibilities. […] [M]aterial actions and 
spiritual consequences are inseparable.’  So it is that 29

Kinsella, as the Dante figure and narrator, guided by 
observations of even the smallest marvels of nature and the 
pettiest human cruelty, aggression and destructiveness, 
achieves penetrating insights into how Australian culture 
can deceive us into believing we do not belong, that 
whatever is outside the horizons of money and gaining 
social or political power deserves to be banished, and in 
voicing them rises above them:  

“And so to walk through cultures 
you force yourself into: the joke’s  
on you, as you’re made up 

of what others say you’re not; 
you don’t eat the same as them, 
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though some foods overlap… 

[…] 

this dominance you take from, 
that takes you, that excludes 
the presence of the prior”  30

Dante’s cosmos, too, that immense realm of stars in one 
great cycle, shows Kinsella his way. As Dante came to learn 
his place in the universe while gazing into the face of God at 
the heart of the stars, so Kinsella achieves the same 
reconciliation with reality, raking up garden compost and 
taking down cheap Christmas decorations:  

“Happy to pay the price, carry the weight,  
to lift wiry stars from mountings.  
Burn the waste we’re made of.”   31

Most spectacular of all – in a gesture that defines the 
whole nature of Dante’s influence on all the poets discussed 
here – is the way in which Kinsella struggles towards the 
same faith in the natural order as Dante, while 
distinguishing himself absolutely and explicitly from 
Dante’s religious model. In Kinsella’s Paradiso, as in 
Dante’s, it is an admonition from the Beatrice figure, the 
personification of personal love, that achieves what an 
exploration of the entire structure of Creation cannot. 
Kinsella, in today’s troubled, degraded, profiteering and 
pleasure-seeking Australia, looking to Dante seven 

69



DANTE’S LONG AUSTRALIAN SHADOW 

centuries ago and an entire imaginary world away, is 
prompted to straightforward humility: 

“It’s too much, says Tracy, You’re winding up. 
Make the best of the here and now. 
Your days are full of galahs 

and crows, wasps and mice –  
isn’t that enough? 
[…] 

True, [replies the poet], I love you, and our family. 
And I love the birds that nest, 
or fly in and pass by, trees 

that have persisted through clearing 
and subdividing, the feral fox 
that hides out beneath rolls 

of fencing wire. None are symbols. 
They are language. Elemental. 

[…] 

But yes, I’m reminded. Praise.” 
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The best argument I know for an immortal life 
is the existence of a man who deserves one. 

(William James, 1842-1910) 

...Le cose tutte quante 
hanno ordine tra loro, e questo é forma 

che l'universo a Dio fa simibliante 
(Paradiso 1, 103-5) 

Console Generale, Presidenti e Membri della Società 
Dante Alighieri, Friends:  
First, I do acknowledge the Gadigal people as the ab 

origine owners of this land,  along with their elders, past, 1

present and future.  
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More than four hundred years after his death in 1616, 
William Shakespeare may not be as popular as one of 
today's television celebrities, but it is not unusual to find 
references to The Bard in popular music, TV, computer 
games while several of his plays have been the subject of 
recent, blockbuster modern movies. And while 
Shakespeare didn't speak our version of English, he is much 
better understood than Chaucer  who is often referred to as 2

the father of modern English. Dante Alighieri lived seven 
hundred years ago – and is much further away from us in 
time than both the two great Englishmen. And yet he wrote 
in a form of literary Italian which would fundamentally 
shape the national language we know today. Dante’s Italian 
is more similar to modern Italian than Chaucer's is to 
modern English. Indeed, Dante's language is as 
understandable to Italian speakers as Shakespeare’s 400 
year-old English is to English speakers. 

And yet, I do not think that T.S.Eliot had this in mind, 
when he said his oft quoted words: 

  
“Dante and Shakespeare divide the world between them.  
There is no third.”  

Indeed, Dante's works are treasures that should ideally 
be learnt not only as part of a 'foreign' language course but 
also as a supreme example of how the human brain uses 
language to make comprehensible the most complex of 
thoughts. With the Divine Comedy in particular, the more 
one understands its structure, the more one is stunned by 
the intersection of myriad stories, taken from events of 
Dante's day or from antiquity, eased into rhyme and meter 
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in a clockwork of happenings involving real humans, God  
(and His negation) with synchronicity of structure, 
characters, astronomy, geography, mood, lighting, sound-
track, theology, application of Divine and Human law, as 
well as dramatic rules of continuity of time and place, of 
hope or lack thereof.  

All of this tuned in the ‘real’ world of physics, chemistry 
and anatomical knowledge of Dante's time. These were the 
mind's constructivist miracles, only perhaps equalled by JS 
Bach with his transcendent counterpoint at the service of 
invention, or by the astronomers - those whose names have 
been lost in the non-written past but whose mathematics 
forecast extra-terrestrial events such as the precise time a 
ray from the sun might intersect with two marks in a 
monument of stone blocks.  

Or, nearer us in time, the thinking of Albert Einstein, 
whose mind games brought him to discover a space-time 
reality in which we exist, not linked to any of mankind’s 
previous imaginings. We do not measure the ethical world 
of those great minds with today's criteria. If Dante wrote 
today, could he – or would he - forever forbid entry to 
Paradise, to all good, non-baptised souls who could not 
have known of Christ, because they were born before him?  

The most recent census shows that Italo-Australians are 
now the sixth largest ethnic group in Australia, 
representing nearly five percent of the population. Around 
a million people claim Italian ancestry, either immigrants 
or as direct descendants. And Italian is the fifth most 
spoken language at home in Australia. 

Over the last decades, some newly appointed members 
of Parliament who had Italian ancestry even chose to make 
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their maiden speech in their ancestral language, not in 
English. These speeches are now forever included in 
Hansard not as unrealistic challenges to English which is 
the language of the Australian Constitution but as gestures 
of inclusion. 

While thinking about language (and interpreting the 
theme given to me for this lecture, “Dante and the Italians in 
Australia”, as an invitation to talk also about the future) I 
felt it pertinent to center these questions: 

‣ Is Dante read in Australia, apart from at a 
tertiary and university level?  

‣ Could Dante be brought to a new cohort of 
readers, young and old, perhaps through 
Australia's Continuing and Adult Education's 
centres, and in the Workers' Educational 
Association (WEA)? 

‣ Is it possible to build a group of language 
proficient volunteers who are passionate about the 
great poet and who might bring his work to 
residents in Australia's aged care system?  

As you see, I give emphasis to the old ‘migrant’ also 
because there are extant issues of human rights coming 
once again to the fore, through the Royal Commission on 
Aged Care. Its final report came out early in March while I 
was thinking about this paper. 

Of the 148 recommendations released by the Royal 
Commission on 1.3.2021, three relate to issues relevant 
here: 

78



PAOLO TOTARO 

‣ Older people should be treated as individuals and be 
provided with support and care in a way that 
promotes their dignity and respects them as equal 
citizens.  

‣ Older people are entitled to pursue (and to be 
supported in pursuing) physical, social, emotional and 
intellectual development and to be active and engaged 
members of the community, regardless of their age or 
level of physical or cognitive capability  

‣ Care and supports should, as far as possible, 
emphasise restoration and rehabilitation, with the aim 
of maintaining or improving older people’s physical 
and cognitive capabilities and supporting their self-
determination. 

Allow me to anticipate here one of the conclusions in this 
talk. Italians of my generation (class of 1933) quietly accept 
that they are nearing the end of their lives. Of those left, 
many are in nursing homes, lonely and unable to read. Yet, 
there still is potential in most of them. One powerful way to 
unlock potential is through reading to them. Indeed, 
reading as passionately as we would do to ourselves that 
often releases forgotten capacities. The stories in a book, 
read aloud, express confidence in the mental potential of 
the person being read to. Memories of defining events of 
life - such as the beginning and the ending of a war - are 
often first to be released when we are being told about 
those events. They may elicit tears, but also give proof of 
continuing life.  

Relevant to our topic, Dante belongs for many of us 
Italians to the category of dormient memories, but with an 
untapped potential waiting to be released when rekindled. 
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We may all have some personal proof of this. But let's 
proceed in good order. 

The young Italian immigrants of the fifties had the 
foresight of raising alarms about the dearth of adequate 
care for the non-English speaking elderly. Today, we owe 
the specialist and pioneering retirement villages to the then 
young and charismatic Padre Nevio Capra of the Scalabrini 
Order of Missionaries. They are now part of Australia's 
history and at the same time, are object of the Royal 
C ommi ss ion s tudy. (C o inc ident a l ly, the Roya l 
Commissioner, Tony Pagone QC, is of Italian extraction.)   

The conditions faced by Australia’s elderly were at the 
forefront of domestic political affairs while Dante’s 
contribution to modern life dominated my thoughts and it 
made me wonder what relevance the thirteenth century 
poet might have for older Italians, many of them post war 
migrants who had often arrived in Australia (and America) 
with little formal education and barely literate.  

I decided that the only way to find out was to try to test 
my notion that poetry of all kinds (and song lyrics for that 
matter) for all of us, particularly when read in our mother 
tongue, can be a life changing, wonderful anchor or raft for 
memory.   

In order to sound out my instinct and find out exactly 
what (if any) meaning the name Dante Alighieri holds for 
Italo-Australians, I decided to create my own little focus 
group. And so, I gathered together eleven women and men, 
all of them aged well over 70 and chosen at random from 
those who frequent the social meetings of CO.AS.IT. NSW 
and invited them to reply to these questions: 
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‣ Do you remember the name Dante Alighieri? 
‣ Do you remember any of his verse?  
‣ Do you know if he left a legacy?  

We all sat around a long, conference table and at first the 
questions were met with a long silence.  

Finally, someone said tentatively “He was a poet?” Then, 
someone else added “He travelled to the Inferno”. Then, 
someone else chimed in with “Beatrice”. Another added 
something about visiting the dead among the flames. “Was 
he the first to speak Italian? Did he speak a dialect?” asked 
another. 

The conversation warmed up with everyone sharing their 
shards of recollection. A few words from the famous first 
stanza of the Inferno: ‘Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita’ 
emerged from another, dragged out from memory like a 
childhood nursery rhyme. Then, others wondered out loud 
if it the story is of a man who had lost his rightful path and 
wanted to return on the road to eternal life. There were 
flashbacks of recognition, all were trying to remember how 
or why they knew those few lines.   

What was interesting was that everyone showed signs of 
a growing interest, until one of the visibly younger ones of 
the group wondered out loud if we could read a little of the 
Inferno at a future meeting, perhaps introduced by some 
plain English narration to explain the when, where, why, 
and what.  

At the end, the group had declared support for hearing 
Dante and about Dante, even better if in the safety of being 
with other Italians of the same vintage. The conversation 
moved from puzzled to enthusiastic.  
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Dante, who at the beginning of the meeting was just a 
name, if anything, could re-acquire in a small focus group 
some of the warm closeness we think we feel with him. 

Before I outline a modest proposal on how to pursue the 
potential of the focus group, allow me a little diversion 
from the 34th and last canto of the Inferno (where Dante 
and Virgil end their visit in Hell) to Sydney’s Leichhardt, 
generally known as Australia’s little Italy.  

Dante is preparing to ascend a rocky mountain 
(Purgatory) near Jerusalem as Virgil had warned him that it 
is time to end their visit to Inferno, hoisting him onto his 
shoulders in readiness to move on. Managing to avoid the 
flapping wings of the terrible vispistrello, Virgil pulls himself 
and his charge up onto  Lucifer's  frozen body, using the 
devil’s tufts of hair like a mountain rope. With  Dante  on 
his back, Virgil performs then a startling feat: As they reach 
Lucifer's waist, Virgil  slowly  turns himself  around, 
climbing  back  upward to finally lower himself and Dante 
down. And Dante reappears ... at the Antipodes (having the 
feet opposite) that is in Australia.  And here, I am going to 
take you to a bronze sculpture of the great poet, cast and 
placed on a plinth in a little piazza enclosed by brand new 
apartments in Sydney’s Little Italy. 

I keep thinking about this effigy, portrayed with the 
aquiline nose and laurel crown of so many sculptures of 
Dante, a kind of Central Casting version of the great Poet.  

The sculpture is some of what remains of a grand, 1988, 
plan to build an Italian Cultural Centre on land bequeathed 
by the then New South Wales Labor government at a time 
when Australia was readying to celebrate its Bi-centenary 
and the arrival, in 1788 of the British colonists. (Of course, 
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the taking of Indigenous Australians’ land belongs to a 
different, as yet unresolved, national story.) In the end, the 
funds to build the ambitious new cultural centre could not 
be found and a compromise was thrashed out which saw 
construction of a mixed residential and commercial 
complex with space for the Leichhardt Public Library, a 
small theatre with conference facilities now owned by 
CO.AS.IT and available for lease to community groups. 
Dante - a forlorn and rather abstract sculpture, remains in 
the little square, out of context and yet witness to the 
complexity of giving his abstractions greatness – but 
omnipresent still. 

In the Divine Comedy, Dante Alighieri was of course also 
the exiled politician, and both a real and invented Narrator. 
He is a character among many – some historical and some 
mythical - that populate his three other worlds. His Inferno 
is a gigantic pit, with space enough to allow an infinity of 
instruments of torture to do their job for an eternity of 
chaos. Purgatory is the mountain that allows Souls to 
ascend towards God, albeit slowly and painfully while 
Paradise is a self-contained universe of planetary spheres 
rotating around each other in perfect harmony - and with 
God as the blinding light at the centre. 

In the three realms, each sin, each punishment and every 
happiness is assigned an ethical grade commensurate with 
the laws of nature, given by God. The Divine Comedy 
expounds Dante's core belief that man’s desire to 
understand the truths of nature are what drive his highest, 
innate compulsions.  

For scholars and readers, Dante is a great poet who lived 
in the late Middle Ages, whose literary, philosophical and 
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linguistic legacy remains. But to us Italians, whether in the 
Northern or the Southern Hemisphere - whether we can 
read his works deeply or not – he remains a symbol of an 
ancestral, tutelary figure who continues to hint at the 
possibility, however small, of a reflected greatness in us all.  

From the southern hemisphere, I’d like to return briefly 
to the northern and my personal experience of Dante as a 
child. I was born in 1933 and my earliest years were spent 
in war time Naples, one the most bombed European cities 
by the Allies. For me, 1939 to 1945 meant fear. 

Fear. And yet Dante's re-telling of a story that meant, to 
my childish ears, that there is the chance of a return ticket 
from death, acted as a reassurance. I remember clearly 
while being prepared for our First Holy Communion, that 
we were all warned about punishment for our mortal sins – 
and that these punishments would be for eternity. The Law 
of Contrapasso was crystal clear: the Jesuit Fathers, my 
teachers, ensured that the Revealed Truths of the Church 
would exert as powerful a control of our minds as possible. 
(I say this without rancour because there are many teachers 
whose memory, knowledge and sense of duty I respect to 
this day.) 

In fact, it makes me smile in retrospect, that when it 
came to sin, Dante piqued my curiosity as a child. What 
were these sins, in their full modality, that he spoke of? 
What were this lust, greed, pride that resulted in the 
horrors of punishment of the Inferno? All these ponderings 
melded together: Dante, sin, the relentless Allied bombing, 
the bomb shelters, German occupation and then the Allied 
‘liberation’. 
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I remember the sirens warning of another strafe and my 
father lifting me out of my bed with a practiced swing and 
with my mother, a thermos in hand, with our path lit only 
by moonlight, descending in larger and larger group the 
steps from our homes to the bomb shelter beneath the 
Petraio funicular rail station. As we went further down the 
tunnel of the Central Funicular, the one that still links the 
centre of Naples with the Vomero hillside, the sound of 
explosions became more muffled and less frightening. 

The volcanic stone, tufa, that always appears worryingly 
porous, acquired solidity and the further we ventured 
downward as a resigned group the more we trusted the 
stone. I remember that my father would recite, in quiet, 
calm voice, the reassuring verses in which Dante speaks of 
the safety of the flock: 

“Come le pecorelle escon del chiuso  
a una, a due, a tre, e l'altre stanno  
timidette atterrando l'occhio e 'l muso;   
 
e ciò che fa la prima, e l'altre fanno,  
addossandosi a lei, s'ella s'arresta,  
semplici e quete, e lo 'mperché non sanno;  
 
sì vid'io muovere a venir la testa  
di quella mandra fortunata allotta, 
pudica in faccia e ne l'andare onesta.” 

(Purgatory: Canto 3) 

“As sheep come issuing forth from out the fold 
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By ones and twos and threes, and the others stand 
Timidly, holding down their eyes and nostrils, 

And what the foremost does the others do, 
Huddling themselves against her, if she stop, 
Simple and quiet and the wherefore know not; 

So moving to approach us thereupon 
I saw the leader of that fortunate flock, 
Modest in face and dignified in gait.” 

(Translation: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1867) 

This is, of course, the moment when Dante and Virgil 
together are searching for the best path to ascend the 
mountain of Purgatory when a flock of fresh souls 
approaches them. Virgil, like a polite tourist, asks for 
directions to the crest of the mount and out. Dante 
compares these souls, in a gentle, elegant analogy, to sheep 
emerging from their pasture or pen: quiet, undemanding, 
each one trusting and following the one ahead. Dante 
highlights that this docile disposition of the souls helps 
them endure and share the pain of walking upward in 
search of purification. In turn, the souls express surprise 
that Dante projects the shadow of a man still alive in his 
material body – unlike them. Virgil explains that Dante has 
earned the privilege of ascending the rocky path in his 
earthly flesh. And so, in Purgatory, both body and soul are 
granted a path toward forgiveness as well as the courage to 
face the new challenge.  
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My father’s recitation of Dante’s message has always 
remained with me, particularly during the terrible years of 
Allied occupation when Neapolitans cast aside any 
pretence of dignity, selling themselves (and their daughters) 
for food, cigarettes and worse. 

I have several other childhood memories of Dante 
appearing in the strangest of places. Once, returning home 
in the funicular with my father, a tall, stooped man who 
was known to all as an eccentric mathematician, stood in 
the carriage and recited what my father later told me was 
Dante’s prayer to the Virgin Mary by St Bernard, part of 
Paradise.  

“Vergine madre, figlia del tuo figlio,              
umile ed alta più che creatura 
termine fisso d'eterno consiglio, 

tu se' colei, che l'umana natura 
nobilitasti sì che il suo Fattore 
non disdegnò di farsi sua fattura.” 

(Paradiso, Canto 33) 

Virgin and mother, daughter of thy son,  
lowly and exalted more than any creature, 
fixed goal of the eternal Sapience,  

you are she who so ennobled human  
nature, that its own Maker did not 
scorn to become its own Creature. 
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(Translation: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1867) 

I remember clearly that the conductor allowed the 
performance to continue, even allowing a delay before 
opening the doors and, also, that as they left, the 
passengers were unusually hushed. It was 1946 after all.  

While writing this paper, I also riffled through some old 
family letters and to my delight found several Dante verses, 
written in my mother’s handwriting nearly nine decades 
ago. It reminded me that it was she who had taught and 
encouraged me to write little poems, first in basic meter 
and rhyme, then in terzine e quartine ABBA ABBA CDE 
EDC. 

But away from reminiscences and back to my original 
proposal about bringing, once more, Dante back into 21st 
century Australia. 

The small round table made me think that there may well 
be an appetite to experiment and find a way to bring Dante 
to an audience who knew of him but want to know more of 
him. I am an alumnus of the WEA and know it firsthand 
because in the past few years, I enrolled in the Advanced 
Latin Course at the WEA in Goulburn St, Sydney. Led by a 
very competent Lecturer, a small group of us mature 
students met once a week and took on a Latin curriculum 
created in British universities. We worked on histories, 
essays, plays and poems written in Latin. Homework was 
translated from Latin and into English and our enthusiasm 
as students matched that of our Teacher. With this 
experience in mind, I decided to test my idea to build a 
new WEA course to try to bring Dante to his people in 
Australia – something that the Dante Alighieri Society by 
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itself cannot at the moment do for lack of facilities and 
funds.  

I had an informal chat to WEA’s Education Director, who 
replied generously – and authorised me to say - that the 
WEA will embrace the idea of creating and organising a 
public course on Dante. Whether it is delivered in Italian, 
English or both – in translation or encouraging reading and 
translation – well, all that is for discussion and thought. 
Ultimately, it’s the will that counts and WEA are open to 
any model – tutors well versed in Dante who might bring 
their skill and knowledge to a new audience or perhaps it 
will be an initiative from an organisation that already has a 
Dante curriculum? However it is run, intellectual property 
of the proposing group would remain with them with the 
WEA acting as the host organisation for delivery and I 
would be delighted to help in these first contacts, hopefully 
face to face and not on zoom! 

I believe passionately that if Dante were read in Australia 
by more people, it would be a great achievement in 
reciprocal cultural participation. Knowing Dante is as 
enlightening and inspiring and exciting as knowing 
Shakespeare, James Joyce, TS Elliot. Knowing Dante is 
about telling a great story, how human beings recount their 
thoughts and dreams. We need greater support for 
institutions where languages are studied – our schools, our 
universities, our multilingual television stations, our 
international health and peace bodies. All are all part of our 
civil society and participation. Beethoven is often used to 
describe a point of communion where ‘all’ humans of all 
cultures can find a common, visceral thread. But Beethoven 
needs no less preparation than Shakespeare or Dante. 
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There still is potential in elders and the disabled. Reading 
to them is talking with them. It often releases forgotten 
potential. The stories in a book, offered aloud, express 
confidence in the mental potential of the person being read 
to. Memories of defining events of life - such as the 
beginning and the ending of a war - are often first to be 
released when we are being read to. They may elicit tears, 
but also give proof of continuing life.  

Dante belongs for many of us Italians to the category of 
dormient memories, but with an untapped potential 
waiting to be released when rekindled. I have personal 
proof of this. 

Please allow me to offer thanks to some who are not with 
us anymore, but who have for decades taught Italian - and 
Dante - at  The University of Sydney from Rosina Tedeschi 
and ‘Mr Shaw’, to the unforgettable Nicoletta Zanardi, to 
Fred May, Gino Rizzo, Silvio Trambajolo, Giovanni 
Carsaniga and many others. 

Thanks also to the Italian Institute of Culture which helps 
identify and publicise events with Italian connections, 
presenting lectures and exhibitions, and teaching loyal 
groups of mature students who, year after year, read Italian 
authors, from Dante to contemporaries, while learning 
Italian. 

And then there is the Sydney Dante Alighieri Society, small 
but driven by motivated members, with no assistance 
whatsoever from the Dante Alighieri Head Office in Rome 
who still doggedly offer monthly ‘events’ on Italian themes.  

Last but not least, the already mentioned CO.AS.IT., is an 
A u s t r a l i a - w i d e , p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  n o t - f o r - p r o fi t 
organisation  with public finalities and solid foundations, 
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that runs a  bilingual primary  School as part of the NSW 
Education system, and a number of courses for adults on 
Italian language and Culture. CO.AS.IT. reaches the whole 
Italo-Australian community of Sydney, including the 
suburbs where most Italo-Australians live, work and study. 
It has a professional set up that allows it to undertake 
projects directed to diverse audiences. 

I feel strongly that we should be as ambitious and 
courageous as possible in continuing to promote Dante in 
the 21st century, especially in new territory - such as the 
Australian Continuing Education System and while I know I 
have focused on the elderly until now, it may be because 
the young have beaten us to it.  

I’m thrilled to learn that Dante has grabbed the 
imagination of newer generations. During lockdown for 
example, the comic book artist and manuscript maker, 
George Cochrane, managed to kickstart funds via the 
internet to create an epic new illustrated, manuscript of the 
Divine Comedy in time for the 700th anniversary 
celebrations. George first encountered Dante in 1994 as a 
student on his junior year abroad in Florence and became 
impassioned by the allegorical genius. He became intrigued 
and somewhat obsessed with the idea of recreating the 
work in a 21st century style. But, just like a medieval monk, 
he woke before dawn to scribe his manuscript page and 
would write, every single day for months, as many lines as 
he could complete before going to work.  

All in all, George has scribed all 350,000 characters, all 
three canticles, all 14,233 verses of the Divine Comedy. The 
new manuscript, funded by generous people all over the 
world, will be published in both Italian and English 
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(Singleton’s translation) and was recently described by 
Wayne Storey, Professor Emeritus in Italian and Medieval 
Studies at Indiana University as “the most accurate 
illustrated edition of the Divine Comedy I have seen”. 

So, 50 years after I found myself on a bus with my two 
children in Sydney only to hear someone shout Don’t speak 
your lingo here you bloody dago, speak Australian, it gives 
me great joy to look forward on Dante, the great writer and 
sculptor of my mother tongue and to dream about a 
continuing presence in this, the New World. 

But it also heartens me to remember that even if 
peripheral, Dante was present in spirit during my 
contribution to Neville Wran and his Labor Government’s 
vision to create a new, multicultural, Australian identity: 

“The long search for an Australian identity is taking a new 
turn. A new identity is now emerging, through huge shifts 
in community values, tastes, style, norms. The products of 
this new Australian civilization include - side by side with 
the great gifts of the cultures from the United Kingdom and 
Eire - the contributions from the many other cultures now 
part of Australia.”  3

                    
So, not just Shakespeare and Chaucer but Dante too. The 

future. 
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Dr Paolo Totaro 
 

Paolo came to Australia in 1963, transferred from Turin by FIAT. 
Travelling extensively the continent for FIAT Tractors, he 
identified more and more with Australians, especially the recent 
immigrants. In 1973, his family decided to remain permanently in 
Australia. He had the good luck of being appointed as 
Foundation Director of the Australia Council, Community Arts 
Program, to share with the Australian Government (then under 
Whitlam) his experience in the arts, emigration and 
management. He left FIAT, took Australian Citizenship in 1977, 
and moved from the Commonwealth to the NSW Government to 
be (directly under Premier Neville Wran) the Foundation 
Chairman of the NSW Ethnic Affairs Commission, with the 
powers and resources of conducting the first ever Inquiry into 
the Status of Ethnic Communities in NSW. Now, nearly half a 
century later, it is good to remember that, as a first in Australia, 
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in addition to the ‘new Australian’ Full Time Chairman, the 
eleven part-time Commissioners were all former immigrants of 
non-English Speaking Backgrounds. In addition, a permanent, 
departmental staff of 120 researchers and liaison officers was 
appointed, as well as casual staff of about 200 interpreters, for 
hospitals, Courts of Law, schools, and others. One year later, in 
1978, the 630-page Commission report, Participation, was tabled 
in Parliament. It was adopted in full by both Government and 
Opposition and became a model for other States. From 1980, 
Totaro served in many other, part-time roles such as as a 
Commissioner of the Australian Law Reform Commission, a 
Governor of the NSW Conservatorium, a Visiting Professor at the 
UWS, a Member of the Boards of TAFE, Vocational Education, 
and as Pro-Chancellor of the University of Technology, Sydney. 
As a pianist, he played mostly chamber music, such as in the first 
Australian performance of Shostakovich Michelangelo songs at 
the NSW Art Gallery. As a poet, he has been published in the 
Oxford Anthology of Australian Poetry (ed. Mark O’Connor, 1995) 
and in many other publications. In 2016, he ‘exhibited’ at The 
Sydney Botanic Gardens 15 poems along with works by painter 
Juliet Holmes á Court and sculptor Ruth Levine, inspired by the 
poems. In 1985, he had recorded for the ABC sections from the 
Divine Comedy.  
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	 [Editor’s	 Note:	 The	 Gadigal	 are	 the	 original	 Aboriginal	1

inhabitants	of	the	area	to	the	south	of	the	Sydney	Harbour	(in	
which	 the	 city	 of	 Sydney,	 the	 Dirst	 European	 settlement	 in	
Australia,	is	today	found).	The	Gadigal	are	one	of	the	29	clans	of	
the	 Eora	 Nation	 whose	 lands	 cover	 the	 Sydney	 basin.	 [from	
information	 provided	 by	 Sydney	 City	 Council	 https://
www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/history/aboriginal-histories]

	"Participation".	Report	to	Parliament	of	an	Inquiry	into	Ethnic	Affairs,	June	3

1978.
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Dante, ‘the Clash of Civilisations’ and 
the Search for Authentic Freedom - 
John Kinder  

Presentation	 delivered	 via	 webinar	 to	 an	 online	
and	 local	 audience	 in	 Perth,	 Western	 Australia	
hosted	 by	 the	 Dante	 Alighieri	 Society	 of	 Western	
Australia.	Presentation	available	via	this	link. 

