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Praise for Dear Dante: Poems

“Dear Dante unfolds as a poetic correspondence between two poets in dialogue across space, time, and languages. Both are pilgrims striving to walk their paths to achieve the bliss of heaven, and though they are separated by centuries, they are not so different. Both interrogate themselves and their worlds while eliciting in their readers the desire to join and partake in their poetic and spiritual camino. Angela Alaimo O’Donnell’s rare sensitivity as a reader and her technical excellence as a poet take us closer to the Commedia by making Dante’s poetry alive and engaged with our modern world and selves.”


—Susanna Barsella, author of In the Light of the Angels: Angelology and Cosmology in Dante’s Divina Commedia



“What a splendid reading Angela Alaimo O’Donnell offers us here in Dear Dante, as she travels (poet with poet) with Dante as her guide through Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise! And the emotions O’Donnell registers in these responses to the Prince of Poets—from the deep, chilling wisdom and pity she gleans from Hell, to the tears for our human frailty, to that visceral sense of experiencing what is lost for good in our purgation, to understanding the necessity to let go of our ego-centered desires for the one thing necessary: Love. And all of this told, as with her other teacher, Flannery O’Connor, with a wit and honesty and deep insight where even words fail as we search for that One Word we hunger for.”


—Paul Mariani, author of Deaths and Transfigurations, The Mystery of It All, and All That Will Be New



“This splendid homage in Dante’s favorite forms reflects Angela Alaimo O’Donnell’s love and passionate engagement with The Divine Comedy. Pondering the Inferno she outdoes the maestro in compassion: ‘Perfection is a dream the heartless chase.’ Her meditations on the Purgatorio reaffirm Dante, allowing that ‘souls en route to God know how to sing’ and she deftly catches his Paradiso’s peace of heart ‘Where desire is defeated, love comes first.’ We both delight in these poems and are reawakened to the wonder of Dante.”


—Micheal O’Siadhail, author of The Five Quintets
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Introduction

Dante, Thee, and Me

Dear Dante began as a species of accompaniment.

To mark the much-anticipated 700th anniversary of Dante’s death on September 14, 2021, I decided to honor that occasion by spending the summer before rereading his great masterpiece The Divine Comedy at the rate of one canto a day. Since there are exactly 100 cantos and there are very nearly 100 days of summer—and since The Divine Comedy is divided into three sections in much the same way that the summer is divided into three months—Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso mapping nicely onto the unfolding of June, July, and August— this seemed a perfectly poetic way to spend the summer.

It was an intense experience, walking with Dante each day. Even on bright, sunny mornings, I found myself drawn into the dark world of the Inferno. The striking images would stay with me. Not only was Dante in my waking thoughts, but he also began entering into my dreams. He became a ghost haunting the hallways of my house as well as the corners of my mind. I was, at the outset, content to vicariously follow the course of The Pilgrim’s journey from one spiritual space to another, but before long, I found myself entering into the poem as participant rather than passive observer. In the course of our daily visitations, I began talking back to Dante—and that talking took the form of poems, poems that at times channel his voice, at others engage him in conversation, and at still others challenge him on his theology and his oftentimes dark depictions of the consequences of human frailty.

As much as I admire the beauty, power, and wisdom of Dante’s epic account of sin, purgation, and salvation, as a reader shaped by modernity I cannot help but take issue with some aspects of his worldview. Let’s face it: the medieval Catholic world is a far cry from the modern one we inhabit. It’s true that we have much in common in terms of the values we hold—one is not supposed to commit adultery, practice greed and gluttony, lie, cheat, or murder. However, we tend to look less harshly on human brokenness and imperfection, to err on the side of mercy rather than judgment. In addition, there are human behaviors that Dante considers grave sins that our contemporary culture and many contemporary Catholics and Christians do not, such as homosexuality and suicide, despite what the Catholic Church’s Catechism might say. (Dante, was, of course, a deeply Catholic poet.) In addition, Dante also tends toward intolerance of other religions. The fact that he puts Mohammad in hell is enough to turn some modern readers away.

Of course, it’s no surprise to us that the world has changed since 1321, when Dante completed his Divine Comedy. And yet, Dante has bequeathed us a vision and a vast cast of characters that enable us to see ourselves, with all our failings, our strivings, and our aspirations. He has captured what is universal in the human condition, even as he was subject to the limitations of his own time.

I had a similar response to the Purgatorio. While some of the purgative penance and punishment meted out squared with my modernist sense of justice, some did not. I was able to see the suffering souls Dante encountered through his eyes, through the eyes of Virgil (the great pagan poet who serves as Dante’s guide along his journey), and, also, through my own. Some of the poems I wrote endorse and enlarge on Dante’s vision, others challenge it, and still others reject it out of hand. In these poems, I dare to differ with Dante—an intellectual, spiritual, and artistic act that creates a space for encounter with the master poet, acknowledging a tension that isn’t easily resolved.

My journey through the Paradiso with Dante was, perhaps, most instructive of all. Unfortunately, few people actually read the 3rd canticle of Dante’s epic unless forced to, and so it holds for us a slew of surprises. It is the medieval literary equivalent of “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”—wildly beautiful, surreal, and almost hallucinogenic in its imagery and language. The casual, non-scholarly reader is often at a loss, trying to decipher the colossal code Dante speaks in. The fact that the poet himself acknowledges the limits of his powers of speech to convey the visions he sees doesn’t help matters much. The blinded and inarticulate leading the blinded and inarticulate doesn’t make for clarity, but it does make for lively poetry, both on Dante’s part and (I hope and pray) my own. The poems in the Paradiso constitute a pilgrimage into the state of perfection and thus, a journey into the unknown.

My response to my daily dose of Dante amounts, in this collection, to 39 poems—13 devoted to each of the 3 canticles—plus an additional 3 poems that serve as prologue and epilogues. (Threes abound in The Divine Comedy, so why not here?) They are all formal poems, written in the forms Dante favored—the sonnet and, of course, terza rima, the ingenious verse form he invented to tell his haunting and compelling tale. (I confess to a single outlier here—one lone poem written in tetrameter quatrains, for which I offer no explanation. The muse wanders where she wills.) The sonnet serves as an ideal form to convey the act of pilgrimage. Each of the 14 lines corresponds to one of the 14 Stations of the Cross, each line a step along the journey as well as a station along the Via Crucis the pilgrim travels. In addition, terza rima is the perfect narrative vehicle, creating and maintaining suspense as it requires the reader (and the poet) to cast one’s gaze ahead to see the action to come rather than dwell on what has taken place, the middle rhyme of each tercet foreshadowing the rhymes to come in the lines that follow.

In addition, each of my poems (with only a few exceptions) begins with an
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