M y contribution to this celebration of Dante and his 
Comedy and what they mean to contemporary 
Australia grows out of my experience of teaching 

Dante at university in recent years. I am not a Dante 
scholar, in the sense that I have not conducted original 
research on Dante’s texts. Although I completed my 
Master’s thesis on Dante’s Purgatorio, I followed other 
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intellectual paths after that, especially the history of the 
Italian language. 

However, when my department found itself without its 
experienced Dante teachers, particularly John Scott and 
Luciano Pinto, I thought it was important to continue to 
offer our students an encounter with the Comedy. I 
remembered the impact it had on me as a young student 
and I knew that Dante, in various and unexpected ways, 
had remained a travelling companion ever since. To make 
sure this was not just a fantasy of mine, I asked our 
students which subjects they would like to pursue in their 
third year of study. I was stunned to see how much interest 
there was in Dante. 

So in 2015, I offered a course on Inferno. The aims and 
methods were those I remembered from my own 
undergraduate experience: close translation and 
philological commentary on the original text (assessed 
through translation tests) and explanation of the issues or 
content as they arose. The final essay was broad in scope 
but always based on close reading of the text. 

I became aware of two things, one in the students and 
the other in myself. My students had high levels of 
competency in Italian (their spoken language was way 
better than mine had been in third year: for one thing, I 
was an ab initio student and did not visit Italy until after 
graduation). Nevertheless they found the process of 
translating Dante’s Italian into English during classes new 
and somewhat bewildering, and not just because the 
language is different from modern Italian. Many of my 
students were taking Italian as a second major within a 
degree in another Faculty (Science, Business, Fine Arts) 
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and even among the Arts students many were unfamiliar 
with poetry as a form of linguistic communication and with 
the flexibility and creativity of poetic language. Our 
students are different from what we were, and not just 
because they are digital natives. 

The thing I noticed in myself, as I approached the end of 
the Inferno that year, was a sense of frustration and 
disappointment at having to leave the students at the 
bottom of Hell. After a semester plumbing the depths of 
evil, it seemed meagre solace to emphasise that final line 
when ‘uscimmo a riveder le stelle’. I felt I was doing my 
students a disservice by leaving them with the impression 
that ‘Dante was the author of the Inferno’. Even when, the 
following year, I dedicated the final week of the unit to a 
brief look at the first canto of Purgatorio and the final canto 
of Paradiso, I was left dissatisfied. I remembered my own 
love of Purgatorio and Dorothy Sayers’ assessment that the 
second cantica is ‘the least known, the least quoted, and 
the most loved’. I longed for my students to be able to 
measure themselves against Dante’s transcendental 
experience of beauty in the Paradiso. 

That same year (2015) was the 750th anniversary of 
Dante’s birth. I accepted an invitation from the Christopher 
Dawson Society for Philosophy and Culture to present Dante 
to a wider public. I gave a public lecture on the Comedy 
and then a short course of six weekly classes covering the 
whole text, two weeks per cantica, hosted by Notre Dame 
University in Fremantle. The enthusiastic participation of 
the audience, of all ages, confirmed what I was hearing 
from friends in Italy, that Dante was speaking to young 
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generations of readers. This encouraged me to think of 
other approaches. 

Eventually, it was the year that celebrated the 700th 
anniversary of the poet’s death, when I found the 
opportunity and the courage to undertake my own ‘folle 
volo’ and offer a one-semester unit of study on the entire 
Comedy. This was open to third-year students from both 
the ab initio and post-ATAR streams. I went further and 
opened the unit to students who knew no Italian at all, 
provided they had background preparation in some 
relevant field, such as literature, art, philosophy, theology, 
and so on. The Comedy in ten weeks was a challenge! It 
turned out to be one of the most rewarding experiences of 
my teaching career. 

One important reason for offering students the whole of 
Dante’s journey was the conviction that without the big 
picture – the total context of the poem – it is easy to 
misconstrue many details. In other words, the details that 
one encounters here and there throughout the poem only 
make sense within the context of the poem as a whole. One 
could also extend this to cover Dante’s entire oeuvre, but 
didactically, the poem seemed an indispensable horizon 
within which to situate any detail. 

To illustrate this and how this intuition played out in the 
course, I will discuss three examples that led to challenging 
and fruitful discussions with my students. The first of these 
arose in response to a meme that a student used in an in-
class presentation. 

The meme uses part of an illustration found in a 
manuscript edition of the Divine Comedy, produced 
around 1350-1375, possibly in Genoa. The original image has 
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captions which identify the 
actors in the scene.  1

On the le f t , a young, 
beardless, blue-clad Dante 
stands safely behind the older 
Virgil who points to the scene 
we read described in the first 
half of Canto XXVIII of 
Inferno. On the far right 
stands a fearsome demon (cf. 
lines 37-42) wielding a blood-spattered sword with which 
he cuts and maims the souls in the ninth bolgia of the 
eighth circle of Hell. The two souls Dante describes in lines 
22-33 are named in the illustration. Mohammed is ‘cleft 
from the chin right down to where men fart’, his entrails 
hanging grotesquely between his legs.  His son-in-law, Alì, 2

has ‘his face split open from his chin to forelock’. 

The ninth bolgia houses the sowers of discord, those who 
split apart families, churches and states. Their contrapasso  3

(the word appears – the only time in the entire Comedy – in 
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the final line of the Canto) is to have their own bodies split 
open and dismembered. Mohammed is not punished for 
founding a false religion. Rather, Dante shared the common 
medieval view that, because Islam had Christian elements 
mixed with other beliefs, the Prophet had brought division 
and confusion within Christianity. Alì, who was the fourth 
leader of Islam, was involved in the division between the 
Sunni and Shia denominations of Islam.  

My students did not know these details when the meme 
was displayed and so it had its desired effect, provoking 
general laughter and approval of this use of Dante in 
popular culture. When I informed the class of the meaning 
of the image, there was a moment of stunned and 
embarrassed silence. This in turn led to a frank and 
productive discussion opening up crucial questions about 
how to read this 14th century text in our post-September 11 
21st century. We spoke openly about possible modern 
responses to Dante’s treatment of Mohammed and Alì, 
including the decision by Belgian translator Lies Lavrijsen 
to remove the name of Mohammed from her Dutch 
translation of the Inferno. 

It emerged during the conversation that it would be all 
too easy to dismiss Dante’s view as medieval Islamophobia. 
However, this assessment needs to account for other 
decisions taken by the poet. For Dante encounters three 
other Muslims in Inferno. They are all in the Limbo.  

Limbo is the first circle of Hell, on its outer edge, so to 
speak. limbus is a Latin word meaning ‘edge’, or ‘rim’. Here 
the punishment of the souls consists in the fact that 
“without hope [they] live in desire” (Inferno IV 42). The 
concept of Limbo was only defined by the church in the 
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century or two before Dante and was intended for two 
categories of sinners who could not enter Paradise but had 
committed no sin deserving any more serious punishment: 
unbaptised infants and the holy men and women of the 
Jewish people. Some of the most righteous of the Jewish 
people had been removed from Limbo at the Harrowing of 
Hell. During the day and night Jesus spent in the tomb, he 
descended into Hell and took Adam, Eve, Abel, Noah, 
Moses, Abraham, David, Israel with his father and sons, 
Rachel ‘and many others’ to Paradise (cf. Inferno IV 55-63).  

In his description of Limbo, Dante goes outside and 
beyond church teaching and includes many people from 
categories not at all foreseen by contemporary doctrine. 
Many are illustrious pagans, Greek and Rome, both from 
pre-Christian time and from the centuries of the Christian 
era. Dante goes even further in imagining a special place 
within Limbo, the ‘noble castle’. Set apart in a quiet corner, 
surrounded by seven walls, with green grass, running 
brooks and bright light, this beautiful place is reserved for 
the magnanimous heroes of the the ancient world and the 
ancient philosophers and poets who, though not 
illuminated by the Christian event, sincerely sought the 
true and the beautiful. 

Most remarkable of all is the fact that the noble castle in 
Dante’s Christian Limbo includes three Muslims: the 
scholars Avicenna and Averroes, who wrote commentaries 
on Aristotle, and Saladin, the first Sultan of Egypt, leader of 
the Muslim armies against Christian forces in the Third 
Crusade. The sworn enemy of Christendom – he captured 
Jerusalem in 1187, claiming it for Islam – he was widely 
recognised as a military leader of honour and integrity, and 
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admired for the respect he showed his opponents. There is 
much to be considered here, but the immediate point is 
clear: Dante’s supposed Islamophobia needs to be 
reassessed. 

Let us stay in Hell for a moment to look at two sins that 
cause particular trouble to modern students. Both are 
classified as sins of violence and punished in Lower Hell, in 
different rings of the seventh Circle. 

The first is the act of suicide, defined by Dante as a form 
of violence against oneself (Inferno XIII). Those who, 
through taking their own life, rejected the gift of life and 
separated body and soul are punished by transformation of 
their souls into vegetable matter – trees. At the Last 
Judgement they will collect their earthly bodies and return 
to the Seventh Circle where they will stand forever as trees 
with their lifeless bodies draped over their branches. Body 
and soul will be forever together, but divided. 

Today the criminalisation of suicide lingers in language if 
not in law: the Australian press still tells us that someone 
has ‘committed suicide’, in the same way you might 
commit murder, adultery, treason, arson, in short, a crime. 
We recoil at the coldness of heart that, until quite recently, 
debarred Christians who died by suicide from burial in 
consecrated ground. 

While Dante does not flinch from condemning and 
punishing the act of suicide in the Circle of the Violent, he 
encounters a number of souls who died by their own hand 
in other parts of the journey. Seneca and Lucretia are in 
Limbo, Cleopatra and Dido are in the Circle of the Lustful. 
Most extraordinary of all, when Dante climbs out of Hell 
and starts the second part of his journey, he meets the 
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guardian of Purgatory at the base of the mountain. This is 
Cato the Younger, a pagan, who died by suicide in 46 BC 
rather than submit to the tyranny of Julius Caesar. Dante 
celebrates Cato’s supreme love of freedom, even as he 
alludes to the manner of his death. Thus Virgil asks Cato to 
welcome Dante into Purgatory: 

“since he is in search of liberty, which is so dear, 
as he well knows who gives his life for it.”  
(Purgatorio I 71-72) 

The next level down in the seventh circle is reserved for 
sins of violence against God (Inferno XIV-XVI).  Here Dante 
combines three categories of acts: blasphemy, verbal 
violence directed against God; sodomy, which is a sin 
against nature, God’s creation; and usury, a sin against 
God’s ‘grandchild’, human industry and skill. 

The sodomites are in a sterile sandy desert, under a rain 
of fire, a scene straight from Sodom and Gomorrah in the 
Old Testament. Dante is shocked to meet his old teacher, 
Brunetto Latini, his face so burnt and disfigured by the fire 
that Dante can hardly recognise him. A hasty judgement 
from a modern reader will easily accuse Dante of 
homophobia. Again, we must consider this detail of Dante’s 
poetic universe in its total context. In particular, we must 
remember how others aspects of sexuality are treated in 
the Comedy. 

Sins of sexual desire are classified by Dante as among the 
least grievous both in Hell and in Purgatory. In the second 
circle of Hell, Dante met the souls of the lustful and, in his 
first conversation with any of the damned souls, he speaks 
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with Francesca and Paolo. Lust is also punished in 
Purgatory. Here we must remember that all the souls in 
Purgatory have been saved. They are destined for Heaven. 
Purgatory is a temporary place, both for the souls who 
must climb the mountain on their way to heaven and also 
in itself since, at the end of the world, when time and space 
cease to exist, Purgatory will be no more and there will be 
two states of being: with God (Heaven) and without God 
(Hell). We must also recall that whereas Hell punishes sinful 
acts, Purgatory is for purging the vices – the seven deadly 
sins – that lead to sinful acts. The souls in Purgatory are not 
so much ‘paying for their sins’ as purging themselves of the 
memory of sin and the perverting effects that sin has on the 
person. 

At the top of Mount Purgatory is a ring of fire that 
separates the terraces of the mountain from the very top, 
which is the Earthly Paradise. In the fire, Dante meets the 
souls of the lustful. Their punishment is to walk around the 
mountain through the fire, which is an image of lust but 
also of purification.  

Dante sees that the lustful are divided into two groups, 
running in opposite directions (Purg. XXVI). One group, 
running from east to west, are heterosexual, and the other 
group, running from west to east (against the natural 
movement of the sun) sinned against nature and are 
homosexual. Dante has no problem in placing them 
together. In fact, when the two groups meet on their way 
round the mountain, they greet each other with a kiss of 
Christian charity. 

To explore Dante’s views on the sexual dimension of the 
human person would require more space than is available 
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here. However, even to take these three cantos together – 
Inferno XV, Inferno V and Purgatorio XXVI – is to glimpse 
that Dante is fully aware of the complexities of human 
experience. We must refrain from hasty judgement. 

If we read only the Inferno, and with modern eyes, we 
risk coming away with a black-and-white, two-dimensional 
opinion of Dante which I believe is a long way from the 
truth. Instead, to take in his entire journey is to see him 
pushing boundaries, interrogating the beliefs that gave 
shape to his life and his self-awareness, going to the heart of 
things to find the deep reasons for judging virtue and vice, 
goodness and badness, salvation and condemnation. 

One of the most striking characteristics of Dante’s 
relationship to the belief system that shapes his 
understanding of everything is his freedom. This is deeply 
attractive to modern readers. For on one hand Dante’s 
world view is fundamentally and profoundly religious. The 
religious sense is at the foundation of his understanding of 
all reality and penetrates deep into every aspect of his 
experience. On the other hand, within that religious frame, 
he challenges many of the building blocks of our modern 
world, many of the basic ways we approach the ultimate 
questions. He seems to live happily with contradictions that 
are different from the ones we usually live with. He believes 
in ultimate truth, in good and bad, and in obeying 
authority, he has no trouble rethinking doctrines or 
excoriating Emperors and putting Popes in Hell.  

Dante is not interested in proving or demonstrating his 
world-view, His religious convictions are rather his point of 
departure. What he does in the Comedy is to explore this 
world-view to its depths, seeking to make sense of 
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everything. His purpose for writing the Comedy, he told 
Cangrande della Scale in his Epistola XIII, was ‘to remove 
those living in this life from a state of misery, and to bring 
them to a state of happiness’. This quest covers all 
dimensions of human life, individual and collective, 
temporal and spiritual, political and religious. 

Dante lived at a fascinating time in European history. 
There were gigantic struggles in progress between religious 
authority and secular power, between Popes and 
Emperors, bishops and barons. Just one generation before 
Dante, St Thomas Aquinas had produced his Summa 
Theologica, which integrated Christian belief and the 
philosophy of Aristotle making it possible to think very 
systematically about the beliefs of Christianity and what 
they meant for individuals and societies. Dante meets 
Thomas in Paradiso X-XI. 

Other influential thinkers of this time belonged, like 
Thomas, to the orders of mendicant friars who were 
transforming philosophy and theology during the 
thirteenth century. Some were Dominicans like Aquinas, 
others, like Duns Scotus, were Franciscans. These were the 
most impor t ant teachers in Europe and were 
revolutionising the way Europeans thought about the 
world, laying the foundations of modern ideas about 
individual rights and responsibilities and about how justice 
and mercy might best function in civil society. 

What is so striking about Dante is that he takes his beliefs 
and his knowledge of philosophy and theology – and 
politics and economics and astronomy and physics and just 
about every branch of science – and his own experience, 
and integrates all this into a vision of the world that is 
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holistic and unified, where everything coheres and hangs 
together. This vision is his understanding of what it is to be 
human and what reality is actually made of. This is 
especially provocative to young students who are growing 
up in a culture which rejects grand narratives, total 
explanations, ‘Theories Of Everything’. 

The most common geometric figure in the Comedy is the 
circle. Dante is always moving in circles. He descends 
through the circles of Hell, almost always leading off with 
his left (sinistro) foot and therefore moves in a clockwise 
direction. In Purgatory he switches to an anti-clockwise 
direction, since that involves moving to his right. In 
Paradise he moves through circling heavens, discovering a 
place of constant and harmonious movement, sound and 
colour. 

This is no mystical, utopian, escapism. In Dante’s time 
people experienced a lot more of life than we do. They 
were exposed to things that we are protected from these 
days. Sickness, pain, death, were in your eyes and ears and 
nose all the time. These experiences did not happen in 
institutions, out of sight out of mind, but in your own home 
or next door. You saw those were suffering and you heard 
them. You smelt the smells of decay, of sickness and of 
death. The punishments inflicted on criminals and on 
enemies were brutal, direct and public. 

No, Dante wants to find a way to look everything in the 
face, and still to keep believing. How does he achieve this? 
What is his vision of reality? What is at the heart of the 
circle? 

In Dante’s understanding of reality, what is at the centre 
of everything, what ties everything together, is love. Love 
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and freedom. What connects Dante to reality, to himself, to 
God, is love. Love and freedom. We cannot have one 
without the other. There can be no true love without 
freedom. And there can no be true freedom without love. 

Dante affirms unequivocally that this is heart of the 
matter by putting these facts literally at the centre of his 
story. The central cantos of the Comedy – the fiftieth and 
fifty-first – are Cantos XVI and XVII of Purgatorio. Here the 
pilgrim pauses on his way up the mountain and has a long 
conversation with Virgil about love, reason and freedom. 

Dante speaks of love in terms of movement. All things are 
created with a primal, fundamental force of attraction 
within them. Each created thing is attracted to what is right 
and appropriate for it. This is the simplest manifestation of 
love. So fire, for example, is obviously attracted naturally to 
high air, because flames burn upwards. It is through the 
same primal energy that plants produce green leaves and 
bees make honey. Human beings are naturally attracted to 
what satisfies their desires. 

“Everyone can vaguely apprehend some good 
in which the mind may find its peace. 
With desire, each one strives to reach it.”  
(Purgatorio XVII 127-129) 

Desire is the movement that keeps all things in being. 
Dante knows that the Christian understanding of Ultimate 
Being, of God, is of a mysterious community of three 
persons, the Trinity, bound together, in infinite freedom, by 
mutual love. The substance of being is revealed as 
relationship. The heaven closest to God himself, the 
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Primum Mobile, moves through its desire to be united, in 
each of its parts, to the Love that created it. This movement 
is then imparted through desire to all the other heavens 
and to all of created reality. 

In humans, desire is attraction, love, the search for 
complete satisfaction, the search for completeness. This is 
the life of God in us. We are hard wired to desire, so that we 
might discover in all our experiences of satisfaction that 
there is always something missing. Even in our greatest 
experiences of completeness, we still desire something that 
is missing. This is the understanding of St Augustine:  

“You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is 
restless until it rests in you.”  
(Confessions I, 1).  

Desire is our sharing in the Mystery of Eternal Being. 
Just as humans are hard-wired to desire, so it is in our 

common DNA, so to speak, to desire the same things. We 
all desire, one way or another, goodness, beauty, love, 
happiness, truth, justice. Fire and plants and bees cannot 
choose the object of their desire. The demons in hell and 
the angels in heaven can no longer choose either. Being 
human brings with it the enormous privilege, and burden, 
of being able to choose. We have two gifts, not given to any 
other level of creation. Free will, the freedom how to direct 
our desires, and reason, our ability to relate to reality in all 
its dimensions, even those we cannot comprehend. What 
makes us human is that we have the freedom to choose 
how to use our reason to direct our desires. This is the 
central intuition of the story. 
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Dante had already made this clear in the Circle of Lust in 
Hell. He, and we, were not ready yet to fully appreciate this 
fundamental truth. Dante tells us why these sinners are 
there. They are not there because they broke a law, went 
a g a i n s t a m o r a l c o d e , b ro ke o n e o f t h e Te n 
Commandments. All these are important, but they are not 
the heart of the matter. Dante defines the essential nature 
of the sin of the lustful succinctly: they are ‘carnal sinners 
who make reason subject to desire’ (Inferno V 39). 

This is their sin. They used their freedom to pursue their 
desires, but they did not use their reason to discern what is 
truly worthy of their desires and worthy of their status as 
humans. 

Reason is the ability to grasp the truth of myself and my 
relationship with the world, even those aspects I do not 
fully comprehend. Now the most obvious thing I know 
about myself, if I look at myself simply and honestly, the 
clearest thing I know about myself in this moment, is that I 
am not making myself, I am not giving myself being. I owe 
my existence to something other than myself. And 
therefore in some way I depend on this mysterious thing 
which gave me life and is giving me life in this moment. 

Heaven is for those who lived their desires authentically, 
i.e. in harmony with their nature as dependent creatures. 
Hell is for those who ignore or reject their creaturely 
dependence and consequently live out desire in a 
perverted form. Purgatory is for those who, while seeking 
to live authentically, must purge themselves of their 
experience of living desire in a way unworthy of their true 
nature: either desiring the wrong thing or desiring the right 
thing, either enough or too much. 
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It is easy to see how reason is important in Hell, and also 
in Purgatory. Reason helps Dante understand the nature of 
good and evil, of sin and punishment. The astonishing 
thing is that as Dante approaches the vision of God, that 
will satisfy everything he has always wanted, his desires do 
not diminish. On the contrary, the more his deepest desires 
are satisfied, the more they grow. Already at the summit of 
the mountain of Purgatory, Dante found that his desire 
grew even as it was being satisfied: 

“While my soul, filled with wonder and with joy, 
tasted the food that, satisfying in itself, 
yet for itself creates a greater craving.”  
(Purgatorio. XXXI 127-129) 

As he flies through Paradise, his desire to understand, to 
be happy, to be useful for himself and the world, becomes 
intense. 

This is what is so fascinating for young students – a vision 
of unified belief that sees love and freedom as the greatest 
gifts given to humans, guided by reason, a vision that exalts 
desire as the centre of the human person and challenges us 
to live our desires as the full expression of our stature as 
created and loved beings. 

The Comedy is the story of a journey to truth and beauty 
that passes through the unflinching and unceasing 
verification of personal beliefs. Dante is so sure of the 
ground of his belief and so determined to verify his belief in 
the reality of his own experience that he is able to face 
everything – himself, reality, his own faults and failings, his 
own fears. Today we are often suspicious of certainty, 
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afraid that certainty will spill over into fanaticism and 
fundamentalism. However, in Dante we see a certainty that 
is so solid and authentic that it allows him to face and, as it 
were, embrace his own inadequacies and even his own 
doubts. Dante’s freedom is striking to us in the context of 
his time, since our prejudiced view today of the late Middle 
Ages is that it was a time in which faith did not accept or 
encourage doubt, and is also striking in relation to our own 
time, when doubt has replaced wonder as the starting point 
of all philosophy. Yet, neither of these approaches to truth 
corresponds to reality. Rather, both the believer and the 
unbeliever share doubt and belief, each in their own way. 
Neither can quite escape either doubt or belief. We are 
destined to find our sense of our existence only in this 
unceasing rivalry between doubt and belief. Perhaps in this 
way doubt, which saves both sides from being shut up in 
their own worlds, could become the avenue of 
communication. It prevents both from enjoying complete 
satisfaction; it opens up the believer to the doubter and the 
doubter to the believer. 

This reflection by the future Pope Benedict XVI seems to 
capture the nature of Dante’s relationship to his faith and to 
his doubt. Dante’s doubt does not contradict his certainty 
but might be its necessary and inevitable companion. 
Perhaps we can say that the opposite of faith is not doubt, 
but rather indifference or the refusal to engage fully with 
the evidence of our empirical experience. 

So it is that the three parts of the Comedy all end with the 
word ‘stars’: 

“e quindi uscimmo a riveder le stelle” 
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(then we came forth, to see again the stars) 
(Inferno XXXIV 139) 

“puro e disposto a salire a le stelle” 
(pure and prepared to rise up to the stars) 
(Purgatorio XXXIII 145) 

“l'amor che move il sole e l'altre stelle” 
(the love that moves the sun and the other stars) 
(Paradiso XXXIII 145) 

The stars are our destiny and our destiny is eternity, the 
infinite. Dante’s journey is an invitation never to stop 
striving to reach the stars. Not only in the hereafter but in 
the here and now, for this extraordinary story is not so 
much a way of imagining the ‘other world’, as a window 
into this world. Dante’s journey constructs a map of the 
human heart, a celebration of the stature of the human 
person, gifted with the freedom to use reason to direct 
desire. This is our burden and our privilege in this 
dimension of reality and the choice to build a heaven or a 
hell, in this life and in the next, is something we make in 
every instant.	
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	[Editor’s	Note:	Bodleian	library	collection	MS.	Holkham	misc.		1

48	image	43	at	page	42

	[Editor’s	Note:	The	portrayal	described	here	was	not	invented	2

by	 Dante	 but	 is	 a	 vulgarised	 and	 polemical	 distortion	 of	 an	
originally	 Islamic	 description	 of	 the	 puriDication	 of	
Muhammad’s	 heart	 before	 his	 ‘night	 journey’	 to	 heaven.	 See	
further	discussion	in	the	Introduction.]

	 [Editor’s	 Note:	 Contrapasso	 was	 taken	 up	 by	 Dante	 from	3

previous	writers.	A	similar	concept	“contrapassum”	in	Latin	is	
found	for	example	in	the	teachings	of	St	Thomas	Aquinas	who	
cites	both	the	Old	and	New	Testament	 ‘lex	talionis’	which	was	
also	 practised	 by	 other	 ancient	 cultures.	 (Summa	 Theologica	
61.2).	 The	 concept	 of	 a	 sinner	 being	 punished	 in	 accordance	
with	their	sin	also	appears	in	Il	Libro	della	Scala,	where	sinners	
are	 punished	 in	 accordance	 with	 their	 ‘particular	 sin’.	 See	
further	footnote	12	of	the	Introduction	to	this	volume.]
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Heavens and Hells, Western and 
Eastern - An allegorical look at Alighieri 
Dante’s La Divina Commedia and 
Harold Stewart’s Autumn Landscape 
Roll, Chris Mooney Singh 

An	edited	version	of	the	talk	delivered	via	webinar	
to	 an	 online	 and	 local	 audience	 on	 28	 July	 2021	
hosted	 by	 the	Dante	Alighieri	 Society	 of	 Brisbane.	
Presentation	accessible	via	this	link. 

T hanks to the Dante Alighieri Society of Brisbane for 
this very, very kind invitation. It's really an honour 
to be here to share some thoughts comparing 

Dante's keystone work and Harold Stewart's profound 
Buddhist poem. I greet you online from Singapore which is 
one location of this ‘pandemic purgatory’ we are 
experiencing as residents around the world. It's a very 
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strange situation. The upside is that people like me, expat 
poets living abroad, can tune into great activities like this 
back in Australia. Born in Canberra, I'm Australian by birth, 
Sikh by choice, and a poet by compulsion. Just in case 
you're wondering about this bloke with the turban, it has 
nothing to do with my talk, other than the fact that I very 
much appreciate eastern perspectives and literature, as did 
Harold Stewart. That is what we're here to talk about. A 
special shout out to Lee Riley who is one of the Zoom 
viewers joining this physical meeting in Brisbane. He is 
Stewart’s direct descendant and literary executor and I'm 
the editor of the Harold Stewart estate. We are trying to get 
Autumn Landscape Roll into print which can be thought of 
as a ‘Buddhist Divine Comedy.’ The thirty-two-canto poem 
has been languishing unpublished since 1995 in the 
Australian National Library. I did my PhD on Harold 
Stewart and came to a greater appreciation of both Dante’s 
and Harold's work.  

I've titled this talk ‘Heavens and Hells, Western and 
Eastern’ looking at the philosophical and literary 
presentation of inner journeys through extramural worlds. 
We will consider some essential theology of the two 
perspectives, and as a poet, myself, I feel that I must refer 
to matters of form and poetic musicality. Then we'll do 
some summing up.  

Think of the Comedy as an architectural blueprint for 
Harold Stewart's Autumn Landscape Roll which I will refer 
to from time to time as ALR. There are similarities and 
some differences. He completed ALR in 1995 after 15 years 
of labour just before his death in Kyoto, Japan. Set in eighth 
century T’ang period China, this example of cosmological 
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literature is based on Buddhist scriptures that predate 
Dante by 1800 years. In Buddhism, literature, painting, 
sculpture, music, architecture – in fact all the arts align with 
the teachings, the Dharma. We can also think of Autumn 
Landscape Roll as a gateway work into East-Asian Buddhist 
literature, in general, and to reflect on the geo-cultural 
relationship Australia shares with the Asia-Pacific region. 

The Comedy retains its place as one of the most 
important books of all time. Anglo-European settlement in 
Australia ensures that it remains high on the list. Stewart 
read it in his youth and referred to it throughout his life. As 
a practising Pure Land Buddhist, he gave a philosophical 
answer to the Italian work through his poem. ALR is an 
original work, not a translation. He was inspired to speak 
across the centuries to Dante and share his Buddhist 
perspective on similar matters. Here's a quote that conveys 
Stewart’s point of view: 

“Way back in the 1940s, the Muse whispered in my ear that 
Western Tradition was exhausted and in decline, and that, 
as ever, ex Oriente lux, Christianity was played out. No one 
really believed in it or practiced it anymore and as a subject 
for poetry, Dante and Milton had said it all so superbly that 
who could rival them? But eastward were vast unexplored 
countries and cultures with a rich hoard of art, religion, 
literature, music and someone had to set out and explore 
these ... As no other poet was tackling this task, why not 
me?” 

Stewart wrote this in a letter during the late 1980s to Dr 
Alison Broinowski, a specialist in post-colonial literature. 
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His perspective is very clear. Although an Asia-centric 
writer Stewart had not forgotten his own genealogical 
roots. Born in Sydney in 1917, he went to school with fellow 
poet James McAuley. Both authored the Ern Malley poems, 
a world famous anti-modernist satirical literary hoax 
published by Max Harris in the 1944 edition of Angry 
Penguins. This was a literary magazine of the day and the 
Malley poems, for many had a delaying effect on the 
growth of modernist poetry in Australia. A poetic formalist, 
the incident dogged Stewart throughout his life. As poetic 
modernism took late rebirth in the 1980 and 90s, the 
Malley poems created one afternoon in 1944 were 
‘rediscovered’ by a new and progressive generation which 
brought continuing infamy to Stewart who was dubbed a 
literary conservative. By the time of his death Stewart and 
ALR were easily overlooked and ALR never made it into 
print. This is a case where literary politics and politics in 
general interfered with a poet’s career and not dissimilar to 
the life of Alighieri Dante, exiled from Florentine who also 
died soon after completing the Comedy, also delayed in 
publication. 

Stewart did not feel aligned with literary life in Australia 
and settled permanently in Kyoto permanently in 1966. 
Kyoto is the old capital of the country and the thousand-
year-old seat of Buddhism. Here Stewart wrote his 
‘Japanese epic’, According to the voluminous Stewart 
correspondence archived in the National Library, By the Old 
Walls of Kyoto was praised by A.D Hope as the greatest 
poem in English in the 20th century. That is a very tall 
claim and can certainly be challenged. Whether is was 
actually written by Hope may be disputed. Nevertheless, 
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A.D Hope’s friendship and influence helped Stewart secure 
regular grants from the Commonwealth Literary Fund, the 
body that predated the Literature Board of Australia 
Council which helped Stewart sustain his life in Japan. 

So, let's look closer at the lives of the medieval Italian and 
20th Century Australian. There are some similarities. First, 
Dante was banished from Florence by political enemies in 
1302. I'm sure you know that he refused to pay the massive 
fine and recant his supposed guilt. Never returning to 
Florence he wrote La Divina Commedia in exile between 
1308 and 1321 according to Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
Harold Stewart left Australia for good in 1966 and adopted 
Pure Land Buddhism. The country of his birth had very 
little to offer him at that time. For one thing, there was not 
that much Buddhist activity going on in this part of the 
world. For this reason, he chose the expatriate life in Kyoto 
for the last 29 years up until his death. Stewart’s two 
collection of Japanese haiku translations, By the Old Walls of 
Kyoto, a poetry chapbook The Exiled Immortal and Autumn 
Landscape Roll were all written in Japan.  

If you look at his work, there is not even a gum leaf of 
Australian imagery anywhere in his poetry. He was 
profoundly influenced by Asia, Eastern philosophy - 
Buddhism, in particular. Just as Dante was forced into exile, 
Harold Stewart chose self-exile. Being an expatriate is 
something I can relate to living in Singapore. It does, I 
think, help to produce a certain kind of writing that draws 
on more perennial and less topical themes. There are lots 
of examples in Australian literature such as the books of 
George Johnson, author of My Brother Jack written in 
Greece evoking a time-warped remembrance of earlier 
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Australian life, not to mention London-based poet Peter 
Porter who died in 2010 and Clive James, also a UK-based 
poet who published his translation of The Divine Comedy in 
2013, six years before his death in 2019. Stewart’s expatriate 
perspective was the subject of my doctorate. 

So, let's look at Dante’s expatriate period and later 
publishing history. The Commedia was completed in 1321, 
according to Brittanica and other sources. Handwritten 
copies appeared throughout the 14th century, although 
nothing in Dante's hand is believed to have survived. It took 
one hundred and fifty years for the Comedy to get into 
print. Let's hope that it's not going to take too much longer 
for Autumn Landscape Roll to be published. Autumn 
Landscape Roll still languishes unpublished the National 
Library of Australia, a quarter century after its completion 
in Kyoto in 1995. It's a remarkable piece of literature and 
unlike anything else in Australian literature. Stewart is the 
unacknowledged precursor of Asian influences in 
Australian poetry.  

Let’s look again at Dante's journey and then compare it 
with Stewart's. Dante's first-person epic is often thought of 
as allegory even though it portrays world historical and 
alongside contemporary ones. Thus, the Comedy is not an 
epic that follows an archetypal hero narrative. This is an 
indicator of its forward-looking perspective as well as being 
written in Italian not Latin. The Inferno, Purgatorio and 
Paradiso contain a multitude of characters conjured from 
Dante’s contemporary consciousness. He had a few axes to 
grind and readers identify with the work because of its 
human perspective, particularly in the Inferno. That is not 
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characteristic of ALR which deals in archetypal figures and 
deities. 

I should explain the title: Autumn Landscape Roll 
references the Chinese T’ang period where artists painted 
on scrolls showing long landscape panoramas rooted in 
Taoism that portray the yin and yang or earth under 
heaven duality. Stewart uses this metaphor for his poem. 

Close to painting and music ALR is more about the career 
path to becoming a Bodhisattva. Let me explain.  The 
Buddhist hell sections cite names of Buddhist deities or 
archetypal figures but do not mention historical characters 
because Stewart isn’t attempting to write a hero’s action 
narrative as we might find in Homer or Virgil where human 
personality is the filter through which we view life 
philosophy. Stewart is more interested in the desire to 
transcend it. This is part of his Buddhist aesthetic because 
Buddhism doesn't really believe in the concept of the self or 
the soul, emphasising rather, the universal aspect of 
consciousness that experiences a wider cosmic reality. For 
this reason, Autumn Landscape Roll is more engaged with 
Buddhist principles as interpreted through literature and 
art. Much of the characterisation is based on visual 
descriptions of Buddhist statuary and symbolic depictions 
of Bodhisattvas who live as reference points for human life. 
This is a fundamental difference between the two works. 

Stewart writes in the third person about a painter from 
the Sui and T’ang periods - Wu Tao-Tzu. The details of his 
life are little known, other than through myth-like stories. 
Some of his cave murals and those inscribed on stone 
survive. He was master of the Shan Shui (mountains and 
rivers) school of ink and brush landscape painting but also 
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painted figures from the Buddhist canon. One day, Wu Tao-
Tzu steps into his own painting and enters a wide autumnal 
landscape, then climbs Mount Meru, a symbolic peak in 
Buddhist literature before descending to inner purgatorial 
hell regions. After this, the acme of all Chinese painters and 
other Buddhist divine personalities move upward to the sky 
regions known as extramural regions known as Buddha 
Fields or Pure Lands. This main journey portrays Wu Tao-
Tzu’s progress to Bodhisattva-hood or awakening (bodhi), 
hence an individual on the path to becoming a buddha. At 
times, Wu Tao Tzu is a passive observer of other deity 
figures from Buddhism who are represented through 
literature, painting and sculpture. The Comedy and ALR are 
both focused on spirituality - one Christian, one Buddhist.  

So where do they reach? Here is a short section. I'll read a 
little bit of it. Wu Tao-Tzu is presenting his scroll exhibition 
to the reigning T’ang Emperor:  

“The monarch stared, amazed and mystified: 
Wu having quietly faded from his side  
Was wandering along the weed-grown trail  
Into his landscape! When not far ahead,  
Wu paused and looking backward beckoned him. 
The Emperor could not follow where he led,  
But only watched his distant figure, dim  
And indistinct diminishing in scale  
While passing through the morning's golden haze 
That glorified the foothills veil on veil, 
Until beyond their range’s furthest rim  
Wu disappeared at last from mortal gaze,  
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And wandering on through that pictorial plane, 
Lost in his work was never seen again.” 

Stepping into one own work of art is a fascinating 
metaphor appearing in different literatures. Hermann 
Hesse does it in Steppenwolf as does Lewis Carroll and the 
reader follow Alice down the rabbit hole and through the 
Looking Glass. Art works or objects become portals. 
Likewise, at the beginning of the Inferno Dante does the 
same. We all know this very famous quote. I'm using the 
Clive James translation to keep in tune with our Aussie take 
on Dante’s poem that commences in medias res with the 
poet struggling through his own midlife crisis, so to speak. 
Here are those famous lines: 

“At the midpoint of the path through life, I found 
Myself lost in a wood so dark the way 
Ahead was blotted out …” 
(Inferno Canto 1:1) 

Like Dante, also Wu Tao-Tzu travels through mystical 
realms, encountering historical, mythical, or theological 
figures who express differing points of view about 
Buddhism. Early on in Autumn Landscape Roll we have a 
similar passage: 

“Wu enters next a shadow dappled wood,  
And soon is deep among secluding trees… 
Oh weary leaf in exile, are you now  
As homesick as my heart is for the bow? “ 
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You can see that there is a Dantean echo here and along 
the way. The basic ontological question, the central point is 
the same. Wu Tao-Tzu the painter and the imagined 
character of Dante depict spiritual journeys. Both seek to 
find the final mystery. For Dante it is the cosmological 
picture of life expressed through Beatrice in Paradise:  

“I tell,” she said, “I don't ask what you ache” 
To hear. For I can see it there unmixed 
Where all dimensions meet, with no mistake 
And every time and place is centred.” 
(Paradiso, Canto 29:14-17, Clive James translation) 

The philosophy expressed by Beatrice is similar to that 
expressed in a Buddhist sense via Stewart which looks at 
macrocosmic life in the microcosm. The Net of Indra 
philosophy shared by Hinduism and Buddhism propounds 
that a vast cosmic quantum web connects and ripples 
through everything in the universe: 

“Withdrawing from my sleeve, a crystal ball 
No bigger than a hailstone in a squall, 
I held it on my palm to illustrate  
How Buddha mirrors candle flame and all 
Could be contained at once within the small.” 

Looking back at the Commedia, there's a sense of 
Christian redemption running through the poem. Dante's 
tour through the Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso, is also 
his own journey of redemption according to Christian 
virtues. The reward is eternal residence in Paradise. Dante 
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never loses sight of human empathy throughout the 
journey; a compelling reason why we still read the 
Commedia 700 years after of Dante's death. 

There are a couple of things to consider here. Christian 
and Buddhist afterlife doctrines differ. There is the 
Christian fiery damnation, the fate of those forever in 
Christian hell. By contrast, anyone who arrives in the 
Buddhist infernal regions live there for set periods 
according to their karmic actions. Thus, Buddhist hell 
equates to Christian purgatory. That is another core 
difference between these philosophies worth noting. 
Christian redemption is for those who have not committed 
heinous sins, whereas redemption is possible for everyone 
through Buddhism. Like other philosophies such as 
Hinduism, Buddhism is a philosophy of consciousness. 
Suffering arises from self-inflicted actions that can be 
alleviated again via individual melioration or a 
consciousness shift and not by an ultimate deity. Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas are there to help but are not the godhead. 

Stewart was a practicing Pure Land Buddhist, the most 
widely practised from the Mahayana School. Reincarnation 
of one consciousness through different personal identities 
creates cyclical self-punishment and redemption from that 
very idea of identity is the true spirit of Buddhism. In other 
words, Buddhism posits getting beyond personality to 
experience immersion in a universal nirvana. That's the 
essence. Arrival in the Pure Land has some parallel to 
Christian paradise but there are some major differences. 
Rebirth in a Pure Land (and there are thousands) is a 
staging post shortcut to final expansion of universal 
consciousness. A Pure Land is not a final heaven, rather an 
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extramural location without having to take rebirth through 
a physical body where the aspirant can continue the 
journey in infinity. Christians believe their destination is 
Heaven. This misunderstanding about Pure Land Buddhism 
is probably the major reason why Zen and Tibetan tantric 
Buddhism have attracted more western practitioners. 

‘Amitabha’ for those who don't know, means infinite life 
and is one of five pre-enlightened cosmic Buddha's who 
reign in the buddha field known as Sukhavati. Artistic 
depictions of this Pure Land usually show a lotus lake. 
Aspirants are born here after death through unfolding lotus 
buds. For those who don't know, Gautama Buddha, also 
known as Shakyamuni, is regarded as an incarnation of 
Maitreya, one of these cosmic Buddhas that have not taken 
birth in the physical world. Buddhist cosmology is vast and 
intricate. 

Now let’s move on from philosophy and take a brief look 
at some of the structure of the writing, the verbal 
engineering that goes into the Commedia and Autumn 
Landscape Roll. I think it is illuminating because poetic 
form is a form of code that shows us how Stewart refers to 
The Divine Comedy. Music was a very essential theme, not 
just a metaphor for Dante. He sought the gift of musical 
language (use of metre, rhyme and form) to help him 
remember and record the vast cognitive experience that he 
depicts. To do so, he invokes Apollo because the pre-
Christian classical tradition of the Greeks and Romans, not 
to mention aspects of Islam were very much inside his own 
take on Christian philosophy. That is why he says: 
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“All I could retain 
As treasure in my mind will now appear  
In this song, what's imprinted in my brain 
Of the holy kingdom will be written here.” 
(Paradiso, Canto 1:10-13, Clive James translation) 

Meter and rhyme are primary tools that aid cognition and 
remembrance. Structurally, many of us know these things, 
but I'll just say it for the record: that Dante deploys the 
number three, and its multiples, especially the number 
nine reflected in the nine circles of hell. Dante also 
invented a line with eleven syllables in the original Italian 
meter and a three-line terza rima stanza with thirty-three 
syllables. This becomes the poem’s building block with its 
aba bcb cdc rhyme scheme. Each canto is further 
composed of thirty-three verses developed through three 
books of thirty-three cantos, plus a prologue to enumerate 
the esoteric meaning of the Holy Trinity. The verse 
structure and its execution is profound. In metrical terms, 
the poem does not miss a beat and is structurally perfect. 

What does Stewart do with his epic? The number two 
and it's multiples, especially the number eight are central to 
Taoism and Buddhism. There has always been a 
synchronicity between the two that have coexisted from 
the time Buddhism entered China around 100 CE. Taoism’s 
yin-yang philosophy is expressed in binary terms. Stewart 
deploys this in all his poetry with his basic unit of 
composition being the couplet which he interprets as a yin 
statement followed by a yang close implying universal 
balance. As the Comedy has three distinct books, ALR falls 
into two binary halves of sixteen cantos each, making 
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thirty-two cantos. Again, a significant number, given that 
when Gautama Buddha gave his first sermons thirty-two 
thousand people attended. Eight, the Sino-Japanese lucky 
number has an even greater esoteric significance in regard 
to Buddhist cosmology. We can easily see what Stewart is 
doing: speaking through his work with great honour and 
respect to Dante like a time-travelling game of cards. 

Stewart’s Taoist and Buddhist epic uses couplets of 
iambic pentameter verse, with a highly original form of 
variable rhyming through its long verse paragraphs. 
Nothing like it exists in English language poetry. I have a lot 
more to say on the subject but there isn’t enough time to 
expound it here today. If you are interested feel free to 
download the free eBook through a link at the end of this 
talk. 

Time to sum up. We're here to celebrate Dante's death 
700 years ago but not in Europe. I am in Singapore, and 
you are all in Australia, yet we all love the Commedia which 
continues to travel through time. It's a great, great work. 
And as I quote earlier, Stewart said that no one could rival 
Dante and Milton as proponents of Christian mystical 
literature. As an Australian located in the Asia-Pacific 
region, he felt fresh fields for literary exploration were 
geographically closer to hand. Autumn Landscape Roll 
validates Dante's core vision and sheds further light on it 
through Stewart’s wide knowledge of both Western canon 
and canonical Buddhist art and literature. I think that's the 
thing to keep in mind – that Stewart's work, (and hopefully 
we will be able to publish the first edition soon) will bring 
us back to Dante in a beautiful and more universally 
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inclusive way that does not polarise western and eastern 
culture offering a global perspective. 

For Stewart, they are, I believe, one holistic vision of life, 
something that we need more of, perhaps, in these global 
times. Let me finish with a short haibun, a form from Japan 
invented by Basho, the medieval haiku master. The form 
has a prose component and a closing haiku. In my case, I 
have written the haiku in couplet form following Stewart’s 
method, and the image itself comes from one of Stewart’s 
letters. The audio version can be found through the link 
below. This is ‘Kyoto Vacation’ written in memory of Harold 
Stewart and his life in Japan: 

“They say great blessings wait in the temple of a thousand 
goddesses. But on entering, the gold arms and faces of 
mercy statues stare with a penetrating purity that scares 
hungry ghosts out of your pores, and suddenly you are 
walking blind into a hell sauna of burning flesh, trees of 
lascivious knives, wards of addicts, a giant cauldron 
boiling with parent killers and Buddha murderers. Where 
the hell have you landed asks the mind on vacation. What 
is real? Fear has entered and dribbles down a leg forming 
a piddle puddle on marble. You flee the red-pillared 
hondo  with its dragon roof of orthodoxy and gasp in the 1

air.  
To find yourself with great relief inside a forest of plum 
blossom; it is a garden. A garden is a breathing 
space.  What predisposition for chimera-shaping causes 
one to see hells or heavens in ordinary nooks? Nothing 
has changed or so it seems. Your purpose is to regain 
composure without losing face gazing at the grandfather 
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carp of yourself, knowing this, too, is just another illusory 
standard flashing in the clear current that carries all 
your metaphors like beliefs.” 

Thanks for listening to this talk. I'm open to questions, 
and here is a link to the free multimedia illustrated eBook I 
have written. It discusses more of the things raised today in 
more detail. 

https://chrismooneysingh.com/ebook-buddhist-divine-
comedy/ 
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Dr Chris Mooney-Singh 
 

Chris Mooney-Singh is a poet, 
fiction writer and part-time 
academic. He completed his 
d o c t o r a l s t u d y A s i a n 
Expatriate Immersion in the 
L a t e r Wo r k s o f H a ro l d 
Stewart at Monash University 
in 2015. Mooney-Singh’s verse 
novel was commended in the 
unpublished fiction category 
of the Victorian Premier’s 
Literary Awards of the same 
year. Just as Harold Stewart 
was, Mooney-Singh is still an 
expat Austra l ian wr i ter 
located in Asia. His last 
poetry collection was  The 

Bearded Chameleon and several of his stories have appeared in 
regional anthologies including  The Best Asia Speculative 
Fiction  and  Crime Scene: Singapore. Mooney Singh’s first short 
film Looking for Mr Gelam was released in 2021. Dr Mooney-Singh 
teaches MA Creative Writing at Lasalle College of the Arts, has 
mentored three Singaporean national Artist-of-the-Year 
awardees, and is a founding co-director of  The Writers Centre, 
Singapore. 
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The Response of Older Australians of 
Different Backgrounds to Reading 
Dante, Drina Oldroyd  

Delivered	 via	 webinar	 to	 an	 online	 and	 local	
audience	 on	 28	 July	 2021	 hosted	 by	 the	 Dante	
Alighieri	 Society	 of	 Brisbane.	 Presentation	
accessible	via	this	link. 

I t is a joy and privilege for me to be part of this 
celebration of the life and works of Dante Alighieri and 
the commemoration of his death 700 years ago. 

I was born in England, and migrated with my family to 
Brisbane in 1956 when I was sixteen years old. Here I 
befriended Italian migrants and with their help taught 
myself Italian. I would like to record my deep gratitude to 
the Italian Consulate when Dr Olivieri was Consul and to 
the Brisbane Dante Alighieri Society when Dr Castellano 
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was President, because I was awarded a borsa di studio, a 
scholarship, enabling me to live in Rome for three months 
in 1965 to attend the DAS school where I went to my first 
formal class on the Commedia. In 1975, I enrolled in Italian 
at London University where I did my Honours dissertation 
on Dante’s politics and went on to Cambridge to work on 
political expectations in Dante’s time fuelled by fake 
Biblical prophecy. 

I always felt I owed the Brisbane DAS, so for sixteen or 
seventeen years I volunteered to facilitate a Reading Group 
on the Divina Commedia in Italian with a mixed group of 
Australians, native speakers of English, Italian and 
occasionally other languages. There was a core group in for 
the long haul and some who came for a year or so and 
went. I was very happy that there were often one or two 
people who had started Italian from scratch at the Brisbane 
Dante and had learnt it well enough to tackle reading the 
Poem: text, notes, exposition and discussion all rigorously 
in Italian! 

At the Brisbane U3A (the University of the Third Age, an 
organisation founded in Toulouse, France in 1973 and 
called UniTre in Italy) there are, or were until COVID 
struck, several Italian courses at different levels and when I 
retired from lecturing in Italian Studies at Griffith 
University I volunteered a course on the Divine Comedy but 
in English to make it available to more people. From a 
massive number of translations I chose the Penguin Classics 
translation by the American academic Mark Musa because 
the language he uses is clear and straightforward, like 
Dante’s. During this time the translation by the late Clive 
James, himself a poet, was published and several U3A 
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students bought and liked it. They found it was sometimes 
difficult without the footnotes, but as one person wrote, 
“he has some excellent passages”. Another Australian 
translator of Dante is Dr Prue Shaw whose acclaimed 
translation and notes of Dante’s Latin political treatise, 
Monarchy, was published in 1996. The first Australian to 
translate the whole Divine Comedy was Sir Samuel Griffith 
after whom Griffith University is named, not because he 
translated Dante but because he was the Premier of 
Queensland from 1890 to 1893 and Chief Justice of 
Queensland from 1893 to 1903. He was involved in the 
movement for Federation and was asked to draw up the 
Constitution of Australia. For respite from a very busy life 
he worked on his great translation. He had attended High 
School in Sydney where he had studied Latin and the 
Classics and was a graduate of Sydney University but he 
was born in Merthyr, Wales, at a time when Australian 
citizenship was not separate from British, and he is known 
to have claimed, “In spirit I am as much an Australian as 
any man”. He considered Brisbane his home and the 
current Dante Alighieri Society in New Farm, an inner 
suburb of Brisbane, is located in Gray Street, a few steps 
round the corner from Merthyr Road. He died at Merthyr 
House, located where Llewellen Street is now, in New Farm 
in 1920. So whom should we consider the first Australian 
translator of the Divine Comedy? Perhaps we could adopt 
the convention of the Sydney to Hobart yacht race with two 
winners, and award Line Honours to Sir Samuel because he 
got there first and Race Honours to Clive because he was 
born in Australia! 
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The proposal by the Dante Alighieri Society of Canberra 
states that, “the aim of the conference will be to explore the 
meaning of Dante Alighieri’s life and work from diverse 
Australian perspectives” so I offered to present the 
response of older Australians of different backgrounds to 
the Divine Comedy. For my intervento I sent students in my 
current (though COVID suspended) U3A classes a set of 
very simple questions to answer briefly or expand upon as 
they wished. Just under half replied. 

The first question I asked for my survey was why people 
had been attracted to the study of the Divine Comedy in the 
first place. There was something of a consensus on this: 
several participants said because they had heard of it as 
being one of the Great Books of European civilisation, a 
book that every educated person should have read, like 
War and Peace, written by a genius who had the same status 
in Italy as Shakespeare had in English-speaking countries.  

One person said the literature she had studied at school 
for Senior was all British and Australian, and all she knew 
about Dante was that he had written a description of Hell, 
which is why a huge fire out of control is often called an 
inferno.  

Another said that in the school library he had come 
across an old book of the Divine Comedy and was intrigued 
by the illustrations by Gustav Doré. He did not read the 
poem but remembers reading Milton’s Paradise Lost and 
later in life bought a copy of the Hugh Cary translation of 
the Inferno, complete with the illustrations by Doré.  

One woman said that 50 years ago she had begun 
collecting books as she wanted to increase her knowledge 
and appreciation of great literature. She had several 
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editions of Dante and liked to pick up any one of the 
translations, turn to any canto and revel in the lilt of the 
poetry. Other times she liked to choose a passage that 
reflected her mood of the moment.    

Several of the men in the group said that although they 
had not read Dante at school, their studies in a Roman 
Catholic boys’ school had taught them to read Latin and 
study Christian philosophy with its Greek roots and 
medieval development and to engage in discussions around 
such topics as free will and moral responsibility. One said 
this helped him to understand the cristianissimo Dante’s 
respect for the great Muslim Aristotelian commentators and 
scholars in Canto IV of the Inferno. His schooling was a 
valuable preparation for reading Dante and great Western 
literature in general. We are talking about boys’ schools in 
the 1950s and 60s. Some of the women had been to 
Catholic girls’ schools in the same era but had not studied 
classical literature or Latin, except for the Latin in the 
liturgy of the Mass.  

One woman wrote about how oppressive she found the 
atmosphere at school, very pre-Vatican II with lots of 
catechism and talk of mortal sins, whereas another woman 
had attended a Dominican boarding school at roughly the 
same time. Dominicans are known as intellectuals and 
educators and she remembered a supportive atmosphere 
and optional classes in contemporary Theology. After High 
School she went to ANU in Canberra where as part of her 
degree she could choose to attend lectures in Church 
history for a year, given by an ex-priest who included a 
section on Dante.  
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One participant wrote that he had studied medicine and 
after retiring from a very demanding working life he 
decided to challenge his brain and widen his experience by 
studying literature, and decided to join contemporary and 
medieval literature classes at U3A. To prepare for the 
Purgatory class he read the Epic of Gilgamesh, Homer, Virgil 
and Ovid, which would have given him a taste of the rich 
mythological background of the Comedy. He also read 
stories by Boccaccio, who was 18 years old when Dante 
died, for his portrayals of everyday life in the Middle Ages.  

One participant said that the Comedy was appealing as an 
eyewitness account of the Middle Ages and considered it 
was “rare to find a work which combines history, personal 
gossip, philosophy and romance on such a broad canvas”.  

One reader coming from both Roman Catholic and 
Anglican family tradition with a Classical background from 
his schooldays and a love of mythology said he had heard 
of Dante being one of the major founding texts of European 
literature and found his first experience challenging. As he 
read more, he was fascinated by the way Dante builds 
multi-layered stories from Old Testament, New Testament 
and Classical sources. People sometimes think of the 
Middle Ages as the “Dark Ages” and relentlessly Christian 
until the Classical heritage was rediscovered in the 
Renaissance, and this reader acknowledged that he was 
surprised at Dante’s familiarity with the pre-Christian 
Classics and the depth of his understanding of mythological 
themes. 

Remembering my own initial negative reaction to the 
Inferno, I asked U3A students for their first impressions. 
One person said that he first came across the idea in a 
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medieval mosaic, dated between 1265 and 1270, in the 
Baptistery of St John in Florence. That’s the one with the 
Satan chewing sinners in his three mouths and similar to 
Dante’s portrayal in the last canto of the Inferno.  Dante was 
baptised there and calls it “il mio bel San Giovanni”. The 
family of the person responding was not religious and he 
had no background beliefs and found the scenes of torture  
barbaric, but he was part of a group with a friend for whom 
they were embedded as part of her upbringing. When he 
met them again in the Inferno he just saw them as fantasy 
and was unconcerned. One practising Anglican said she 
had to admit that she rather enjoyed the blood and gore of 
Inferno without thinking about it too deeply. The 
hopelessness of eternal punishment is “more than 
nightmarish” but did not fit in with the God of her 
imagination and beliefs. This was similar to a response by a 
practising Catholic who said that such images were 
exploited by the Church in the past to frighten people but 
she did not believe in them.  

Another person said she had just presumed that the idea 
of different punishments for different sins came ultimately 
from the Bible, which she had only heard read out in 
Church but had never read herself, so that when she 
decided to read Virgil’s Aeneid with the description in Book 
VI of the descent of Aeneas into the Underworld where he 
observes such torments, she realised why Dante had 
chosen Virgil as his guide to the Underworld, and also 
where he had found his inspiration for scenes in the 
Inferno. She found it liberating to recognise that the earliest 
source of such ideas was not Christian but ancient Greek 
and Roman.  
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One student said he had recognised the Old Testament 
and Aristotelian idea of the “contrapasso”, “an eye for an 
eye”, making the punishment fit the crime, and felt that 
Dante uses it poetically to reflect his rage at the terrible 
wrongs done to himself and others, his own undeserved 
exile and the atmosphere in Florence engendered by 
vendettas, blood feuds and corrupt government. 

Another question was about what people thought of 
Dante’s love for Beatrice as portrayed in the Comedy, and 
the Vita Nuova for those who had read it, whether on their 
own or when we have read it together at U3A. Four people 
answered. One person praised the beautiful poetry about 
Beatrice which can be understood at different levels, literal 
and esoteric. Beatrice has a deeper meaning, being the 
personification of virtuous love. Another started by saying 
that he found Dante’s love for Beatrice, “a bit weird”. It was 
not love with a desire for emotional and physical intimacy, 
but rather made Dante stand back from her as from a living 
saint. She reminded him of both the Virgin Mary and other 
virgin saints in medieval hagiography and of the ladies 
praised in the poetry of the troubadours, an image of 
female perfection which only existed in the poet’s mind.  

Another person said he found Dante’s raving about 
Beatrice exaggerated. In the Vita Nuova Dante portrays 
himself as a wimp, putting up with her humiliating him in 
public by snubbing him in the street and mocking him at a 
party. (This would have happened in actual fact because 
Dante was circulating his hand-written poetry round a 
small, select circle of his friends and fellow poets who 
would have been familiar with the local gossip). In the 
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Comedy, however, he thinks of Beatrice as a personification 
of Dante’s Christian spirituality.  

One reader wrote, “I really dislike Beatrice! She was 
pretty mean to Dante, both in real life, for example in the 
Vita Nuova, and in Dante’s imaginary Afterlife!” but 
continued that she is his Muse, and therefore outside 
normal social and emotional connections. As an allegory 
she is central to the Comedy and her disdain for him is 
tempered by the need for him to understand his faults and 
work towards becoming his best. 

One person echoed this when she said she thought that 
“the Comedy is essentially a poem about morality” and 
admired Virgil for his “steady guiding intelligence” which 
reminded her of a good father and son relationship. Several 
people wrote about Virgil. One said that Dante’s admiration 
for Virgil was so great that he chose a pagan, not a 
Christian, as a guide to the moral realms of Hell and 
Purgatory, and it is not Virgil’s “fault” if he is not baptised 
and so must give way to Beatrice as his spiritual guide 
through Heaven. Commenting on this, another said that 
Virgil struck him as a figure of Moses who led the Israelites 
through the wilderness but was not spiritually worthy to 
enter the Promised Land himself. Also, of teachers who 
sometimes have to recognise that a certain pupil is more 
intelligent and gifted than they are, and will one day 
surpass and leave them. On the same tack one participant 
said that Virgil in his Poem had kept Aeneas following the 
right path until he completed his prophesied journey from 
Troy to Latium which would eventually result in the 
founding of the great Roman Empire. Some scholars believe 
that an important message of the Comedy was political: that 
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the Pope and Holy Roman Emperor should both return to 
Rome and work together to heal the terrible rifts in 
Christendom, when Christian families, cities and nations 
were going into battle against each other over earthly 
territory and wealth. 

The same person said that his favourite passage in 
Purgatory was that of the figure of Cato the Younger, the 
pagan guardian of the Christian mountain of Purgatory 
(I.32-114). He noted that Virgil had described him among 
the righteous in the Roman realm of the dead, and as their 
law-giver (Aeneid VIII.670). He says that Dante would also 
have known Lucan’s description of the nobility of Cato and 
his willingness to die for freedom (Pharsalia IX). 

Which brings us to three final comments of a general 
nature. One person, a regular churchgoer, said that 
Purgatorio was her favourite cantica as it gives hope to 
Everyman who can gain the goal of Heaven if they work to 
put right the wrongs they have committed in this life. The 
idea of working upwards, paying off one’s sins, is appealing 
as long as the ultimate reward of life is there. Another 
woman who is not a churchgoer and has no beliefs about 
Heaven nevertheless found it interesting to explore Dante’s 
poetic portrayal. She “almost” enjoyed the occasional 
discussion in class about life after death because different 
views were aired without insistence on one set idea. Often 
people are unable to think or talk about death and she has 
friends who are unhappy to have the subject mentioned. 
Another participant ended her contribution with the 
quoted observation that, “while we no longer have to fear 
of banishment from our cities if we take opposing political 
positions, in other ways our world is still living with the fear 
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of, and the results of, war, corruption, inequality, greed, 
treachery, murder and other sins as in the time of Dante. 
Even today, the Vatican is still investigating charges of 
corruption. The Divine Comedy is still as relevant to us 
today; just the names of people and places have been 
changed”. 

In conclusion, I found that even Australians with no 
previous knowledge of Italian language or literature 
responded positively to Dante. So many wanted to enrol 
that we had a waiting list until we were given two 
classrooms! Considerable enthusiasm and no drop outs as 
far as I remember!  

At a time when in Australian universities studies in the 
Humanities and in Classical and European languages are 
losing their importance, even considered elitist and a waste 
of time compared with the sciences, I was impressed how 
delighted some new readers of Dante were to reconnect 
with the grounding in the Judeo-Christian tradition and 
Graeco-Roman mythology of their youth, which helped 
them understand the background symbolism of the Poem. 
Some readers without this background enjoyed adding 
Classical literature to their knowledge bank and losing 
some preconceptions about the Middle Ages. At least one 
person started, and is continuing through Zoom,  a course 1

on Latin language and Roman history at U3A. All peoples 
with their diverse languages and cultures have their own 
foundation myths and histories which link them with their 
past and give them a sense of who they are. As our official 
national language, English, is a European language, all 
English-speaking Australians may claim European 
languages and cultures as part of their heritage, including 
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Celtic languages such as Welsh and Irish with their own 
mythological cycles. Of course, I’m not excluding people of 
non-European background who want to keep their own 
cultural background as well as their Australian identity, or 
Australians like Chris Mooney-Singh who study and 
eventually embrace non-European languages and cultures, 
and I see the effort that Australians of Indigenous descent 
are making to reclaim their own traditions and stories. But 
at this point in time, perhaps Indigenous Australians are 
not the only Australians who should be concerned about 
saving Dreaming. 

Participants in the survey: 

Jane Amos 
Paul Atkins 
Pamela Barker 
Garnet Brose 
Columbia Cheney 
Michael Fulton 
Joy Markwell 
Margaret Murray 
David Schache 
Greg Williamson 
Helen Williamson 

`   
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was born in Blackpool, 
England in 1939 and 
migrated to Brisbane 
with her family in 1956 
where she befriended 
t wo m i g r a n t I t a l i a n 
families and began to 
teach herself Italian. 
From 1975 to 1981 she 
undertook studies for a 
B A ( H o n s ) a t t h e 
University of London 

after which she spent 
three years at the University of Cambridge researching for a 
doctorate on the influence of pro-Imperialist pseudo-Joachite 
prophecy (medieval fake news!) on Dante’s political writings 
which was awarded in 1990. She published her findings in the 
essay collection  Dante and His Literary Precursors, University 
College Dublin Foundation for Italian Studies, 2007. 
Drina enjoyed teaching language skills, both English in Italy and 
Italian to English speakers, and felt privileged to share her 
passion for Dante in her lecture courses at the University of 
Melbourne and La Trobe University. She organised Dante 
reading groups, in Italian at the Brisbane Dante Alighieri Society 
and in English at the University of the Third Age, and has given 
seminars and introductory talks on Dante to various groups and 
societies. 
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	 [Editor’s	 Note:	 a	 video	 meeting	 software	 platform	 which	1

became	popular	after	the	COVID	epidemic	in	2020.]
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Dante as a tool for environmental 
healing and address - John Kinsella 

Presentation	 delivered	 via	 webinar	 to	 an	 online	
and	face	to	face	audience	at	an	event	hosted	by	the	
Dante	 Alighieri	 Society	 of	 South	 Australia	 on	 27	
August	2021.	Presentation	accessible	via	this	link. 

H i I’m John Kinsella, speaking to you from 
Ballardong Noongar country, wheatbelt WA, in the 
Avon River catchment. As I look out, actually 

there’s a storm coming in, there’s a front coming in, a big 
front. Seems appropriate; the brass and the woodwinds 
and the strings, the branches of the York gums outside this 
window. The natural world is a big part of my recreations 
and distractions on Dante and, what I’m going to do today 
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DANTE AS A TOOL FOR ENVIRONMENTAL HEALING 

is read a selection of poems that are derived, abstracted, a 
conversation with Dante’s Divine Comedy.  

This work has been with me since I was a teenager and 
I’ve been working on interpretations of Dante since I was in 
my early twenties. When I say “interpretations”, these 
aren’t translations; these are interactions. I’m not a 
translator as such; I’m an interpreter and a responder to 
the template of Dante.  

I’m very interested in the awakening of language from 
Latin through to the vernacular Italian and the correlations 
that has in terms of decolonising imperial English, basically, 
in Australia. English is the colonising tongue, if you like, in 
many ways, so-called separate tongue, though, ironically, 
my background is Gaelic, in the sense that my Irish 
forebears who came across in the mid-19th century to 
escape British Imperialism and the famine, the Great 
Famine, became colonisers themselves. When they arrived, 
they didn’t speak English, they spoke Irish, and they 
quickly learnt not to speak Irish. In fact, my great-great 
grandfather was the first teacher in a Catholic School in the 
South West, at Busselton as it’s called now, in the ‘Vasse 
region’, and so he was obviously teaching in English then. 
But, when he arrived, he wasn’t an English-speaker, not 
primarily an English-speaker. So these transitions in 
language and, obviously, the incredible impact, the 
negative impact English had on Indigenous languages in 
Australia, and the incredible projects of reconstitution of 
those languages and their recognition by non-Aboriginal 
peoples, their vitality and importance, and incredible 
breadth and depth and knowledge is becoming more 
prevalent.  
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And that’s part of what I’m conscious of when I write 
these poems here. I’m writing poetry about Dante, through 
Dante, largely in WA but not exclusively because, different 
books, like this one “On the Outskirts”,  which are 1

interpretations of Dante through Blake’s illustrations of 
Dante, are largely written, though not exclusively (some are 
in Australia), but largely written in Ireland and in Germany 
and are interpretations of Dante via Blake and also via, in 
the case of Ireland, returning, if you like, as someone with a 
migrant heritage to Ireland. In the case of Germany: I was 
teaching there, and I use Dante as a tool for examining, you 
know, the impact of Nazism on the world in general but, 
especially, on Germany, and what correlations might or 
might not be made between the tyrannies that Dante was 
exploring and considering and the tyranny of Nazism and 
Fascism in general and generally speaking. Because my life 
is very committed to environment and human rights, in a 
pacifistic way, I’m a pacifist, in a non-violent way of 
resisting Fascism in its various manifestations. And there 
are many of them. People try and keep the notion of what 
Fascism is very under control but it’s a much broader 
situation and ongoing trauma than many would admit. 

This will become evident in the poems. The primary 
purpose of the poems is ecological, in fact. I feel strongly 
that, if we don’t conserve, preserve and respect the 
environment we live in, there will be nothing. All rights are 
reliant on the well-being of the biosphere. 

So these poems are poems of rights, and I think Dante’s 
were poems of rights, too. I mean he had his vengeances 
and his issues going on, people he wanted to take to task, in 
Inferno and in Purgatorio, and he did it. With a deftness 
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and an alacrity that’s frightening but also with compassion 
at times and later on it becomes increasingly so. But there 
are, you know Paolo and Francesca, great passion and 
compassion in Inferno as well. But it’s also a tool for 
punishment, that’s what it is, and he had various 
individuals that he felt very inclined towards calling out.  

But that’s not my interest in it nor my motive. My interest 
and motive is as a tool for examining the conscience and a 
tool for examining the hypocrisies of systems around one, 
governmental systems saying they’ll do one thing and doing 
another, those sorts of things. Religious cant, saying one 
spiritual value, which might be an important value, and I 
respect all spiritual belief systems. I’m not part of any but 
I’m interested in all and I think a respect for people’s faith 
and spiritual values is a deeply important thing. And there 
are means of accessing difference through Dante’s Comedy. 
Obviously, it’s got a very strict view of theology but it’s 
actually more flexible than you might give him credit for. 

There are many little lacunae where we can enter and 
explore other things and other ways of seeing. People note 
the different sub-texts and references in Dante’s work and 
you can go a long way with them. As a poet, I go 
everywhere with them. 

So for me, it’s a very modern, contemporary work, a 
work that allows me to explore hypocrisy, but also 
environmentalism. It has its own geography, as we know, 
but it also has its own psycho-geography, and they’re points 
of entry to me. And even physically. I set my own Comedy 
largely in the WA wheatbelt but not exclusively, as I’ve said, 
around the very sacred to Ballardong Noongar people, 
Walwaling, or, as the colonials called it, Mount Bakewell, 
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near York WA, the highest peak in the wheatbelt in WA; it’s 
457m, it doesn’t sound large but it is large for that region, 
very impressive, with very rare bushland at the top that 
people are constantly trying to get hold of, and I’m 
involved in the campaign at the moment to try and stop 
that. The latest scheme is to open up to mountain bikes and 
so on, it’s just absurd. 

But anyway, the poetry is set on that mountain – it 
becomes Mount Purgatory. But, also, the antenna that’s 
stuck at the top, the communications towers, become 
Satan’s legs wobbling around at the bottom of the frozen 
waste of Cocytus, of Inferno. So you can look at it in both 
directions: the European construct of it becomes flipped 
over, like going down through Inferno. If you remember 
that amazing Botticelli image of the map of Inferno, going 
down and down to the frozen waste, through all the fire 
and hell and so on, all the hellish images and the devils and 
the demons and the torments down to this, and then you 
go through.  

Now the flip side of it, Purgatory, and we work our way to 
earthly paradise, and then we go on to Paradise. And 
Paradise is a particular focus for me, for my latter work 
which is based around Liszt’s and other musicians’ and 
other composers’ music. Now that’s interesting because the 
thing about Liszt’s Dante Symphony is that it didn’t include 
Paradise. It was going to originally, but he had a discussion 
with Wagner, not a pleasant fellow, in fact a neo-Fascist, 
and he ended up having the two movements and the 
Magnificat at the end which is something different but 
allows voices to open up to possibilities of Paradise rather 
than representing Paradise. 
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Now, what I do in my Musical Dante,  I use the Inferno 2

and Purgatory movements of Liszt quite literarily. I listen to 
them, I write while I listen to them, and I read Dante as I 
listen to them, and I think of activism and the environment 
and I think about human rights, and I write these versions, 
as all this is happening. But I’m also thinking about the 
Paradise he didn’t write, he didn’t compose it. Well, he 
actually probably did, but it didn’t come out. Because 
earlier prototypes and proto-examples of his symphony has 
an interesting history, he had big visions for it. The first 
performance was a disaster, an under-rehearsed disaster. I 
like that, it’s very interesting. Creatively, it’s ok to make 
mistakes. Mistakes can be very generative – you learn from 
them; if you’re an artist, you learn and you create 
something more out of them.  

So, this is all going on, writing to it, and so on, you come 
to Paradise which isn’t there. Well, it becomes almost a 
take-off point for me because, then I start thinking 
conceptually of Liszt writing Paradise, I start constructing 
music in my head. Then I bring in other musicians. I might 
bring in The Cure, the band The Cure, or I might bring in 
Nine Inch Nails, industrial music, I might respectfully bring 
in a desert metal band, an Indigenous band. I might bring 
in all sorts of other composers and start constructing 
something that’s Dante, but a different versions of Paradise, 
because all my versions are different from Dante’s, they do 
different things. They have to do different things. They 
become tools of critique and damage.  

Dante could imagine many things; he had this incredible, 
rich imagination. But would he have foreseen the 
destruction that humans have wrought upon the planet, 
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and the way they have? Well, he could certainly see it in 
human nature. This is what the Comedy does. Inferno and 
Purgatory pull together all the contradictions of the human 
condition and how it manifests personality and how 
personality fails under stress. And how it can be redeemed 
too.  Certainly in Purgatory.  

What is redemption? This is a very important part and I 
actually track that in Inferno as well. In my Divine Comedy: 
Journeys through a Regional Geography,  the first work I did, 3

I spent years on, it’s arranged differently. It doesn’t begin 
with Inferno, it begins with Purgatory, we’re kind of living 
in it, in many way. And then, it goes on from there to 
Inferno, which I call the leisure centre, at the end, and 
Paradise is in the middle. Go figure.  

There are reasons for this. If you ever approach this work 
you’ll see it’s constructed in a conversational way about re-
representing Dante in the now but not trying to take Dante, 
or claim Dante, or make him say things he didn’t. I’m 
saying them and we’re saying them, but Dante is a prompt. 

But, getting back to Liszt, the Musical Dante has become 
this other means, the same as Blake’s illustrations to the 
Comedy became a means for me to talk about visual 
perception and Dante. And Dante is very musically 
orientated, we must remember this. You know, talking 
about his early poems, performance and music were a big 
part of the whole presentation, and when I read the 
Comedy I hear music. 

I mean it wasn’t specifically composed as such, though 
imbedded in it are interludes taken from, very likely, 
performances of pieces. That’s based on scholarship about 
this and it’s not my place to explore now. Others with a 
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more scholarly life, dedicated to these things can better 
illustrate and discuss them. But, for me, it’s a bit like 
interpolations in the Odyssey or the Iliad, ‘Homer’s’ Odyssey 
and Iliad, certainly in the Odyssey, there are bits that have 
come in later, that are anomalous, are interpolations and so 
on. There are windows of difference.  

Now, we know that Dante’s work is all consistently Dante, 
with a bit of help from the spirit of Virgil, but there are still 
strange lacunae, little points, where – a bit like James 
Joyce’s Ulysses or even Finnegans Wake, the language allows 
infinite expansion. Now, I seize on those. I’m thinking of 
Canto 7 of Inferno, the language used, the strange jargon, 
wow! What could a poet do with that? And I’ve only just 
begun with that, and I’ve written about 4 or 5 versions of 
that particular canto. And the wrathful as they go across 
the cantos, we live in a wrathful age, infinite possibilities of 
dealing with the problems of now. 

Anyway, all of this said, I’m going to read a few of these 
poems. They are about, very much about the environment 
and justice. I am an activist, I physically try and stop the 
damage being done to the environment. I see a lot of bush 
clearing and a lot of damaging being done to the eco-
systems, and none of this needs to happen, and I’m 
strongly committed to preventing it where I can, in a non-
violent way. That’s what I’ve done with my life, and Dante 
is a part of that. I’ve become part of Dante in some ways. 

I mean, a lot of people don’t like what I do, I’m sure. 
Some people really do. But it’s done with a genuine interest 
and respect for the original text. As much as I argue with 
him, as much as he makes me angry, in Inferno especially, 
all the time. I think the vengeance issue is one I just come 
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over, it’s not a very constructive way of thinking about the 
world. But it’s an incredible way of accessing all sorts of 
emotions and ideas at once. So I make use of those.  

Now, we’ll begin almost at the beginning, and I want you 
to think of, if you’ve heard the Liszt Symphony, or his 
Sonata, or a version with two pianos, or whatever version 
you’ve heard Liszt’s Symphony, Liszt’s Faust Symphony is 
one of my favourite pieces of music. This is not quite there 
but (and I actually have a poem where Faust and the Divine 
Comedy speak to each other because that seemed 
appropriate to me but that’s another story). 

So this one is from the First Movement, Inferno, and it’s 
to Franz Liszt’s Symphony to Dante’s Divine Comedy. Now, 
if you listen to the beginning of this Symphony, you’ll hear 
those big kettle drums going, and you’ll hear the brass 
coming in and you’ll hear the trombones and the tuba and 
“boom boom boom” kind of sound and you’re in there, 
you’re going in, you’re entering Hell”. It’s very visceral, 
very physical, as Dante’s language is, muscular and rich in 
imagistic possibility. The other fascinating thing about 
Dante for me is the perfect balance between rhetoric and 
lyric, between image and statement, between narrative and 
imagination. 

We have the guide, Virgil, who’s a wonderful guide but 
he’s a locator, really, for tradition and myth, for received 
knowledge, a wonderful tool. And in mine, Virgil is there as 
well; my partner, Tracy, who becomes Beatrice later on; 
various friends come in and play those roles as well. And 
some pretty unpleasant contemporary figures from the 
political world play various parts as well, as you can 
imagine.  
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But, let’s go to the beginning and listen to this Liszt:  

(reads “Abandon all hope …”) 

Now, you’ll have got the irony, executives caring for the 
poor? No, they don’t. They care for wealth, they care for 
the extraction of minerals from the soil. This is about the 
Adani mine in Queensland,  the opening up of the land to 4

make it a Hell, when it’s a Paradise essentially, or could be. 
And, irony is a very big part of what I’m doing and, as the 
pace builds, the irony takes hold. So, you’re wondering 
what you’re listening to, you’re disorientated and you 
realise something else is happening. 

OK, we’ll move on, still in the Inferno, and I’m going to 
read… actually, because of time, we’ll shift to Purgatory, 
we’ll try to do a sample from each, that way … and add 
some more later. I think that’s the best way.  

So, we’ll go with a poem called “Red” and it’s with Liszt’s 
Purgatorio from Dante’s Divine Comedy playing in my 
head, thinking over Cantos XV and XVI of Purgatorio. Now, 
you’ll have to find out what they are, we don’t have time to 
discuss them here, but you’ll maybe get a sense from the 
poem because, as I said, the poems are kind of 
conversations with the original, and not always with the 
whole canto, with parts of it sometimes. Sometimes I take a 
few lines and go off from there; sometimes I take a whole 
canto and talk with that canto; sometimes I take two cantos 
at once and do that. And so, anyway, “Red”, Listz’s 
Purgatorio  

… (Reads poem…)  
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So, there’s a whole series of dynamics going on there; 
there’s a storm coming, fire season as well, increasingly 
longer as human induced climate change really clamps 
down on us. We see, we live in the bush on the hillside, the 
constant risk of fire. This has been the wettest winter – 
‘winter’? There are six seasons according to Noongar 
weather and climate knowledge – but in general terms, the 
‘winter period’ has been very, very wet. An unusual year. 
And we’ve had torrential rain, very out-of-kilter from the 
usual pattern. Other years we’ve obviously had drought. 
But what’s always on the increase is fire. And it’s getting 
hotter and hotter. And I’m tracking in my poems and in 
these, and I’ve done it since I was a child basically. My 
poems are a record of change of, kind of, climate trauma. 

So now we’re going to move on, so we can represent the 
whole lot. I’m going to read, well, actually, I’m kind of 
verging on Paradise. This is Musical Dante, just out in Italy 
with wonderful translations by Maria Cristina Biggio, who’s 
my Italian translator. I’ve worked for quite a long time with 
her and she did a previous book of translations out of my 
Dante, “Divine Comedy: Journeys through a Regional 
Geography” and that came out many years ago now, when I 
wandered around Italy, reading from it. She’s a superb 
translator, really captures the sound of it; it’s very 
interesting the music and the visual aspect.  

As a poet, what I’m most interested in, apart from being 
an activist, technically it’s the synthesis of sound and sight. 
I want the words to do both visual and aural work. I also 
want them to have visceral, sensual qualities because all the 
senses can be active but we don’t need all the senses to 
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understand what they’re telling us. You know, you don’t 
have to hear or see to feel, it goes without saying. 
Knowledge is something that can be acquired in many 
ways, and we shouldn’t privilege sight or sound or any of 
these things over any other to form an appreciation of the 
world. I worry that too many discussions around poetics 
are quite ablelist. They prioritise the senses – who has this 
and who has that. Well, we all have some sight and some 
hearing and sensation issues. Well, as a poet, I’m trying to 
make a broad palette of experience, that can be 
experienced in many ways, touch, sound, sight, and taste 
and so on, and quintessence even; these are those 
intangible senses.  

In the Musical Dante (switching back), I very much 
orientate around Liszt. This one is Paradise where Liszt 
didn’t go. The first few poems touch on that and reach back 
to Purgatorio. And the Magnificat is superb, I love the end 
of the Dante Symphony, those voices, and I try to capture 
some of that, bringing in voices to my voice. But then he 
goes on to that imagine thing I was talking about, imagine 
Liszt’s version of Paradise and there’s lots of different music 
in there. And it’s also about all these other things in there, 
all about these sensual responses which bring about 
knowledge and ideas. Now, I’m going to read the first one 
and it’s called: “If you can’t compose Paradise, then let’s sing 
out of Purgatory, Magnificat-style à la Liszt’s Dante Symphony 
III? Paradise Canto 1 … almost…” 

Now, you may have noticed, or not because the lines vary 
in length, but that was written in English terza rima, but I 
followed, with a little slant and half-rhyme in there, but 
basically Dante’s rhyme scheme in the Comedy. I don’t 
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always do that. I keep the three-line stanza, and it’s my 
model rather than the terza rima block; but I don’t always 
follow a rhyme scheme, as I said, I prefer to break into a 
step of three-line stanzas and often finish with a four line-
stanza. It depends on how you’re going to interpret the 
original text, whether you’re a translator or a “versioner”, 
like I am, and how you want to represent it. But I always 
work in a three-line unit and sometimes use the chain line 
through, depending on what I’m trying to do. With the 
“Musical Dantes”, I’ve mainly done that, for musical 
reasons, but not always – the first one I read out I didn’t do 
that, there was the occasional rhyme and the chain rhyme.  

I haven’t got long left, a few minutes, so what I’m going to 
do, I’m going to read one poem from one of the other 
books, just because I want… I was mentioning Canto 7 of 
Hell, of Inferno, earlier. This one is set in Ireland, in West 
Cork, we live on the coast when we’re there. This one is 
called, “Crossing to Long Island, Blake’s Illustration to 
Dante’s Hell, Canto 7”. And I suggest, it’s worth looking at 
his illustration, all his illustrations are brilliant, they open 
up whole new possibilities. They are in conversation with 
Dante, they’re also in conversation with the whole 
psychology of place and spirit that is Blake. So, I’m going to 
read this one, it’s very short, so like a snippet of a canto 
and it’s called “Crossing …”  

What is this doing? It’s reconfiguring a geography. It’s 
also, because it’s borrowing a lot from Irish myth, and it’s 
about Dante myth that’s talking about Roman and 
ultimately Greek myth, it’s again a reconfiguring. Now, 
when I’m in Australia, because I’m deeply respectful of 
Indigenous knowledge, and I have no desire, I hope I never 
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appropriate, and if I ever use anything that’s cultural 
knowledge, I do so with permission and discussion with 
elders and others who are in a position to advise me. That 
respect is all, we are in an ongoing process of colonising 
here and it’s got to stop, the same way as the environmental 
destruction has got to stop. Going back to my roots in 
Ireland, I still was faced with what I could and couldn’t 
access, in the same way as in accessing Dante, as I do, I also 
face these issues.  

Now, Dante is a mediator, he’s his own interlocutor as 
well, of cultural information and he was exiled from the 
conflict he was part of is something he’s using… he’s 
actually using his writing as a tool. And that tool can bite 
his friend as much as the foe as time changes. And I’m very 
conscious of these things because I’m not interested in the 
poetry of vengeance, I’m interested in the poetry of 
positive change.  

Anyway, I could talk for days on this, I spend a lot of my 
time with Dante and spend my time writing these kinds of 
works and I’m very interested in talking about the structure 
of the poem and metrics and rhymes and the metrics and 
so on, but that’s for another time. Thank you very much 
and I hope you got something from this and embrace 
Dante! 

Postscript video: 

Hi all, just a postscript to what I was describing earlier 
regarding Canto 7( ) and the poem I read from Blake’s Dante 5

– of course, in Canto 7 there isn’t a crossing of the Styx 
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River, that comes in Canto 8 but, what’s interesting is that 

Blake, in his illustrations for Canto 7, included this one:   6

And that’s supposed to refer to the end of Canto 7 when 
Dante and Virgil are by the tower and looking out over the 
lake and, in Blake’s configuration, they can see, or we can 
see them seeing, the ferryman approaching. This slippage 
is really fascinating to me, and was when I was writing 
Blake’s Dantes. It allows a shifting of the psycho-geography, 
of the chronology and of the separations in Hell because, of 
course, once they go across the Styx, they come to Dis, the 
city of Hell, they come to the division between upper and 
lower Hell and, in being able to make a crossing happen at 
the end of Canto 7 as I do in “Crossing to the Islands” (the 
poem I read earlier) “Crossing to Long Island and Blake’s 
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Illustration to Dante’s Hell, Canto 7”, it allows me, as the 
persona in the poem, to be another dead soul crossing the 
Styx, or it even might allow me to be the ferryman. So, you 
can’t always take the persona in the poem as being Dante 
or Virgil or me as kind of versions of them together or 
individually.  

What follows this in my book (“Crossing to Long Island” 
which I read to you), the next poem in the book is called 
“Crossing the Irish Sea Blake’s Illustration to Dante’s Hell, 
Cantos 7 & 8”, so that poem then tackles this issue, in a way 
discusses that transition. It begins: “At sea again … metal 
coat hangers” and so on it goes.  

The point I’m trying to make is that there’s a wonderful 
slippage available in the psycho-geography and the physical 
geography, that Dante has that’s rerouted through Blake’s 
interpretation and allows me to reroute it again. So you 
can’t map it precisely in this particular Blake’s Dante 
version because Blake didn’t. And, after that, as we go 
across, his illustrations for Canto 8, are such (shows 
illustration) and such (shows another illustration) and, of 
course, you’ll recognise in the latter – the caption that’s 
placed here in this book is an artificial caption – “A 
whirlwind carries the damned souls to the city of Dis. The 
angel is seen crossing the lake in the left”. And so on.  

Anyway, I just wanted to contextualise that, or else 
people try to plot it precisely and think “well, that didn’t 
happen then, it happened in the next one”, but you have to 
look at Blake’s image as well and that’s how I’ve 
reinterpreted it. Thank you, goodbye. 
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John Kinsella 

Professor John Kinsella is Professor 
of Literature and Sustainability at 
Curtin University and a Fellow of 
Churchill College, Cambridge 
University. 
He is one of Australia’s most highly 
regarded creative writers, having 
published more than 60 volumes of 
poetry and 11 volumes of fiction, 
and has edited influential journals 
and anthologies. He is also a prolific 

critic and cultural activist who has published on poetics, 
spatiality and activist aesthetics. He has won many WA and 
national prizes for his publications. 
John Kinsella’s poetry is both experimental and pastoral, 
featuring the landscape of Western Australia, where he lives. 
His many books of poetry include: Divine Comedy: Journeys 
Through a Regional Geography, Jam Tree Gully, Armour, and 
Drowning in Wheat: Selected Poems 1980-2015. In 2018, he 
received the Australian Centre Literary Awards – Wesley Michel 
Wright Prize in Poetry for On the Outskirts. For several years, he 
has been working on a series of poems inspired by Franz Liszt’s 
Dante Symphony (and Sonata), recently translated into Italian 
and published by Raffaelli Editore as Musical Dante. 
Vegan anarchist pacifist, Kinsella, in his “Alternative Biography,” 
describes himself as “a supporter of worldwide indigenous 
rights, and an absolute supporter of land rights.” His concerns 
are “human jus t i ce but a lways in the context o f 
environmentalism”. 
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	 [Editor’s	 Note:	 John	 Kinsella,	 On	 the	 Outskirts,	 Queensland	1

University	Press	2017]

	 [Editor’s	Note:	 John	Kinsella,	Musical	Dante,	Raffaele	Editore	2

2021]

	[Editor’s	Note,	John	Kinsella,	Divine	Comedy.	Journeys	through	3

a	Regional	Geography,	University	of	Queensland	Press	2008.]

	 [Editor’s	 Note:	 The	 Adani	 coal	 mine	 (also	 known	 as	 the	4

Carmichael	Coal	Mine)	 is	 a	 controversial	mining	development	
in	 Queensland	 which	 is	 said	 to	 be	 Australia’s	 largest	 coal	
mining	 project.	 The	 project	 which	 has	 now	 started	 to	 export	
coal	was	approved	in	an	era	in	which	coal	mining	has	become	
increasingly	contested	because	of	its	signiDicant	contribution	to	
climate	change.]

	[Editor’s	Note:	Of	Inferno.]5

	[Editor’s	Note:	image	provided	during	editing]6
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Sound-worlds of justice: a response to 
John Kinsella, Theodore Ell 

Presentation	 delivered	 via	 webinar	 to	 an	 online	
and	face	to	face	audience	at	an	event	hosted	by	the	
Dante	 Alighieri	 Society	 of	 South	 Australia	 on	 27	
August	2021. 

J ohn Kinsella has stated his priorities as a writer, but we 
need not only take his word for it. Environmental 
activism and pacifism are explicit in his work, 
particularly its poetic responses to – interpretations of, 

conversations with – Dante. In Dante as a thinker, judge and 
literary practitioner, as much as in the situations of 
characters in Dante’s world, Kinsella finds an extraordinary 
range of symbols for his own ethical commitment to 
preserving Australia’s natural environment, redressing 
centuries of colonial and industrial damage, and healing 
the wounds of colonisation on Indigenous culture. As we 
have seen, Dante and his treatments by William Blake and 
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Franz Liszt have inspired two poetry collections of 
Kinsella’s in recent years, On the Outskirts (2017)  and 1

Musical Dante (2021).  2

The major preoccupation that emerges from Kinsella’s 
reflections is the difficulty of doing justice both to Dante 
and to his own ethics, aims and style, as an artist in 
dialogue with Dante but working in a different world, so 
many centuries later. Kinsella highlights the particular 
problem of negotiating Dante’s impulse towards vengeance 
– even if it is only imaginary – on those who wronged him. 
Kinsella finds that this jars with pacifism, but he has 
managed to overcome his discomfort by turning attention 
to Dante’s capacity to perceive and express experience 
from fresh and unusual angles. To Kinsella, these ‘new 
ways of seeing’ convey an innate capacity for imaginative 
sympathy with the unfamiliar and suggest a pluralistic 
approach to accommodating difference.  

Kinsella also alludes to difficulties faced by certain other 
artists, namely composers. It is worth considering in 
greater depth the ways in which various composers have 
approached Dante, as doing so can help us appreciate more 
fully the virtuosity of Kinsella’s achievement. 

The Princeton Dante Project  offers a starting point for 3

assessing the breadth of Dante’s legacy in music. As part of 
the Project, the scholar Otfried Lieberknecht has created a 
webpage that catalogues ‘dantesque’ works by several 
dozen composers throughout history. The works listed 
include settings of texts by Dante for singers and various 
instrumental forces, heavy metal, electronic music, and 
purely instrumental works that set out, programmatically, 
to depict scenes from Dante or evoke their atmosphere. 
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The list indicates that the work from which composers have 
drawn material or inspiration most often is Inferno, 
although it shows too that Purgatorio, Paradiso and 
individual shorter poems have been treated musically 
several times. The list also includes works that are 
unrelated to Dante, explicitly or implicitly, but that 
happened to originate with some treatment of Dante in 
mind. Perhaps the most surprising of these is the Second 
Symphony (1902) of Jean Sibelius (1865-1957), which grew 
from sketches for a Dante tone poem that the composer 
quickly abandoned. 

What is striking about the explicit musical treatments of 
Dante on the Princeton list – that is, the works that either 
set texts directly or evoke scenes programmatically – is how 
few were written by composers of primary historical 
importance, that is, those whose music exerted a major 
influence on contemporaries or later generations and at 
least some of whose work has held a place in the 
performing repertoire. Even then, the Princeton list 
indicates that most of those who did tackle Dante did so 
either in small forms (usually songs for single voices) or 
depicting discrete scenes and characters. 

Of the former type, there is the example of Gioacchino 
Rossini (1792-1868), who composed an arietta (1848) setting 
the speech by Francesca da Rimini from Inferno V (127-138), 
and from the twentieth century, Songs to Words by Dante 
(1967), a suite for baritone and small orchestra by the 
British composer Peter Maxwell Davies (1934-2016). Both 
composers were major figures but these are minor works. 
The music is well-made but counts for little in either 
composer’s catalogue. 
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If we look at musical works of the latter type – treatments 
of particular scenes or characters – we find that composers 
have tended to bring much larger forces to bear. The idea of 
conveying something of the personalities and situational 
and atmospheric drama of Dante’s creations, not to 
mention their cosmic scale, stimulated a handful of major 
composers to exercise their ingenuity for suspenseful vocal 
writing and orchestral colours to dramatic effect.  

The tragic story of Francesca da Rimini held a particular 
fascination not only for Rossini but especially for Pyotr 
Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893), who composed an 
orchestral tone poem evoking the scene narrated in Inferno 
V. Sergei Rachmaninov (1873-1943) rendered the same 
scene as a one-act opera (1906) and is the only major 
composer to have brought Dante and Virgil actually on to 
the stage.  

In a comic vein, Giacomo Puccini (1858-1924) and 
librettist Giovacchino Forzano (1884-1970) wrote the one-
act opera Gianni Schicchi (1918) on the basis of a brief 
passage in Inferno XXX, in which Dante finds the Florentine 
Gianni Schicchi damned for having forged a will. Puccini 
and Forzano’s opera takes place not in hell but in Florence 
and dramatises Schicchi’s fraud as a farce, with no hint of 
the damnation to come. That is, until the epilogue, when 
Puccini and Forzano have Schicchi turn to the audience 
and politely ask them to treat him more kindly than Dante 
did.  

Among preeminent composers, only Franz Liszt 
(1811-1886) attempted to take on the challenge of depicting 
Dante’s entire world – in structure, in spirit and in some 
detail – at full scale. Liszt’s Dante Symphony (1856) requires 
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a gigantic orchestra. The so-called ‘Dante Sonata’ (1849), a 
part of the solo piano work Années de Pèlerinage, makes 
extreme demands on the performer’s virtuosity and 
stamina. Yet not even the prodigious and ambitious Liszt 
succeeded in rendering the universe of the Commedia in an 
equivalent musical structure. The ‘Dante Sonata’ is not so 
much a depiction of the cosmos of the Commedia as a 
tableau of sensations and emotions evoked with nostalgia 
in the aftermath of reading Dante. In the Dante Symphony, 
as Kinsella points out, Liszt omitted Paradiso and 
concluded Purgatorio with a choral ‘Magnificat’ rather than 
composing a whole third movement. The project of 
matching Dante canticle for canticle, movement for 
movement, proved superhuman even for Liszt. 

The Princeton Dante Project suggests that most musical 
responses to Dante in the catalogue were concentrated in 
the 19th and 20th centuries. Only from the 19th century 
onwards does it seem that composers had the resources 
they needed to do justice to Dante’s drama and image-
world. It was, after all, only in the 19th century that, with 
the invention and development of certain new instruments 
(particularly in the woodwind and brass families) and the 
evolution of the symphony orchestra to a certain size and 
diversity of instrumentation, that composers could 
experiment with possible sound combinations on the scale 
and with the expressive nuances that they believed Dante 
required. Only the universe of Richard Wagner’s (1813-1883) 
Der Ring des Nibelungen (1848-1874) compares to Dante’s: 
gods in the heavens; hellish mine-pits in the underworld; 
double-dealing and murderous human beings on earth, 
who bring about their own downfall through greed, lust 
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and wrath; an abundance of natural forces reflected in an 
astonishing range of inventive symbolism; a dramatic arc 
that leads from catastrophe to the possibility of worldwide 
redemption. Furthermore, Wagner’s melodic Leitmotivs 
could fittingly claim to be the musical equivalent of Dante’s 
calculated terza rima verse form and interrelated 
metaphors, insofar as these devices unify the structure of 
the work while also achieving striking dramatic effects. But 
Wagner kept to his world. There is no equivalent musical 
depiction of Dante’s. 

In musical heritage, then, Dante is represented 
incompletely. That is not to denigrate the beauty or value if 
what does exist, but the fact is that the idea of musically 
rendering Dante in general and the Commedia in particular 
has been too supreme a challenge, to date. 

Which brings us back to John Kinsella. I have written 
elsewhere about how Kinsella’s responses to Dante are 
uniquely successful. They stand alone in Australian 
literature and possibly in the literature of the larger 
English-speaking world. If Kinsella is the Australian poet on 
whom Dante has exercised the most complete and 
formative influence, as well as the one who has understood 
most perceptively the totality of Dante’s purpose and 
achievement in the Commedia, it is because Kinsella has 
achieved a flow of ideas, counter-ideas, literary and 
historical references, sudden realisations, snatches of 
everyday speech and moments of overpowering vision that 
runs at equivalent strength to Dante’s. Kinsella succeeds in 
re-casting Dante where music has not, precisely because he 
employs the modern Australian idiom in the same way as 
composers approach the musical organisation of sound. 
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Kinsella’s poems, particularly his Divine Comedy, are not 
narrated so much as accumulated via a stream of 
consciousness. They are an experience, in the same sense 
as a musical performance is an experience. The poems’ 
dense and relentless collages of images, voices, references 
and ideas unfold, develop and dovetail with each other like 
motifs in a score. Registering more than simply shifting 
moods, the development of Kinsella’s material mirrors the 
appearance, alteration and combination of melodic 
subjects, against a background of shifting harmony and 
contrasting sound qualities and tone-colours. Meaning 
results from the accumulation of the whole, not the 
individual qualities of the parts.  

Kinsella’s aim, as Dante’s was, is to step down from the 
pedestal of language invested with power – Latin for Dante, 
the English of colonial and capitalistic dominions for 
Kinsella – and speak, instead, in terms that are not the 
property of a privileged few but that reflect a humbler 
mindset, open to fresh stimuli, and from which aggressive 
and repressive patterns of thought have been purged. 
Kinsella has learned from Dante how to treat the texture 
and sound-world of language, as much as its meaning, as a 
political instrument. By gradually adding images of the 
sinless natural world, gradually subtracting and eliminating 
images of aggression and exploitation, and in the process 
endlessly combining and recombining these elements in 
new contexts, Kinsella’s ‘music’ represents how one 
person, through the reorientation of speech and 
perception, can achieve the redress of sin and the 
redemption of what seems lost. 
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The 700th anniversary of the death of Dante as the 
father of the Italian language with major impact on 
literature and thought in the ‘Western’ world, 

together with the celebration of la settimana della lingua 
italiana nel mondo, invite reflection on the use and learning 
of the Italian language and culture in Australia. My own 
reflection is historical, though the space of this paper does 
not permit a full, historical account. An historical 
perspective matters because we cannot consider the future 
of the Italian language and culture without considering the 
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past and in Australia it is the migration history that has 
shaped the Italian presence. My account also focuses on 
Italian language and culture specifically in Australia. This is 
because context matters. There is no doubt that Italian is a 
world language and culture present in diverse contexts in 
the world beyond Italy. Nevertheless, in each context, the 
configuration of languages available and the policy and 
curricular settings that pertain, along with the particular 
status of each language are also different and necessarily 
impact the presence and valorisation of the Italian language 
and culture in the particular context. Naturally Italian 
language teaching and learning in different contexts around 
the world will absorb the reality of the particular context in 
which it takes place. 

I begin with a discussion of the distinctiveness of Italian 
language learning in Australia, focussing on school 
education (Kindergarten to Year 12) and youth. I then 
discuss the Australian Curriculum–Languages and Italian 
within the framework of the Australian Curriculum. This is 
a landmark initiative for it is the first time that Australia has 
produced a national curriculum and, since in the Australian 
Curriculum–Languages, a shift occurred from developing 
generic to language-specific curricula, a curriculum was 
developed specifically for Italian. In this context I also need 
to signal that I was the author of the Shape Paper for 
Languages for the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA), (ACARA 2010) and that I write 
from this perspective. This paper provided the conceptual 
base for curricula for all languages including the Italian 
curriculum. In the present discussion, I foreground the 
orientation towards the learning of the Italian language and 
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culture that is encompassed in the Australian Curriculum. I 
emphasise throughout that attentiveness to and recognition 
of the history of Italian language and culture learning in 
Australia and a careful consideration of the orientation 
towards the learning of Italian language and culture will 
impact on its sustainability in Australia. The orientation 
proposed in the curriculum is an intercultural one, which, I 
argue offers the possibility for authentic and meaningful 
learning for young people in contemporary times. An 
intercultural commitment involving the collaboration 
across governments (Italian and Australian), professional 
organisations and communities is also necessary for 
sustaining both Italian language and culture learning in 
Australia and a rich conception of l’italiano nel mondo. 

The distinctiveness of Italian language and culture 
learning in Australia 

Italian has been and remains a major community and 
world (‘foreign’) language in Australia. It has been taught 
since the 1930s, originally as an academic subject focused 
on the study of grammar and literary works. In the 1960s/
1970s, the Italo-Australian community established Saturday 
morning classes to enable language maintenance and 
development. These classes were intended primarily for 
the children of post-World War II migrants from Italy. In the 
1980s, the learning of Italian language and culture 
increased markedly, especially at primary school level as a 
result of policies supporting multiculturalism. In 1987, the 
National Policy on Languages (Lo Bianco 1987) was a 
landmark policy that promoted linguistic and cultural 
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pluralism. It was the first national policy on languages in an 
English-speaking country to promote such a goal. In this 
period, Italo-Australian communities also established 
‘insertion programs’ which were essentially ‘community 
language’ programs, focused on language maintenance and 
development, and made available in mainstream schools 
(see Clyne 2005). In this period the orientation of language 
learning had shifted away from grammar and literary works 
towards a focus on communicative language use as 
described in the Australian Language Levels (ALL) Project 
(Scarino, Vale, McKay & Clark 1988), the first project of 
national significance in languages education in Australia at 
this time. 

Through these fragments of the history of Italian 
language and culture learning in Australia through the 
1980s, it is worth noting the power of context and the ways 
in which Italian language and culture in school education 
has been shaped by the distinctive migration history. To be 
noted also is the alignment of provision to the political 
moment, specifically the connection to the multicultural 
agenda of the time, albeit a multiculturalism without 
multilingualism. It is also important to recognise the role of 
the Italo-Australian community and their efforts to 
establish and legitimise Italian language and culture in 
education in Australia. The focus on Italian as a so-called 
‘community language’ in the context of multicultural 
Australia gave the teaching and learning of Italian an 
orientation towards language maintenance for children of 
migrants. This was an important form of provision but also 
potentially limiting the profile of learners who would learn 
Italian. 
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Through the 1990s there was a questioning of the 
concept of multiculturalism and any notion of 
multilingualism was eroded. The pluralistic National Policy 
on Languages was replaced by Australia’s language policy 
(singular) and its focus primarily on literacy development 
in English and the subsequent asianisation of language 
policy, beginning with the report: Asian Languages and 
Australia’s Economic Future (Rudd, 1994). This led to a turn 
towards an emphatically economic rationale for the 
learning of languages, unhelpful groupings and tensions in 
the policy landscape (Asian languages/European languages) 
and a move away from ‘community languages’ such as 
Italian. During this time, the number of Italian residents in 
Australia who were born in Italy declined; migration from 
Italy to Australia continued post the 2008 economic crisis, 
generally bringing highly educated users of standard 
Italian. Italian language and culture learning was offered 
extensively at primary school levels but was in decline at 
secondary levels. Unfortunately, at primary levels, 
conditions for learning permit no more than one or two 
lessons a week, thereby limiting time available for learning. 
The profile of students of Italian had become more diverse 
and this was both exciting and challenging. It included 
children of neo-migrants, Australian-born grandchildren 
(or great grandchildren) of post-World War II migrants, and 
children of Anglo-Australian origins and children of diverse 
backgrounds, residing in Australia. Each of these young 
people would bring different goals, purposes for learning 
Italian, desires and affiliations with the Italian language and 
culture, all of which need to be respected. For some, for 
example, Italian language and culture represents 
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community connection, for others, it is a part of their 
identity. (see Lo Bianco & Aliani 2013; Lo Bianco 2021; 
Farina, Scarino & Tudini 2020). 

These fragments of history illustrate tensions in the 
language policy landscape in Australia, with marked impact 
on language learning; shifting ideologies, prompting 
shifting rationales for learning languages (Scarino 2017) 
which increasingly have denied the personal motivations 
that individual students bring. There is an ambivalence 
towards languages learning, including Italian, which 
renders provision fragile. The learning of Italian language 
and culture has continued but with fragile conditions, 
particularly at primary level. The wider range of purposes 
and affiliations that students bring and the sense of what 
the learning of Italian language and culture can mean to 
them personally, requires further attention. 

Continuing the fragments of history to contemporary 
times, currently there is no formal national or state-based 
policy on languages. This is highly regrettable for 
multicultural and multilingual Australia. For school 
education, this absence is addressed to some extent by 
curriculum policy, but a formal policy on languages and a 
policy on languages in the curriculum do not achieve the 
same ends. An ambivalence remains in Australia in relation 
to multilingualism, despite the reality of high levels of 
mobility (the pandemic notwithstanding) and advanced 
technologies which of course means that communication, 
both actual and virtual, occurs in networks (see Castells 
2009) where linguistic and cultural diversity is the norm. 

In this context, the Italian language and culture 
permeates local, contemporary Australian society in a 
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marked way in diverse domains – science, medicine, the 
arts, commerce, education, technology, architecture, 
design and construction, the food industry, research and 
development, and more. In education, Italian holds an 
important place in the ecology of language learning in 
Australia. It is now primarily made available as a second or 
additional language. Italian is the fourth most studied 
language in the world and Australia is the country with the 
highest number of students of Italian in the world (MAECI 
2019). This fact is tempered by the realisation that the 
largest number of students of Italian in Australia are at 
primary level, where the conditions of learning, notably the 
time-on-task made available for language learning, remains 
fragile. 

In the field of languages education in our contemporary 
world, language learning is understood as a multilingual 
endeavour. Students use, mix, combine and play with their 
languages in clever ways to reflect their positioning in the 
social world (Blackledge & Crease 2017) and to 
communicate meanings in their own personal ways. They 
have no lack of comfort in managing their multiple 
identities. In this context the Australian Curriculum, as the 
defacto languages education policy, introduces a 
multilingual and intercultural orientation towards 
languages learning, including the learning of Italian 
language and culture in Australia. 

In relation to contemporary times, the learning of Italian 
language and culture in Australia is situated in a different 
global and local reality. As indicated above, it is crucial that 
the local reality be taken into account in considering the 
Italian language and culture in the world, particularly in 
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diaspora; these are different times, different generations 
within Italian families, different perceptions and desires, 
different affiliations with Italian language and culture. 
These differences need to be respected. The local contexts 
of Italian language and culture in different parts of the 
world impact markedly on the teaching and learning of 
Italian. In Australia, notably, Italian now is essentially a 
second or additional language, given the generational shifts 
in language use. To be noted is that the multilingual (with 
combination of national languages, regional languages and 
dialects) and intercultural reality of communication require 
attentiveness to the ‘inter’, that is, not only considering the 
importance of each language in its own right but also, and 
most importantly, learning to ‘move between’ languages 
and cultures. 

The Australian Curriculum-Languages: Italian 

As indicated above, the Australian Curriculum is a 
landmark accomplishment in Australian education; it was a 
first. This is because ‘national’ has a particular meaning in 
Australia, where school education is the constitutional 
responsibility of each state and territory. The Australian 
Curriculum, including Languages and Italian in the 
Australian Curriculum, is essentially a curriculum of 
consensus, with significant constraints on development 
because all states and territories have to agree ultimately to 
its development. 

One of the strengths of the Australian Curriculum-
Languages was that it represented a shift from a single, 
generic framework for languages (one common framework 

184



ANGELA SCARINO 

for all languages) to language-specific frameworks, based 
on a common set of principles. One of the first specific 
languages to be developed was Italian. The Australian 
Curriculum also encompassed an expanded conception of 
language learning, captured as a multilingual and 
intercultural orientation. This orientation includes the 
following characteristics: 
✦ a recognition of students’ diverse life worlds and 

linguistic and cultural repertoires as the starting point 
for curriculum development, respecting the different 
experiences, goals, purposes, desires, affiliations that 
students bring to language learning; 

✦ a focus on expanded goals that go beyond 
communication to include the personal and the 
aesthetic (see Leung & Scarino 2016); 

✦ a re-affirmation of the multilingual character of 
communication and learning to communicate and that 
communication entails the interpretation, creation and 
exchange of meanings and that these meanings are 
cultural; it also entails the capability to stand back from 
the act of communication to analyses and reflect upon 
the processes of exchanging meanings; 

✦ a recognition of the centrality of reflection and 
reflexivity; 

✦ an understanding of learning as comparative; 
interpretive; experiential; abstracted and involving 
metalinguistic and metacognitive development; focused 
on reciprocity (see Scarino 2021). 

In relation to the development of the Australian 
Curriculum-Languages, it should be noted that the 
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conceptual bases, outlined in the brief characterisation 
above, were developed as a proposed curriculum design for 
all languages, including Italian. It represented a significant 
reconceptualisation for teachers and required and requires 
interpretation with a great deal of imagination and 
creativity. The ‘implementation’ of the Australian 
Curriculum and teacher professional learning are state (not 
national) responsibilities. 

The Australian Curriculum (at the time of writing) is 
under review and it seems that across the curriculum as a 
whole, there is desire to reduce the content in order to 
make the curriculum more manageable for teachers. It is 
my hope that the current orientation and design be 
retained and that teachers be provided with the necessary 
professional learning to enable them to create programs for 
learning Italian that are meaningful and engaging for 
students, K-12. 

Sustaining programs for the learning of Italian language 
and culture 

That the Italian language and culture retains an 
important place in Australian education is no doubt due to 
the strong presence of the migrant Italian community in 
Australia. It is worth considering the dynamic and 
distinctive history of the Italian language in education as a 
basis for appraising how it is situated and what is needed to 
ensure its future. I consider that the orientation matters 
and taking a multilingual and intercultural orientation as 
described above will be fruitful. Ultimately, however, it all 
depends on children and learners, as young people, 
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supported by their families. As Carla Rinaldi (2013) 
advises:‘Our future will be determined by how we interact 
with children today’. It is for this reason that in South 
Australia, under the auspices of Com.it.es and the Italian 
Consulate a small group of researchers at the University of 
South Australia undertook a pilot study to capture the 
perspectives of young people on their use and learning of 
Italian in Australia. Some of the thoughts of these young 
people include the following: 

giochiamo [sic] tombola quando è mmm… aaa Natale e 
su [sic] Pasqua noi giochiamo a ‘Chi vince’ con la più 
stronger egg (Nicola, 10) 

[Che cosa vuol dire essere italiana?] Secondo me essere 
italiana vorrebbe dire essere vissuti in Italia, parlare la 
lingua mmm… avere una famiglia che ti parla italiano, 
essere nella cultura italiana tipo il cibo e… non so (Alice, 
14) 

‘I chose this photo because it’s the best memory I have of 
my ITALY holiday. In this photo I was at the San Paolo 
stadium with my parents and uncle. We were watching a 
soccer match between Juve and Napoli and we won. The 
atmosphere was amazing and I loved singing the cheering 
songs along with my dad. Soccer is very popular in Italy. 
(Alessio, 10) 

It is crucial that we remain attentive to the experiences, 
perceptions and meanings of young people. Students need 
to live the experience of Italian, and not just learn about its 
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linguistic and cultural features. It is experiences that 
become memorable for learners, as they move between 
Italian, English and other languages that they bring to the 
learning of Italian. 

Italian has now moved beyond being the language of 
migrants towards being a language of prestige. In 
education, it needs to be rich and meaningful to the 
students themselves. A multilingual and intercultural 
orientation (beyond ‘communication’ alone) foreground for 
students the need to learn to move with ease between 
languages and cultures, a capability for the ‘inter’ which is 
essential in contemporary times. It is through this 
orientation and strong collaboration between Italian and 
Australian governments, state and territory educational 
jurisdictions and professional bodies and communities that 
the learning of Italian language and culture will be 
sustained in a distinctive way as is needed for Australian 
education and society. And with this we also need a strong 
dosage of imagination and creativity to make the learning 
and use of Italian memorable. 
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Challenges and Opportunities for 
Teaching of Italian in Australia, Anna 
Rita Tamponi 

Presentation	 delivered	 via	 webinar	 to	 an	 online	
audience	on	21	October	2021	hosted	by	the	Dante	
Alighieri	 Society	 of	 Canberra.	 Presentation	
accessible	via	this	link. 

I express my warmest thanks to the Dante Alighieri 
Society Canberra, its  President Franco Papandrea, and 
to the organiser of this interesting conference, Michael 

Curtotti. I congratulate the panelists before me, Nerida 
Newbigin and Angela Scarino, who presented very 
iinspiring talks, and the highly proficient moderator 
Concetta Cirigliano Perna. I also thank the Italian Ministry  
of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation (MAECI), 
who gave us the opportunity to gather around the topic of 
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the XXI Settimana della lingua italiana nel mondo DANTE, 
L’ITALIANO. 

This is a very vibrant topic, which allows us to reflect on 
the many aspects connected to Dante Alighieri, to his 
works, but also to his innovative use of the Italian language. 
I perceive that the link between my talk and the topic of the 
Settimana della Lingua is here in the word Italiano. Dante’s 
works gave generations the opportunity to explore our 
language and to use it in order to express ideas, feelings 
and opinions. 

I believe that ‘Language is the centre of human life. We use 
it to express our love or our hatred, to achieve our goals and 
further our careers, to gain artistic satisfaction or simple 
pleasures. Through language […] we form our social and 
individual identities’ (Cook,V, 2002) . 1

So, a language should not be learnt as something ‘other 
from the self’ but as an integrated part of one’s personality. 
In instructed contexts, we should aim at making the class a 
learning environment in which personal and academic 
experiences, curricular and cultural interests meet. The 
classroom should facilitate not only the acquisition of the 
target language and culture, but also the re-negotiation of 
learners’ identities, since acquiring a new language 
enriches their personalities. 

With this belief in mind, I came to Canberra where I was 
honoured to be appointed as Director of the Education 
Office at the Embassy of Italy. I was in charge for the 
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promotion of the Italian language and culture in the 
Australian states and territories. 

From my privileged viewpoint, I soon realised that Italian 
was an intrinsic part of the Australian multilingual and 
multicultural society with its multicultural policy dating 
back to the seventies. The Italo-Australian community 
continued to promote the teaching of our language from 
then onwards and the Italian Government assured an 
ongoing and substantial support in Australia over the years.  

Today, Australia represents an interesting case as it is the 
country with the highest number of students of Italian in 
the world with 339,958 students in schools and universities 
(MAECI, 2019) . In my first months and later on during the 2

period I was in charge at the Embassy, I had the 
opportunity to focus on some key aspects in the diffusion of 
our language. I could appreciate the projects carried out by 
Enti Gestori/Promotori in states and territories all over 
Australia, the experiences and projects carried out in the 
Australian schools I visited, with a particular attention to  
bilingual schools and schools applying the CLIL 
methodology. I also entered in touch with the precious 
activities carried out by the Australian Dante Alighieri 
Societies and by some of the many private organisations 
promoting Italian. I was very interested in the programs of 
Italian of some universities and had the opportunity to 
support the integration of the topics proposed during the 
Setimana della lingua italiana nel mondo in the Italian 
classroom at any level, which allowed teachers and 
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students to explore new areas. One of my main duties was 
to maximise the opportunities offered by the Italian 
Government.  

I soon realised that there were challenges to face. The 
first one was that Census 2016 showed that Italian is less 
spoken at home than it was before. This meant a shift in the 
real use of our language, which over the years became less 
of a family language, which is mainly characterised by an 
intimate and familiar use, with an emotional and personal 
involvement. On the other hand, over the years it has been  
increasingly taught at school as an instructed language.  

In the school system there is another challenge to face, 
i.e. the holding power and the rate of retention of our 
language. Primary education is increasing the teaching of 
Italian more than secondary and university sectors, where 
the study of our language is becoming weaker.  

At primary level, a high number of students attends 
Italian, but sometimes with a quite fragile result, also due 
to a low number of hours devoted to the language study. 
Enhancing the quality of primary school teaching is a 
challenge requiring a greater number of teacher training 
programs and of a greater availability of updated resources. 
At secondary and university level, the challenge is more a 
motivational one, aiming at giving students a reason for 
their choice. Many University students, in fact, choose 
Italian as an additional component in their degrees (cfr. 
Caruso, Brown , 2021 ).  3
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The percentage of primary students of Italian varies 
between 50% and 75%, with an average of 66% of the total 
number, while the percentage of secondary students shows 
an average of 32%. The number of university students is 
around 2% of the total number. Data reveal that in primary 
schools there is an upward trend which corresponds to a 
downwards trend in secondary schools (cfr. Lo Bianco, 
2021 ). 4

Keeping this in mind, even if Australia shows a flattering 
high number of students, there is a real need for a 
qualitative and quantitative implementation of the teaching 
of Italian.  

To sum up the above considerations, the low percentage 
of curriculum time devoted to languages should be 
addressed and students’ motivation should be considered 
in the language policy and in the curricular choices. 
Keeping teachers updated is another challenge and they 
may be supported in their work by mother tongue teachers 
and assistants.  

I suggest that a wider diffusion of the Content and 
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) methodology and of 
bilingualism should be supported at any level, since it 
would allow for a more consistent introduction of up-to-
dated topics in the classroom. Bilingual teaching may be 
implemented through CLIL. Content-based curriculum 
aims at increasing students’ exposure to language by using 
the time allocated to other subjects, with one or more 
subjects taught in Italian (History, Science, Music, 
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Mathematics, P.E., etc). It also respects and follows the 
interests and needs of the students, who perceive language 
a useful tool of self expression and communication. 
Bilingual classes in Australian schools create an attractive 
language stream, while bilingual schools teach 50% of the 
Australian Curriculum in Italian, with bilingual teachers in 
a bilingual environment. 

Bilingualism offers a new awareness to students both in 
their mother tongue and in the foreign language and allows 
for a wider use of the foreign language in different contexts 
and topics.  

There are 3 established Italian-English bilingual primary 
schools:  

• The Italian Bilingual School (IBS), an independent 
school in Sydney, New South Wales;  

• Brunswick South Primary School (BSPS), a public 
school in Melbourne, Victoria; 

• Yarralumla Primary School, a public school in 
Canberra, ACT 

In 2021, the Footscray Bilingual Primary School in 
Melbourne started a new bilingual program at pre-school 
level. 

The majority of children in bilingual schools are not of 
Italian background and they and their families show a 
growing interest in multilingualism and in many cases ‘the 
preservation of the Italian language and culture can be 
considered as an act of empowerment within the local 
environment’ (Villella, 2021 ) for our community. 5

196



RITA TAMPONI 

International Language Certificates should also be a 
regular practice for language students, since their 
introduction would increase learners’ motivation and the 
quality of the courses they attend. 

Twenty Universities offer Italian as a major and/or as a 
minor, even if the academic sector is facing many 
challenges as well. Some courses of Italian are closing 
because Faculties consider the number of students too low, 
as it was happening with Flinders University in South 
Australia, and there is a general shift of Italian from major 
to minor. University students’ motivation is changing from 
a specific interest in our language, literature and artistic 
history, to a more utilitarian perspective (Architecture, 
Design, Engineering, International studies, Business, etc). 
In general we may say that there is a continuity issue, since 
primary students do not continue the study of Italian at 
secondary level, and secondary students do not enrol in 
the study of Italian at the University. The result is a great 
number of beginners’s courses at University level. 

Across instructional sectors, I noticed a positive impact 
of the topics proposed during the Settimana della lingua 
italiana nel mondo, since they allowed Australian school 
and university students to be in touch with contemporary 
cultural events and debates, but also with everyday life and 
creative and artistic expressions, such as music, fashion 
and design, cinema, social media, theatre, cartoons, graffiti 
and Dante: 
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● L’Italiano nella Musica e la Musica dell’Italiano 
(2015),  

● L’italiano e la creatività: marchi e costumi, moda e 
design (2016),  

● L’italiano al cinema, l’italiano nel cinema (2017),  
● L’italiano e la rete, le reti per l’italiano (2018),  
● L’italiano sul palcoscenico (2019),  
● L’italiano tra parola e immagine: graffiti , 

illustrazioni, fumetti (2020), 
● Dante, l’Italiano (2021). 

Last but not least, I would like to focus on the role of the 
Italian Government. In the Australian panorama it has 
always been in support of the local needs with direct and 
indirect actions. It directly supports schools and 
Universities applying for funds aimed at employing  
teachers of Italian in schools and language assistants in 
universities, at buying books and digital materials, and at 
travelling and study visits . Some contributions are also 6

available to support translations and dubbing. 
The Italian Government also assigns funds to local 

partners (Enti Gestori/Promotori) for the diffusion of the 
Italian language and culture.  They carry out projects in 7

schools, promote Italian language assistants programs and 
teacher training courses. 

In 2021, five Enti Gestori/Promotori were active in 
Australia. In Canberra, the Dante Alighieri Society involved 
1,780 students and received funds for a language assistants 
program in ACT public and catholic schools. In Sydney, 
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CO.AS.IT Sydney involved 9,597 students and was 
supported for courses integrated in the school curriculum 
aiming at the International Language Certificate and for 
extracurricular courses with the same purpose. In 
Brisbane, the Italian Language Centre I.L.C (CO.AS.IT) 
obtained contributions for curricular courses in 
Queensland primary and secondary schools for 23,650 
students. In Melbourne, CO.AS.IT. Melbourne received 
funds for a language assistants program, for a resource 
centre and an after school program, attending 11,526 
students. 

In Perth, the Italo-Australian Welfare Cultural Centre 
(I.A.W.C.C.) promoted the diffusion of the Italian language 
and culture in primary education for 11,280 students. A 
new Ente is taking over in 2022 in Adelaide. 

Moreover, two Istituti Italiani di Cultura (IIC), an essential 
part of our cultural diplomacy, are active in Sydney and 
Melbourne for the promotion of our language and culture, 
with highly qualified courses of Italian and with diversified 
events. Four MAECI Lecturers are fully paid by Italy and are 
working at the University of Melbourne, University of 
Sydney, at the Australian National University and at the 
University of Western Australia. One fully qualified Italian 
public school teacher is working at the Yarralumla Primary 
School in Canberra and one Dirigente Scolastico is 
appointed at the Embassy of Italy. 

Besides the above illustrated support, the Education 
Office in Canberra facilitates coordinated actions of contact 
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with Italy, such as school exchanges, educators and staff 
visits, best practices exchange, visits of delegations of 
principals and teachers and the sharing human and 
professional resources and materials. 

In conclusion, the general objective of the teaching of 
Italian in Australia is to make students learn and acquire 
language competences, make students use and love Italian 
to implement educational, cultural, practical, social, 
emotional and transferable strategies, so that learning 
Italian becomes a bridge to be closer to the European 
cultures and languages and to gain awareness of the self. 

For those who want a deeper insight in the above 
discussed topics, I suggest a recently published bilingual 
volume which includes articles by some of  the most 
relevant researchers in the Australian panorama: 

L’ITALIANO IN AUSTRALIA Prospettive e tendenze 
nell’insegnamento della lingua e della cultura - ITALIAN IN 
AUSTRALIA Perspectives and trends in the teaching of 
language and culture A cura di / edited by Antonia Rubino, 
Anna Rita Tamponi e John Hajek, Franco Cesati Editore, 
Firenze, 2021. 
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Dr Anna Rita Tamponi 

Dr Anna Rita Tamponi is Director 
for the Ital ian Ministry of 
Education and directed the 
Education Office at the Embassy 
of Italy in Canberra from 2015 to 
2021, where she promoted the 
diffusion of the Italian language 
and culture in Australia. She 
obtained a PhD in Educational 
Linguistics at the University 
College London. She worked and 
researched in Italy (Rome, 
Federico II University of Naples 
and University of Salerno) and 

abroad (Somalia, USA, Brazil, UK). She also collaborated with the 
Council of Europe, and run teacher training courses in Italy and 
abroad (Serbia, Montenegro, Morocco, Brazil, UK and Senegal). 
Her fields of research are the use of technology, CLIL and Task-
based Approach in foreign language learning and teaching with a 
focus on Italian as a foreign language. She published many books 
and articles on the teaching of foreign languages, both as author 
and co-author. 

	Cook, V. J. (ed.), ‘Portraits of the L2 User’, Multilingual Matters Ltd., 1

Clevedon, 2002

	Ministero degli Affari Esteri e della Cooperazione Internazionale, 2

‘L’italiano nel mondo che cambia 2019’, www.usspeaksitalian.org/sites/
default/files/attachments/rapporto_diffusione_italiano_2019.pdf.
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	Marinella Caruso, Joshua Brown, L’italiano all’università tra aspirazioni 3

di cittadinanza globale e il magnetismo dell’Italia contemporanea, in 
Rubino A., Tamponi A.R., Hajek J. (eds), ‘L’ITALIANO IN AUSTRALIA, 
Prospettive e tendenze nell’insegnamento della lingua e della cultura’, 
Firenze, Cesati, 2021. 

	Joseph Lo Bianco, Italian in Australia: society, education and future 4

planning, ibid 2021

	Sara Villella, Acts of courage: Italian bilingual schools in Australia, ibid 5
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Appendix: Dante and His Influence in 
Australia - Michael Curtotti 

 
Figure 1: Dante Alighieri among the Poets, The Parnassus, Stanza della Segnatura 

Dante Day 25 March 2020 
(Prepared for Dante Alighieri Society Canberra event 
which was not able to be held due to the first COVID 
lockdown in Canberra. A video recording of a shortened 
version of the paper was webcast online.) 
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I would like to express my warm appreciation and thanks 
to the Dante Alighieri Society of Canberra for hosting 
this presentation to mark the first National Dante Day, 

and the Italian government for this year instituting this 
national and world observation.  

Finally I acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land 
on which this presentation is recorded and pay my respects 
to their elders, past, present and emerging.  

Doorstep 

We have been talking and writing about Dante for 
centuries. He is an inexhaustible source of conversation. 
But often those conversations are not about Dante at all. 
Often, they are about us.  

Dante would approve. For when he made himself the 
central character in “our” journey, he wasn’t really talking 
about himself either. He too was speaking about us. Indeed, 
it is his very exploration of our shared human condition 
which has enabled his poetry to still speak to us centuries 
after his medieval world disappeared. 

I will approach the topic of Dante’s influence in Australia 
in two ways: subjective and objective; personal and 
universal. The personal comes from a certain foundational 
truth of reality as I experience it. I am part of the Italian 
diaspora. So when I speak of Dante’s influence in Australia, 
at a personal level we ask: how and why Dante should 
matter to me and also to the more than a million 
Australians who carry Italian heritage.   1

Of course, Dante is enormously important to Italy itself 
and the establishment of Dantedì also calls for reflection. 
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But Dante is also a household name in Australia, and his 
work is an icon of global culture.  

And so we trace an arc from the personal to the 
universal: from the “I” of Dante in the dark wood of Canto 1 
of Inferno to the universals of Canto 33 of Paradiso.  

Let us begin our journey. 

Mid-point 

 
Figure 2: Wide Brown Land Sculpture, National Arboretum Canberra 

On the hill beyond the lake we do not find ourselves in 
Dante’s dark wood. Instead, the hundred carefully nurtured 
forests of Canberra’s National Arboretum surround us. 
Some of its trees are from Australia, but many are from far 
beyond. As we appreciate their beauty, we see that these 
forests can symbolise Italians in Australia,  for we are part 2

of the diverse heritage of this continent.  
Yet as our eyes turn to the ridge near the Himalayan 

Pines, we see a rusted monument rise from the land before 
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us.  It is timeless, as it proclaims Dorothea Mackellar’s 3

words “Wide Brown Land”. She wrote them about Australia 
in 1907; a young woman then far from home and the verses 
will be familiar: 

“I love her far horizons, 
I love her jewel-sea, 
Her beauty and her terror 
The wide brown land for me!” 

Amo I suoi lontani orizzonti 
amo il suo mare che è un  gioiello 
la sua bellezza e il suo terrore, 
la vasta terra bruna per me !  4

Dorothea’s fierce proclamation of 
love reminds us that we are here and 
Dante is far away; in both space and 
time. Dorothea spoke to her fellow 
Australians who always praised the 
“home country” but could not see 
the blessings of the land around 
them.   5

That conversation, that exact one, 
is the shared patrimony of migrant 
families, wherever their journey 
began. The conversations swing back 
and forth between old land and new, 
between young and old, without final 
answer, until, for most, forgetting 
replaces words with silence. 
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Dorothea, who is our Beatrice 
tonight, speaks also to us, 
a l t h ou g h we w i l l j ou r n ey 
together with Dante Alighieri.  6

She is, of course like Dante a 
poet. And her migrant journey is 
our migrant journey. Dorothea 
stands in parallel to my own 
chi ldren, for her Scott i sh 
grandparents, like my children’s 
grandparents, came from other 
lands.  
Yet we may contrast Dorothea’s 
words with those of Sir Charles 

Nicholson, founding Chancellor of Sydney University, who 
in 1860 wrote: 

“I still sigh to see old Rome once more. Having tasted the 
inspiration of Italy, I cannot reconcile myself to 
kangaroos and gum trees …” (cited in, Cooper 1989, p 
201) 

Such contrasting visions toss us about on the winds of 
passion like the souls in Canto V of Inferno. Neither 
Dorothea nor Sir Charles are Italian Australians, yet they 
seem to enter our familiar conversation. Indeed, they seem 
to own it.  

They present irreconcilable polar choices. Which of them 
is right? And how will our children or grandchildren 
navigate such questions? Does Dante Alighieri have any 
place in their answers? For we need also to ask a more 
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specific question. Does Dante influence Italian Australians? 
As we, also, are part of Australia. Finally, what might all this 
mean for Aboriginal Australians? 

But first, let us turn our minds to Australia more 
generally. And here we will find that we are in a garden of 
higher learning that reminds us of Dante’s walled castle of 
poets and philosophers in Limbo.    

Australia's First Translator of Dante - Sir Samuel 
Griffith 

As it happens, I’m not the first one to place Dorothea and 
Dante side by side. In Queensland, Burnett Heads 
celebrates poets and artists in its street names. There, we 
find Dorothea Mackellar Park and Dante Street. Nearby 
Shelley, Burns, Milton, Dryden Streets and others 
commemorate English and Scottish poets.  

For Dante to appear in the asphalt of a coastal 
Queensland village reminds us again that Dante is one of 
humanity’s great poets. I do not say this as a person of 
Italian heritage, for as Julius Braun wrote two centuries ago, 
the Dante the world has claimed  “… is too great to be the 
poet of only his nation. He belongs to the universe”. (Raffa 
2015, p 568) 

In such a global context, Italy and Italians, are no more 
than custodians of this shared cultural heritage. Dante Day 
is not just a day for Italy and Italians or Italian Australians. 
It is also for every Australian, and indeed, in the spirit of 
humanism of the Dante Alighieri Society, for everyone.  

To explore this theme further we may note the curious 
fact that two prominent Australians, without apparent 
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connection to Italy, have 
poured years of their lives into 
the task of translating Dante’s 
Commedia into adequate 
English.  

Almost as soon as Australia 
was born, in 1911, the first Chief 
Justice of the High Court of 
Australia, Sir Samuel Griffith, 
published the first Australian 
translation of the Divine 
Comedy.  

He was, as it happens, also 
the first and primary drafter in 
1891 of Australia’s Constitution 
and a leading Australian jurist. 
His friend, also a leading 
Australian lawyer in 1915 
jokingly asked Griffith if “he 
had worked on Inferno in Brisbane, the Purgatorio in 
Melbourne, and Paradiso in Sydney.” (Slarke 2002, p 94) 

How subtle is the interconnection of is this world that in 
one life, where we would never expect it, we find both 
origins of Italy and Australia.  

Let us read Sir Samuel’s translation of Dante’s judge of 
the dead, as he was a judge himself. 

There Minos stands and snarls with dreadful aspect : 
Of sins he makes an inquest at the entrance, 
Judges, and as he girdles so despatches. 
I mean that when there comes the soul ill-fated 
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Into his presence all things are acknowledged ; 
And that discerner sure of all transgressions  
Seeth what place in hell is its fit mansion. 
He with his tail so many times doth gird him 
As are the stages down he will to send it.  
Always in front of him a throng is standing : 
They go, each one in turn, unto the judgement ; 
They speak; they hear; and then they are hurled downward. 
(Alighieri 1911) 

In 1914 Sir William went on to publish a second 
translation of Dante’s verses, this time a translation of Vita 
Nuova. (Alighieri 1914) 

Australia's Second Translator of Dante - Clive 
James 

It took a century and two years more, before another 
Australian attempted what Sir Samuel had done.  The 7

second Australian translator of the Commedia was Clive 
James. A man of our own times, he was a poet and writer 
himself. His translation was published seven years ago.  

If we turn to the introduction of James’ translation, we 
find two great loves of Clive James’ life: the causes that 
drove him to produce his own translation of Dante.  

The first was poetry itself. For in explaining what is 
wonderful about Dante, James is not concerned with 
Florence, nor with Guelphs and Ghibellines, much less with 
theology or philosophy. It is Dante’s mastery of words that 
James loves and honours. It is the professional love of a 
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wordsmith. 
And yet, there is an entirely different love written here. 

James inscribes it at the very outset in the dedication to his 
wife: “To Prue Shaw”.  This dedication, he further explains. 
For it was not Clive James who was the Dante scholar. It was 
his wife who showed him the beauty of Dante. She it is, 
who is a noted scholar of Dante and who has devoted her 
life to Dante.  

 
Figure 5: Clive James 

Every word translated by James and published when he 
already knew leukemia had placed him under a death 
sentence, was the most important work he had to 
complete. Dante helped him do it. The translation was his 
last tribute and love song for his wife: a tribute he humbly 
laid at her feet. Here is a love entirely worthy of Dante and 
Beatrice.  

How strangely interconnected is our world that we find 
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Dante here in the most intimate spaces between husband 
and wife.  

When I last spoke to the Dante Society, we saw that 
Ulysses in Canto XXVI of Inferno was for Primo Levi, who 
was placed in Auschwitz to be worked to death, a precious 
remembered shred of his own humanity. But Dante’s words 
have multiple meanings, and even as we admire the 
courage of Ulysses who led his ship beyond the pillars of 
Hercules and sought to reach l’altro polo where we stand, 
we see his pride and realise his journey ended in hell. He 
would never again find the path home to Penelope and 
Ithaca. Here is how Clive James translates parts of this 
Canto: 

135 … “Remember now your pedigree. 
You were not born to live as brutes. Virtue 
And knowledge are your guiding light.’ I gave 
With these words such an impulse to my crew 
For enterprise that I could not, to save 
My life, have held them back. …  

Stars of the other pole we saw at night,… 

When we could see a mountain, though not soon 
Could see it clearly: distance was a mask  
That made it dim. But it was high, for sure: 
Higher than anything I’d ever seen, 
It climbed into the sky. Who could be more 
Elated than we were, had not we been 
Plunged straight away into deep sorrow, for  
The new land gave rise to a storm that struck 
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Our ship’s forepart. Three times the waters led 
Us in a circle. Fourth time, out of luck. 
Stern high, bow low, we wet in. Overhead 
Somebody closed the sea, and we were dead.”  
( James 2013, p 128) 

This is also an opportune point at which to make my 
disclaimer that I am not an expert in Dante. It is too vast a 
topic unless you are a lifetime Dante scholar. We will not, 
like Ulysses, pridefully sail beyond the pillars, lest we too 
are cast into the deep. The most I can offer is a few 
explorations close to shore.  

Kinsella's Goanna Judge of the Dead 

More striking than these translations, is Australian poet 
John Kinsella’s transposition of the Divine Comedy into a 
twentieth-first century Perth backyard. Within this small 
space, the poet enfolds life, land and small moments of our 
present while Dante’s ancient verses echo in the 
background.  
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Figure 6: A racehorse goanna  8

The entire work of more than four hundred pages 
contains hundreds of cantos. Here we find another kind of 
judge of the dead: Dante’s Minos has become a goanna 
lizard. From Kinsella’s Canto of Malfeasances (Minos, 5): 

“Crepitation of leaves 
on a dead calm day 
draws me to the window 

a racehorse goanna 
meticulously 
works the edges … 

With staggered sway, 
the creature: gourmet, cognoscente; 
laps up insects. Behind me, 

The telephone rings. The goanna 
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quickly hugs the ground, 
tail slowly scanning. It can’t 

quite enwrap its body, 
though it flickers 
like restored film. Paranoid, … 

It seems calm. It glances  
up and studies me, 
takes a short step …  
Goanna timing: asyndetic: 

seemingly nonchalant, 
intent on food-search, 
eye-ear out: like Minos 

So sure of his judgement, 
sending us down  
Where narrative is nugatory …”  
(Kinsella 2008, p 294) 

Dante Studies and Dante Alighieri Societies in 
Australia 

Of course, the Dante Alighieri Societies and the Italian 
diplomatic corps have long promoted Dante and Italian 
literature and culture. Indeed, the first Dante Alighieri 
Society in the English-speaking world was established in 
Melbourne in 1896.  (Mayne 1997, p 6, 12) This was only 9

seven years after Giosuè Carducci founded the society in 
Italy in 1889. (DAS Canberra Committee, 2007). The report 
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of the inaugural meeting is effusive in its praise. 

“Culture and beauty graced the proceedings of the 
founders of the Dante Society, in Melbourne  …” 10

Further the pattern that this first Australian society 
established was to be repeated across Australia. It was 
Italy’s first Consul General in Australia who acted as a 
catalyst for formation of the society in Melbourne. The two 
other major components were Australian lovers of Italian 
culture (many of them high society); and Italians in 
diaspora, who in those years were a small group. (Mayne 
1997, p 28) 

In the early 20th century Dante and Italian studies were 
spreading in Australia and by the era of Italian mass 
migration it had become ubiquitous in Australian 
universities. Modesto reports that “At all of the major 
universities [in Australia] Dante has been taught in some form 
at some time.” Further all universities have good collections 
on the works of Dante. Numerous conferences on Dante 
have been held across Australia’s universities. Interest in 
Dante extends outside the halls of academia with the ABC 
broadcasting the Divine Comedy in serialised form at least 
twice. (Modesto 2001)  

The book Understanding Dante published by the Western 
Australian Dante scholar John Scott in 2006 is one of the 
best introductions to the life and works of Dante available. 
It has been described as a “superb volume by Australia’s 
most distinguished Dante scholar”. (Glenn 2006) 

In short, the Australian world of higher learning has 
taken Dante seriously for many decades and Australia has 
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its own dantisti, who as Modesto comments have their own 
distinct tradition. (Modesto 2001) 

Dante in Australian Art 

Artists have responded to Dante down the centuries 
producing countless works. A statement true which is also 
for Australian artists who followed the work of the artists 
who began to illustrate Dante in Britain in the late 
eighteenth century. (Pite 1994, p 39 et seq) 

It is not an easy thing to represent Dante’s monumental 
work. Australian artist Garry Shead discovered this as Ali 
Gripper of the Sydney Morning Herald reported. Quoting 
Shead, she writes:  

“… it was horrifying. Trying to illustrate a literary 
masterpiece like that was almost unimaginable," he says. 
"I was a mess. I had to work through grief, anger, fear. It 
was such a struggle. I just had to keep working and 
praying." Around him lies evidence of the battle. The 
results of that communion – 21 paintings showing the 
poet's pilgrimage through hell, purgatory and heaven, 
guided by Beatrice and the poet Virgil – pulse with energy 
as they lean against the studio walls.” (Gripper 2014) 

Another even more famed Australian artist and poet, Sir 
Sidney Nolan wrote Australia’s most difficult moments into 
Dante’s verses. He produced two sets of thirty illustrations 
of Inferno. He based them on the incomplete set of 
illustrations made by Sandro Botticelli but introduced 
Australian themes when those ran out. He placed the 
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Anzacs in the inferno of Gallipoli. Nolan also produced 
works representing Dante’s Earthly Paradise in Purgatory. 
(Slarke 2002, p 103, 105)  11

Fiona Hall is another Australian artist who has produced 
evocative representatives of Dante’s Divine Comedy, in her 
twelve polaroid illustrations of Dante’s work. Her work has 
been exhibited in NSW, Victoria and South Australia. (de 
Torné 1989)  12

From the theatrical world we have Stephen Aitken and 
Zen Zen Zo Physical Theatre’s presentation of Inferno 
which was undertaken in Brisbane in 2010. (RealTime 2010) 

We may also recall the presence of Dante in Australia’s 
cultural institutions. From December of 2018 in our own 
city, the National Gallery of Australia hosted an exhibition 
of works titled Love and Desire Pre-Raffaelite Masterpieces 
from the Tate.  These mid-19th century works from Britain 13

included many by the Italian emigre Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 
Among them were Paolo and Francesca da Rimini 1855  14

(from Inferno Canto V) and Dante’s Dream at the Time of 
Beatrice’s Death 1856  (from Dante’s Vita Nuova).  15

But almost a century before that, the National Gallery of 
Victoria was part of a British plan to ensure William Blake’s 
illustrations of the Divina Commedia were not lost to 
America. It was 1918 and the collection of 102 illustrations 
had come up for sale in London. Britain could not afford 
the entire purchase. Five public museums including the 
Victorian Gallery joined to make the purchase. Thirty-six of 
Blake’s illustrations now have a permanent home in 
Australia. William Blake created his illustrations during an 
illness in 1824. Again ill, in 1827 and approaching death, his 
thoughts were of Dante. “I am too much attach’ed to Dante to 
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think much of anything else”. He was still creating 
illustrations for Dante’s works. (National Gallery of Victoria 
1953) 

 
Figure 7: William Blake, The Symbolic Figure of the Course of Human History  16

Dante's Journey to l'Altro Polo 

Blake’s illustrations remind us that Dante’s influence in 
Australia was not born here. It first migrated to Australia 
with the British colonists who came in the 19th century. Sir 
Samuel Griffith’s idea of translating Dante has a history that 
stretches long before his birth.   17

If we look at Ford Maddox Browns representation of The 
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Seeds and Fruits of English Poetry at first Italy is invisible. 
Yet, sometimes things hide in plain sight and this is true of 
the Italian thread in English literature. Forever, the words 
“In fair Verona” will be associated with the London’s Globe 
Theatre and Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. As it happens, 
if Shakespeare’s plays dealing with British history are put 
aside, more than half of them are set in Italy. (Roe 2011, p 
xiv)  

 
Figure 8: The Seeds and Frujits of English Poetry, Ford Maddox Brown (pre-

Raffaelite painting 1845-51) 

More importantly there is nothing unusual about this 
outsized presence of things Italian in Elizabethan England, 
and indeed for near on a century from 1550-1642. (Marshall 
1934, pp 5-8) As far back as Chaucer, who draws on 
Boccaccio, Dante and Petrarch, Italian literature influenced 
English literature. Indeed, Chaucer’s Monk’s Tale is a 
retelling of Inferno Canto 33. (Kirkpatrick 1995, vii) 

However, it was in the reign of Elizabeth I that the 
influence reached its height. Italian literature was admired, 
emulated, translated and all things Italian were “in 
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fashion”. (Marshall 1934, pp 5-8) As Marshall writes: 

“Never in the history of English drama have so many 
plays been laid in Italy as in Elizabethan and Jacobean 
times. Hardly a dramatist of note but was preoccupied 
with Italian psychology. For the Italian, it seemed, was a 
compound of the most signal virtues and vices. … some 
five hundred extant plays of this period lean towards 
Italy, many of them being actually laid there. The 
dramatists who seem to have specialised in Italian 
characters include Shakespeare, Jonson, Marston, 
Torneur, ” (Marshall 1934, p 7) 

In the world of poetry, novices from the “school’s of 
Dante, Arioste, and Petrarch” “greatly polished our rude & 
homely mane of vulgar Poesie”.  Traditional English verse 18

gave way to Italian poetic forms “sonnets, strambotti, 
sestine, canzoni and madrigals” and “iambic pentameter, … 
together with terza rima [of course invented by Dante], ottava 
rima and ‘versi sciolti’ (blank verse).” (Fox 1997, pp 29-30) 
This period was critically formative for not only English 
literature but English identity and had a “crucially 
formative effect on English Renaissance literature.” (Fox 
1997, pp 1, 16) In short, we can conclude that Italian literary 
DNA was from that time inseparably woven into the fabric 
of English literature.  

The same cannot necessarily be said of Dante’s influence. 
For this was the period when Italians themselves had 
placed Dante in the shadows of Petrarch and the vernacular 
was less prized in the era of classical Latin revival. (Caesar 
1989, p 29) In the 17th century Dante’s reputation was “at 
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mid-winter”. (Caesar 1989, p 36) A notable exception in 
England itself was the poet John Milton who was 
thoroughly familiar with Dante and who was undoubtedly 
influenced by him in his poetic works such as Paradise Lost. 
(Kuhns 1898; Sills 1905) 

But the words Shakespeare puts in Giulietta’s mouth in 
Romeo and Juliet come to mind: “swear not by the moon, th’ 
inconstant moon … Lest that love prove likewise variable.” For 
the next hundred years Italy and Italians became distinctly 
unfashionable as England’s fortunes rose and Italy’s 
Renaissance was followed by centuries of colonial 
occupation. 

France replaced Italy as the “de rigeur” model and the 
French communicated their own disdain of Italy to 
England. The English, in the second half of the seventeenth 
century, held Italian literature to be in poor taste. Despite 
this Italian architecture, art and landscape continued to be 
prized and wealthy Britons continued their custom of the 
“grand tour” which took them deep into the Italian 
peninsula. Yet they came now as superiors, and not just to 
admire ancient things. 

“In this day Englishmen seem to have become more 
painfully aware than ever before that they themselves, 
compared to most Europeans, were uniquely rich, 
uniquely enlightened, uniquely moral and uniquely free 
… As English men gradually came to see themselves as the 
heirs not only of the republican virtues, but also of the 
imperial glories, of old Rome, their enthusiasm for Latin 
overflowed on all works written in that beloved language.” 
(Marshall 1934, pp 12-13) 
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The tale is still not told. For Italy was to return to favour 
in England and it was ultimately the English Romantics that 
did it. Cracks began to appear in the 1750s. An Italian 
immigrant and teacher of Italian Giuseppe Baretti came to 
know the famous Dr. Johnson (writer of English 
dictionaries). Baretti, well connected, began to write books 
in defence of the Italian language. Baretti, as it turned out, 
was a fan of Dante.  

“Englishman had almost always heard that Dante was 
harsh, obscure, obscene, dull, blasphemous, and too 
highly irregular to be classed as an epic poet at all. Now 
they heard an Italian speak from depths of extensive 
learning and feeling: “Of all our Poet Writers Dante of 
Alighieri is, in my opinion, the greatest.” (Marshall 1934, 
p 25) 

After Baretti the tide began to turn. Translations of Italian 
poets appeared, including Dante. With them came a new 
interest in Italian history.  However, Baretti’s work was not 
done. He was also obliged to undertake a vigorous defence 
of the Italian character against the many calumnies made 
against it by previous English writers. (Marshall 1934, pp 
25-85) 

Increasingly the baton passed to the English themselves 
and in the succeeded decades Italy again became an object 
of admiration.  

However, it was the post-Napoleonic era in which the 
new Italian fashion again flowed powerfully into English 
literature. This was of course also the era when the 
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Australian colonies were coming into being. Italian exiles in 
England were a particular catalyst. Figures of the Italian 
literary risorgimento spent time in exile in England and 
communicated not only Italian culture but also 
Risorgimento ideals. Foscolo, Mazzini, Rossetti are among 
the most well-known. The Dante they taught was Dante 
exile, patriot, reformer, prophet of Italy. These themes 
resonated with English sentiment of the era. Byron’s Dante 
was “the poet of liberty. Persecution, exile, the dread of a 
foreign grave, could not shake his principles.” To Shelley 
“Dante was the first religious reformer … the first awakener of 
entranced Europe”. (Brand 1965, p 164-167).  

Two voices in particular made Dante an essential part of 
any cultured Briton’s repertoire: Coleridge and Ugo 
Foscolo. In 1818-19 Coleridge lectured on Dante and in the 
same years Foscolo published articles in the Edinburgh 
Review. (Pite 1994, p 1) 

The Romantic age of poetry arrived in England in these 
years. Romantic poetry is hard to define but was 
immensely influence. It emphasises “feeling”, “soul” and 
represented a reaction to the cold rationality of the 
previous era. (O’Neill and Callaghan 2018, Mahoney 2011)  

In the same period, after the first full translation in 
English of the Inferno in 1782 in 1802 the first full 
translation of the Comedy appeared in English. (Brand 
1965, p 178) Such translations rapidly multiplied. There are 
today at least 93 translations of the Inferno or its three 
major parts into English, this is far more than any other 
language.  In addition many English writers translated 19

extracts from Dante’s writings in increasing number. 
(Toynbee 1905, p 8 et seq) Such translations secured for 
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Dante a “definite and even exalted place” in English 
literature. (Marshall 1934, p 314) 

Dante indeed had a profound influence on the 
Romantics. It was noticed even in the early nineteenth 
century. “… the modern school of poetry which has arisen in 
this country within the last thirty years, comes closer to the 
manner of Dante than any other.” In respect of nature, 
metaphysics, theology, and in “laying bare the blackest 
passions of the soul”, the English poets followed Dante. 
(Brand 1965, p 183)  Shelley, in his 1840 Defence of Poetry 
cites the poet’s participation in “the eternal, the infinite, and 
the one” in which “time and place and number are not” and 
gives the “choruses of Aeschylus”, “the Book of Job” and 
“Dante’s Paradise” as the best examples of such poetry. 
(Shelley 1840)  

The great interest and response of Australia to Dante, 
which we have briefly explored, came on this long journey 
through the history of England literature.  

In Australia, as early as 1844 we find an advertisement for 
sale of “rare books”: a small collection of Italian literary 
works of Petrarch, Ariosto and Dante’s Commedia.  The 20

next year a lengthy biography of Dante and description of 
his works appeared in The Weekly Register of Politics, Facts 
and Literature.  The national celebration of Dante in 21

Florence in 1865 was also reported in the colonial 
Australian press.  Longfellow’s translation of the Divine 22

Comedy appeared for sale in South Australia from 1867.  23

The speech of the Italian Consul-General Cavaliere Corte on 
the establishment of the Melbourne Dante Alighieri Society 
confirms what we have already reprised: 
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“In every house one goes to, one hears quotations from 
Shakespeare, Byron and Milton, whose most beautiful 
subjects, whose best inspirations describe the glories of 
Italy.”  24

However, a final word on influences. It was a two-way 
street. When we read Manzoni’s Promessi Sposi and think 
about his influence in Italy and the rebirth of Italian as a 
living language, we are seeing an Italian Romantic who 
drew on trends in England and Europe. Shakespeare and 
Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe were among his influences. 
(Manzoni 1984, pp 8 et seq)  

Dante as Symbol for Italy and Italian Australians 

 
Figure 9: The Statute of Dante in Piazza Dante, Naples  25

In launching Dante Day, the Italian Minister for Culture, 
Dario Franceschini said:  

“Dante è l’unità del Paese, Dante è la lingua italiana, 
Dante è l’idea stessa di Italia.’” 
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“Dante is the unity of the country. Dante is the Italian 
language. Dante is the very idea of Italy.” 

Each of these sentences could generate a book. They call 
us to think deeply about what Dante means.  

It is in human nature that we become forgetful when life 
is good. But at moments of crisis, such as Italy faces today, 
the importance of unity is easy to see. And Dante would, I 
think, be happy to be seen as a symbol of unity. As his life’s 
journey unfolded, he left behind thoughts of “Black Guelfs” 
and “White Guelfs” and turned his back on the 
revolutionaries who plotted the overthrow of the enemies 
who cast him out of Florence. (Reynolds 2002, pp 44-45) 
He looked deeper and saw disunity itself as the pandemic 
of the body politic. Whether in the city, across Italy or 
across the world, he knew disunity as a blight. Thus, in de 
Monarchia he taught “perfect unity is perfect goodness” and 
he lamented the divisiveness and conflicts of the human 
condition. (De Monarchia, 1 XV 1-3, 4, 8-10) 

What, moreover, might it mean to say that “Dante is the 
very idea of Italy”? The words undoubtedly allude to Dante’s 
own contribution to the formation of a sense of “Italy”. But 
they also refer to Dante as symbol of Italy. Here the statue 
of Dante is not so much an image of the man as an image of 
Italy.  

But in fairness to Dante, it is perhaps too much to ask for 
our exiled poet to carry within one static marble frame the 
entirety of Italy. In a sense, we must lend a helping hand.  

Like his vision for the Italian language which he saw as a 
kind of mid-point of all the existing vernaculars of the 
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Italian peninsula and Sicily, Dante’s statue will be most 
durable and not stand on clay feet if we understand him as 
marking a kind of cultural mid-point which captures all that 
Italy has been, is and may be.  

Our vision of him can encompass far horizons in which 
both Guelph and Ghibelline may find a home. Dante must 
encapsulate the terror of Italy’s earthquakes and the beauty 
of her landscape and art. When we see his frozen statue, he 
does not stand only for high culture; Ancient Rome; 
Botticelli and Galileo. He stands also for the contadina 
donna, who was not as Giovanni Verga portrayed her a 
“vera bestia di lavoro” “a veritable beast of burden” but rather 
the resourceful and resilient “madre del popolo” “mother of 
the people”.  

Dante’s Italy stretches from Michele Amari’s resurrection 
of Arab and Norman Sicily to Alessandro Manzoni’s “monti 
sorgente dell’acqua” of Promessi Sposi. Dante stands for 
Italy’s often bitter history and her children’s never 
surrendered and hard won dream of a better future. Dante 
must speak for the Sicilian Vespers and for the Angevin 
kingdom of Naples. For the people of southern Italy who 
drove the French from their land in 1799; and the 
Calabrians who fought a bitter guerrilla war against French 
Napoleonic occupation. For Garibaldi’s Mille and for the 
revolutionaries who in 1849 gathered to defend Mazzini’s 
Roman Republic. For Cavour and for St Francis of Assisi. 
For Giordano Bruno and Thomas Aquinas. For both pagan 
and Christian temples and shrines of the Gargano. For 
millennia of Christian prayers in uncounted sacred places 
and for Italy’s Jewish and Muslim heritage. For Dante’s 
“abject Italy” and for his Italy: “queen of provinces”. 
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(Dante, Purgatorio Canto VI) For the fiercely independent 
city-states of the Renaissance and the unified modern 
Republic. For the Lombard League of the Po Valley and the 
long-lived Lombard realms of Southern Italy. For the Greek 
temples of Agrigento and the Duomo of Milan. For the 
Giudicati of Sardinia and the Doge of Venice. For Puglia’s 
Holy Roman Emperor and for Pisa’s mathematician. In 
Italy, Dante’s words are heard in the beautiful lyrical 
accents of Florence and they echo in the Neapolitan heart-
deep song of Giambattista Basile’s Pentamerone. Dante 
speaks not only for Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, but also for 
Laura Terracina’s Chi Nemico è di Donna (For who is enemy 
to woman).  Dante stands for the Italians who left Italy and 
for those who remained.  

For Dante now carries all those stories and many more. 

Dante in Diaspora 

Paradoxically, as Italians in diaspora here in Australia, it 
is not obvious that Dante represents us.  

There are certain general statements we can make about 
the post-war Italian migration. These general stories don’t 
by any means capture every story. They do however give us 
the “big picture”. In the post-war era Australia when most 
Italian Australians arrived, Australia was looking for 
workers, not poets. 

And the new Italian Australians did indeed come, by and 
large, from the working classes of Italy. In the 1981 census 
only 2% of Italian migrants to Australia had at least a high 
school education. In the same era a third of Italian 

229



DANTE AND HIS INFLUENCE IN AUSTRALIA 

Australians could not read or write and many had only 
completed primary school. For most, their mother tongue 
was not Italian; but their own local dialect. Such dialects 
independently evolved from Latin and represent “sister” 
languages to Italian. Their limited formal Italian on arrival 
in Australia meant the migrants had to become trilingual: 
learning Italian and English as well as their native dialect. 
(See Ricatti 2018, 101, 103) 

Further, when these generations left Italy, the Italy of 
today, with its mass media, higher living standards and 
universal education did not yet exist. And the moment of 
departure froze Italy for the Italians who arrived here. 

 Further, the Italians that arrived in this era were 
primarily from Southern Italy. Over 60% were from 
Calabria and Sicily alone. Most post war Italian migrants 
were contadini (agricultural workers) from Southern Italy. 
Even by 1991 almost 75% had no educational or vocational 
qualifications. 45% had left school before age 14. (Tierney 
1998, Bureau of Immigration and Population Research 1991, 
pp 5, 20) Northern and Central Italy were also represented, 
but in lower percentages (25% and 8.6% respectively).  26

This post-war migration was the last major pulse of a vast 
outflow of Italians seeking better lives outside Italy. It had 
lasted from 1861 to 1965. Over 25,000,000 people left Italy. 
(Baldassar 2011) 

Such broad statistics are readily recovered in personal 
narratives. Our parents sacrificed home and community for 
a better future for themselves and their children. But Dante 
meant very little, if anything to them. Today the second 
generation, like myself, who were blessed with the 
opportunity for education which many of our parents 
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pressed on us, have the luxury of thinking and talking 
about Dante.  

There was plenty of Italian culture when I was growing 
up, but Dante was nowhere to be found. I was blessed with 
many mentors who introduced me to English literature. 
The same was not true Italian literature. As a result, the 
first book I consciously read in Italian was Vicky di 
Villafranca’s translation of J.R.R Tolkien’s Il Signore degli 
Annelli (The Lord of the Rings). (Tolkien 1977) As far as 
Italian literature is concerned, I would not have known 
where to begin. And I was not in those years bothered to 
look, despite scouring my local library many times over for 
new and interesting books to read.  

We see this pattern also in the history of the Dante 
Alighieri Society here in Canberra, which as its 50th 
anniversary report noted: 

“At the beginning the DAS was neither seen, nor felt to be, 
an organisation easily accessible to a wider public 
because the Committee was in large part made up of 
eminent individuals such as academics, or those 
belonging to important institutions, and all the activities 
took place at either the university or the Italian embassy. 
Emeritus Prof. Molony acknowledged that such aspects 
inhibited wider participation of members of the Italian 
community, which at the time was composed mainly of 
workers and tradesmen.” 

The same pattern was evident in the original society in 
Melbourne decades earlier.  Further, Luciano Bini who 27

was a leader in the Melbourne Dante Society commented 
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that the Italians of the post-war era “were ‘all contadini’, 
whose interests related to work rather than to intellectual 
pursuits.” Indeed, the society failed to effectively reach 
Italian immigrants. Other Italian community associations 
and societies did. (Mayne 1997, p 117-118) 

While things have changed in recent years, we can 
conclude that Dante’s influence for most Italian Australians 
has been minimal.  

Indeed when growing up it never occurred to me that 
when we were taught about the Renaissance at school, it 
had much to do with me at all. When we were taught of the 
great Roman defeat by Hannibal at the Battle of Cannae, I 
did not know (and did even wonder) that this world 
shaping event occurred less than 80 kilometres from where 
I was born. Almost certainly my distant relatives, Daunian 
allies of the Romans, fell on that battlefield. My Anglo-
Australian close friend read Dante’s Comedy when we were 
teenagers. I did not. 

It was almost as if we were some other kind of Italians, to 
whom the greatness of Italian history did not belong.  

In part, this evokes the “questione meridionale” in Italy. 
This sense of separateness was something that both 
northern Italian theorisation and southern Italian 
sentiment tended to emphasise as we can for example find 
in Carlo Levi’s Cristo Se Fermato a Eboli, who speaks of  
“another civilisation”: the timeless contadino civilisation of 
bitter struggle for survival, of magic and superstition; or the 
land to which Christ had refused to come (an idea Levi puts 
in the mouths of the local people). It is an echo of the 
stories which Pino Aprile’s book recounts: “Terroni. All 
That Has Been Done to Ensure That the Italians of the South 
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Became "Southerners””. 
Also it relates to a kind of colonisation of Italian history. 

In British eyes, as we have seen, Roman history and Italian 
art were but a prologue to the greatness of the British 
Empire. Implicitly and indeed unconsciously, this is how it 
was communicated in Australian schools in my era. 
Further, the anti-Italian racism in past decades in Australia 
is well documented; as are its foundations in the racist 
doctrines of Cesare Lombroso and Alfredo Niceforo (the 
last himself a southern Italian). (See, Andreoni 2003, Ricatti 
2018, Chapter 4).  

We may recall also the dislocation that migration can 
represents for the first generation of migrants, in the words 
of Calabrian Australians who left Italy. 

Quandu unu decide di partire, è già cambiatu. Ora, né 
carni né pisci, sugnu. 

“When someone decides to leave, they’ve already 
changed. Now, I am neither meat nor fish” (Marino 2019)  

(Though in English we might say neither fish nor fowl) 

Non mi trovu, ancora sugnu spaesatu, e passaru 
cinquant’anni! Non staiu bbonu cca, … e mancu dda, 
all’Italia, quandu tornu ogni annu. 

I haven’t really settled in, I’m still stateless, and more than 
fifty years have passed! I am neither comfortable at home 
here … nor there, in Italy when I return every year.  
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(Marino 2019) 

So, Simone Marino speaks of double dispossession. He 
also notes that the story shifts for the second generation 
(who seek distance from the “old country”) and the third 
generation, for whom Italian heritage is “cool”.  (Marino 
2019)  

For many in the first generation, like Ulysses, they have 
dared the straits and have seen the other pole but there will 
be no journey home.  

Here we see five vast chasms open beyond which Dante is 
barely discernible for many Italian Australians. The first is 
the social exclusion of Italy before migration; the second is 
the “southern question” for Italians from the south; the 
third is the British colonisation of Italian literature; the 
fourth is the social exclusion in Australia of being “the 
wrong sort of Italians”; the fifth is the disruption of 
migration itself.  

Each of these is reason enough for Italian Australians to 
make a claim on Dante and untangle the knot that has 
separated us from our own heritage. It is in a way a 
continuation of the journey begun by our parents in search 
of a better future. That Italy which they lost, must be 
recovered through the connections we weave with the 
living Italy of today.  

More, Italian Australians are entitled to claim a double 
inheritance. As Italians, Dante is our eredità. As Australians, 
through the thread which comes through English speaking 
culture, we are his heirs. Dante here of course stands for 
everything Italian. As he claimed us, when he included us 
in the conversation he started 700 years ago, we are 
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entitled to claim him back.  

Dante and Resistenza 

There is a particular Dante who speaks to this 
experience. He is the Dante of resistenza. The word of 
course has a particular resonance in Italian and calls to 
mind the bitter lessons of World War 2 and its preceding 
decades but the idea can flow through Italian history. But 
resistenza is a concept which can be applied to Italian 
history from Dante to the twenty-first century. (Moroncini 
et al 2019)   

Dante uses his Inferno (and the Commedia more 
generally) to castigate the failings of the world around him. 
In this form, resistenza is the dream of a world better than it 
is. However, Dante’s castigation is as much about inner life 
as the external world. And as much about the reform of his 
own inner life as the reform of ours.  

The critical “mid-point” of resistenza in Dante’s life is 
when the world, which had placed him high on the 
pedestal of power, cast him into the deep pit of exile. This 
was the pivot point of his life. His friend Guido Cavalcanti, 
who Dante himself helped to send into exile, died. 
(Reynolds 2007, p 38, 44, 49-50) Dante could also have died 
(both literally and metaphorically) as he suggests in Canto 
II of Inferno when Beatrice sends Virgil to aid him in his 
moment of need and anguish as Dante battles death on the 
shores of the torrential river. (Inferno Canto II, 98, 107-108) 

Dante’s resistenza was surviving that moment. Not only 
surviving it, but drawing forth from the depths of his 
human spirit, a great work of literature. He remade for 
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himself a place in the living world. This resistenza was also 
the defeat of his own demons, each of which greet him as 
he passes through the levels of hell. Among them his anger, 
his pride, thirst for vengeance and preparedness to enter 
into bloodshed. Inferno and Purgatory have inscribed in 
them the struggles of a life lived intensely. 

The Dante of resistenza stands also for the migrant 
voyage; with its sacrifice of everything in the hope of a 
better future. It stands for moments of national crisis, such 
as that which now besets Italy in the COVID-19 epidemic.  

Dante and Aboriginal Australia 

This presentation has been prepared in the first year in 
which Dantedì has been marked in Australia’s national 
capital. This presentation addresses the question of Dante’s 
influence in Australia. In this context, to be silent as to what 
Dante might mean for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians would be to contribute to the displacement that 
European culture has represented for Australia’s first 
peoples. For the British colonists not only brought with 
them sheep dogs and drovers, they brought European 
culture. Italian culture and literature too arrived with the 
tall ships that came in the nineteenth century. (Cooper 
1889, p 200)  

Further as Ricatti notes, Italian Australians have also 
been part of the process of racist representation of 
Aboriginal Australians (Ricatti 2018, 68-69).  

But there is also another virtually unknown and more 
positive interaction between Italian and Aboriginal 
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Australians. Space only allows brief examples.   28

Polenta and Goanna written by Emilio Gabbrielli is a 
fictionalised telling of the relationships and encounter 
between northern Italian miners and Western Desert 
Aboriginal women in the early twentieth century. The 
author migrated to Australia in 1980 and the book arose 
from a meeting between the author and the Italian 
speaking children that arose from those unions. Originally 
published in Italian, the work was later translated into 
English. (Gabrielli 2008) 

More than a century earlier we find Raffaele Carboni who 
participated in the Eureka Stockade uprising and wrote its 
only eyewitness account.  After his return to Italy in 1872 he 
published Gilburnia. This pantomime ballet about 
Gilburnia the daughter of an Aboriginal elder of the Loddon 
Valley, presents Aboriginal Australians as heroes and 
heroines. The brutality and injustice which was they faced 
is the central theme the play, although it also explores 
issues of gender. (Ricatti 2018, 60, 69)  

Carboni began work on this play in the summer of 
1854-55, when he was in prison in Melbourne on trial for 
treason. Unlike his fellow miners, who had little interest in 
the traditional owners of the land, Carboni had spent time 
with them while working as a shepherd. He devoted his 
time in prison, when he knew not whether he would live or 
die, to writing Gilburnia. (Carboni, 1993, 1) It is ironic that 
the Eureka Stockade Flag under which Carboni fought, has 
in recent years been seized by racists as their symbol. (King 
2004) 

Also noteworthy is that in 1956 the Dante Alighieri 
Society of Sydney hosting an exhibition of aboriginal art 
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which had been collected in Arnhem Land by Karel 
Kupka.   29

“Kupka was one of the first people to recognize Aboriginal 
painters’ individual talents and carefully documented each 
painting’s provenance from the master-painters of different 
regions.” (Healey 2010) 

I have been unable to find any direct reference to 
Aboriginal Australians drawing on Dante Alighieri’s works. 
[This of course turned out to be wrong.]  There is of 30

course no obvious reason that Aboriginal Australians 
should at feel obliged to.  

However their absence (if that is indeed correct), speaks 
also to their deliberate exclusion from “high culture”. In 
the Harlem Renaissance in early twentieth century 
America, African Americans responded to their persistent 
oppression and inequality by seizing “high art” as their 
own: producing literature and visual arts which spoke to 
their own reality. (Harris and Molesworth 2008, ch. 6)   

In 1977, Aboriginal poet Oodgeroo Noonuccal in 1977 
said: 

“[T]he only book that the Aboriginals were allowed to be 
literate about was the Bible … And I thought, My God it’s 
time we recorded the cries of the people and gave them a 
book they could call their own. So I wrote We are Going 
…” ( Davidson 2013, p219) 

Of course Aboriginal Australians have created and grown 
their own space in the “high culture” worlds of art, music, 
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television and film and, although lesser known, also in 
literature.  Although many examples could be cited, 31

Deborah Cheetham of the Yorta Yorta people found her 
calling and her connection with her own people creating an 
Aboriginal opera in the “Italian bel canto style”. (Barnett 
2013, Stefanovic 2017) We may note that she took the void 
created by dominant culture and made of it a bridge back 
to identity, family and community.  

Christian mystical poetry which Aboriginal writers have 
also produced might be a place to look (Davidson 2013, ch 
7)  

However, the Dante of resistenza is perhaps the Dante 
that speaks most relevantly to Aboriginal Australians. 
Indeed, Davidson in his book, Christian Mysticism and 
Australian Poetry uses the precise word “resistance” as one 
description of their poetry and literature. Adam Shoemaker 
has said: “if there is any ‘school’ of Aboriginal poetry, it is 
one of social protest.” (Čerče 2017) 

We hear it in the words of Nyungar Poet Alf Taylor: “… the 
only thing they didn’t do to us was stick that spear in our sides 
and crucify us …” (Davidson 2013, p 220-221) 

There are many examples that could be drawn on. The 
following are a few verses from the powerful poem Are You 
Beautiful Today by poet Dr Romaine Moreton of the 
Goernpil and Bundjulung peoples.  

Are you beautiful today? 
Are your children safe and well? 
Brother, mother, sister too? 
I merely ask so you can tell.  

239



DANTE AND HIS INFLUENCE IN AUSTRALIA 

… 
Are you beautiful, 
Do you create great things, 
Do you read beautiful poetry, 
And all those other 
Beautiful things, 
I think I would like to too, 
You know, 
Prose, paint and draw, 

…  

Could you take 
Your broken heart, 
And paint 
The most magnificent masterpiece 
The world has ever seen, 

Could you take 
The blood of your sister, 
And make people 
Believe 
In a 
Dream … 

Romaine Moreton is speaking of the experience of her 
people, but here are echoes of Dante’s story. Aboriginal 
Australians have every right to claim and make their own, 
the universal Dante who belongs to all humankind. In a 
sense Dante’s journey to l’altro polo will not be complete 
until an Aboriginal Boccaccio steps forth and champions 
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Dante and makes him their own. In a sense, our own 
journey as Italian Australians will also not be complete until 
that day. And here resistenza represents reconciliation. 

Dorothea and Dante's Love 

Time does not allow a proper consideration of Dante in 
the context of multicultural Australia. In one sense he is 
part of Australia’s multicultural space. But in another he is 
at the centre of the Western Canon. Many have argued that 
such a Canon excludes other voices that should be heard.  

Yet to try (again) to bury Dante seems to me a fruitless 
and wasteful exercise. Generations before gave us it their 
best shot. They failed. The best response, it seems to me, is 
to undertake the work of widening the circle of the canon 
even further. Australia’s cultural canon (even if it is still 
largely invisible) now includes the literature of many 
countries and cultures and similar conversations could be 
unfolded about them also. We live in an interconnected 
world which needs greater understanding across cultures; 
and the capability of speaking across our cultural voids. 
(See discussion in Aston 2017) If the story we have 
traversed tells us anything, it is that poetry and culture is 
fruitful beyond our imaginations. It can be reborn again 
and again as new audiences discover it in new cultural 
contexts and re-imagine it in their own unique way.  

Well, we have perhaps passed through Inferno and 
Purgatorio; and have certainly not come to Paradiso. And it 
is now time to turn our thoughts again to our Beatrice: 
Dorothea and her wide brown land.  
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She draws our minds to the problem of love. Both she 
and Dante are concerned with it. The problem or 
philosophy of love was a topic of intense medieval scrutiny 
in which Dante joins. Dante’s engages with an analysis and 
description of the experience of love in Vita Nuova. In 
Purgatorio, a central theme is misdirected love which Virgil 
explains to Dante in Canto XVII, at the very heart of the 
Commedia. We are moulded of love which is the divine. Yet 
there is the love that prefers self to neighbour; power to 
justice; love that is too weak or too strong; love that 
pursues an evil object or the love that seeks revenge. (See 
discussion in Camacho 2019, Wilson 2011) Thus: 

amor sementa in voi d’ogne virtute 
e d’ogne operazion che merta pene (Canto XV 104-105) 

love, the seed within you of every virtue 
and of every deed deserving punishment 

Dorothea’s verses present us, therefore, with the 
important question of love; although she is concerned with 
love of country. Like her, Dante is also on the record in his 
public expression of love for his native Florence. (Dante, De 
Vulgari Eloquentia) 

In her youth Dorothea was clear. There was a choice. 
Australia was the love for her but love of English “field and 
coppice” she “could not share”. Such a view presents us with 
a tyrannical “or”. We must love this “or” that: implicitly be 
this or that. Love this literature or that; this place or that. It 
seems to me an inadequate and false dichotomy.  

Much later in life, in an interview, Dorothea presented a 
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more nuanced view. Of England she said: “There are lots of 
wonderful things, especially in the older parts, but they are 
not the same.” It is not the sharp rejection of her youth. 
(ABC 1967) Further, we will note that when we hear the 
intensely passionate verses which she inked for Australia; 
drawing forth nature’s beauty and horror we hear the 
English Romantics, and beyond them, Dante. Try as she 
might she could not divorce England from her world. 

For my own part, Dorothea’s fierce words “land for me” 
apply equally to Italy and Australia. Both are home. 

If I have been away for a time, when I drive back over the 
hill and enter the Goulburn plain, or Ngunnawul country I 
feel I have come home. It is the same when my eyes first 
see the Capitanata Tavoliere of Puglia spread out in her 
beautiful green expanse and jewel-white cities. These two 
tablelands are not separated by space and time.  

Southern Tableland  
and  
Capitanata Tavoliere  

non sono a l’altro polo.  
Nel stesso polo, si trovano, 
del mio cuore. 
E anche lì, il mondo intero. 

They are not  
at the other pole. 
Look for them 
In the same pole  
of my heart 

243



DANTE AND HIS INFLUENCE IN AUSTRALIA 

And find there  
the world entire.  

At least that is my answer.  
A further thought. Next year will be the 700th anniversary 

of the death of Dante Alighieri. As far as I know, a book 
length treatment of Dante’s influence in Australia has yet to 
be written. The topics we have briefly traversed (and others 
that we have not) could form the chapters of such a book. It 
would be, perhaps, a worthy project to mark that 
centenary.  

To close, there are no more appropriate words than 
those of Homer in Inferno Canto IV: 

Onorate l’altissimo poeta 

Honour the poet sublime!   
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	In	the	2016	census,	1,000,006	Australians	recorded	Italian	ancestry.	1

The	 census	 allowed	 people	 to	 record	 up	 to	 two	 ancestries.	
(Department	of	Home	Affairs	2016)

	The	National	Arboretum’s	collection	 includes	at	 least	eleven	 trees	2

that	 are	 found	 in	 Italy	 (not	 all	 of	 which	 are	 native).	 The	 Oriental	
Hornbeam,	 Flowering	 Ash,	 European	 Larch,	 Olive,	 Norway	 Spruce,	
Aleppo	 Pine,	 Stone	 Pine,	 Plane	 Tree,	 English	 Oak,	 Cork	 Oak	 and	
Small-leaved	 Lime.	 National	 Arboretum	 Canberra	 Trees	 and	
Countries.	 https://www.nationalarboretum.act.gov.au/living-
collection/trees/countries-represented-by-trees-in-the-forests-and-
central-valley	 accessed	 21	 March	 2020.	 The	 Canberra	 Discovery	
Garden	 at	 the	 Arboretum	 also	 has	 many	 herbs	 and	 vegetables	 at	
home	in	an	Italian	“orto”.

	The	Sculpture	is	the	work	of	Marcus	Tatton	and	Chris	Viney,	2010.3

	I	extend	my	sincere	thanks	to	Mr	Faustino	Troni	for	this	translation	4

into	Italian.

	 Dorothea	 Mackellar	 dressed	 as	 one	 of	 the	 Graces	 for	 Mrs.	 T.H.	5

Kelly's	Italian	Red	Cross	Day	tableaux	at	the	Palace	Theatre,	20	June	
1918.	 Dante	 Alighieri	 depicted	 in	 Henry	 Halliday	 in	 Dante	 and	
Beatrice	(1882-1884)

	Dante	depicted	by	Henry	Holiday	(1883)	in	Dante	and	Beatrice6
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	Eileen	Slarke	in	2002	notes	that	GrifDith	was	the	Dirst	and	only	7

translator	of	the	Divine	Comedy.	(Slarke	2002,	p	94)

	Creative	Commons	Spikercs	/	CC	BY-SA		(https://8

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)

	Table	Talk	(Melbourne)	14	August	1896,	p	9.	However	the	Society	9

lapsed	 as	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	 Society	was	 again	 publicised	 in	
1924.	The	Argus	(Melbourne)	8	 July	1924.	(See	also	Mayne	1997,	p	
45)

	Table	Talk	(Melbourne)	14	August	1896,	p	910

	Gavin	Fry	is	another	Australian	painter	who	has	linked	the	Anzac	11

experience	with	Inferno.	(Slarke	2002,	p	104)

	Another	contribution	that	might	be	noted	is	the	exhibition	hosted	12

by	Eileen	Slarke	of	the	work	of	30	 	contemporary	Australian	artists	
who	 interpreted	 Dante.	 The	 exhibition	 toured	 Australia	 as	 well	 as	
being	on	long	term	exhibition	in	Ravenna.	(Modesto,	2001)

	 National	 Gallery	 of	 Australia,	 Love	 &	 Desire	 Pre-Raffaelite	13

Masterpieces	from	the	Tate,	https://nga.gov.au/lovedesire/	,	https://
nga.gov.au/lovedesire/tickets.cfm

	 Dante	 Gabrielle	 Rossetti,	 Paolo	 and	 Francesca	 da	 Rimini	 1855	14

https://nga.gov.au/lovedesire/works.cfm?wrkirn=320925	 accessed	
12	March	2020

	Dante	Gabrielle	Rossetti,	Dante’s	Dream	at	 the	Time	of	Beatrice’s	15

Death	 1856	 https ://nga .gov.au/lovedesire/works .c fm?
wrkirn=320926	accessed	12	March	2020

	 William	 Blake,	 The	 Symbolic	 Figure	 of	 the	 Course	 of	 Human	16

History	 described	by	Virgil	 (1824-1827)	 illustration	 for	The	Divine	
Comedy	 by	 Dante	 Alighieri	 (Inferno	 XIV,	 94-119)	 (held	 by	 the	
National	 Gallery	 of	 Victoria).	 The	 Oigure	 is	 described	 as	 having	 one	
clay	foot.	

	Samuel	GrifOith	had	in	fact	travelled	to	Italy	in	1866-67	“to	?ind	the	17

most	 beautiful	 in	 Nature,	 Sculpture,	 Painting	 and	 Architecture”.	 He	
began	his	translation	of	the	Comedy	as	early	as	1898.	(Cooper	1989)
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	George	Puttenham,	The	Arte	of	English	Poesie,	quoted	in	(Fox	1997,	18

p	29)

	 The	 best	 source	 for	 a	 list	 of	 English	 translations	 of	 the	 Comedy	19

appears	 to	 be	 Wikipedia.	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
English_translations_of_Dante%27s_Divine_Comedy

	Sydney	Morning	Herald,	27	April	184420

	Sydney,	22	March	184521

	Empire	(Sydney),	25	July	186522

	The	South	Australian	Advertiser,	3	December	1867,	p	423

	Table	Talk	(Melbourne)	14	August	189624

	Mike	Steele	Creative	Commons	image	https://www.Dlickr.com/25

photos/21022123@N04/27168313770)

	In	the	years	1950-62	47.4%	were	from	Southern	Italy	(not	26

including	Sicily);	8.6%	from	Central	Italy	and	25.2%	from	Northern	
Italy	(predominantly	the	Veneto).	The	island	accounted	for	18.8%	of	
which	18.6%	were	from	Sicily.	See	(Tagliasacci,	Silvia,	p	68)

	 “Beneath	 the	 surface,	 the	 Società	 Dante	 [of	 Melbourne]	 was	27

complacently	 content	with	 its	 exclusive	but	 all-too	narrow	 circle	 of	
members	 [which	 it]	 underlined	…	 by	maintain	 a	 restrictive	 annual	
membership	 fee.	 …	 Corte	 conceded	 in	 1902	 that	 ‘The	 Dante	
Alighieri	 /society	 of	 Melbourne,	 mostly	 consists	 of	 English	
gentlemen	 …”	 (Mayne	 1997,	 pp	 39-40)	 In	 the	 post	 war	 years	 the	
society	however	became	a	home	for	the	new	post-war	wave	of	Italian	
migrants,	 though	 the	 same	 ‘ivory	 tower’	patterns	 remained	 (Mayne	
1997,	p	89	et	seq,	116	et	seq)

	See	discussion	in	Ricatti	2018	pp	68-6928

	 The	 Dante	 Alighieri	 Society	 presents	 Aboriginal	 art	 and	 craft:	29

Kupka’s	 collection	of	Arnhem	 land	and	surrounding	areas.	Bissietta	
Art	 Galley	 1956	 https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/188054613?
q&versionId=204651680	 See	 also	 Rothwell	 2007	 where	 it	 is	
observed	 that	 Kupka’s	 work	 opened	 “a	 new	 chapter	 in	 western	
appreciation	of	Aboriginal	cultures”.
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	 [Editor’s	Note:	 Absence	 of	 proof	 is	 not	 proof	 of	 absence	 as	 it	 is	30

said,	 and	 the	 writer	 at	 the	 time	 failed	 to	 Oind	 the	 work	 of	 Samuel	
Wagan	Watson,	whose	work	as	an	Aboriginal	poet	draws	directly	on	
Dante.	 Samuel	 Wagan	 Watson	 was	 a	 presenter	 at	 the	 Brisbane	
session	of	the	National	Seminar	Series.	(See	introduction	for	further	
description	of	his	work).]

	 Only	 one	 paper	 I	 have	 been	 able	 to	 Oind	 mentions	 Aboriginal	31

Australia	 in	 connection	with	Dante.	Two	points	 are	made.	The	 Oirst	
draws	 a	 link	 between	 European	 perceptions	 of	 claimed	 Aboriginal	
cannibalism,	“Hell’s	Gate”	Pass	in	Queensland,	“educated	Europeans”	
and	Hell’s	Gate	cannibalism	of	Dante’s	Inferno	XXXIII.	The	second	is	
to	 draw	 a	 potential	 parallel	 between	 one	 story	 concerning	 the	
Rainbow	 Serpent	which	 plunges	 into	 a	 spiralling	 hole	 in	 the	 earth,	
reminiscent	 of	Dante’s	 Inferno.	 (Slarke	 2002,	 p	 97)	 If	 it	 is	 the	 case	
that	no	work	has	been	done	on	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	
voices	in	this	space,	 it	 is	surely	time	that	this	is	remedied.	[Editor’s	
Note:	See	footnote	30.]
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To mark the 700th anniversary of the passing of Dante Alighieri 
in 2021, the Dante Alighieri Societies of Australia came together 
to host a national seminar series held at events hosted around 
Australia. This publication collects the remarkably diverse 
contributions that were made by speakers during those seminars. 
The resulting volume provides a window into the continuing 
influence of the poetry of Dante Alighieri in the cultural life of 
Australia.
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