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DANTE.

I wisi this evening to speak te vou about
the life and teachings of one of the greatest,
perhaps I should say the preatest, religious
poet who ever lived. O the multitudes of
pocts who have in all ages been inspired to
teach us the noble in condoct and the pure in
thought, few only bave deserved the high
Latin title of Fifes, 2 name which means nota
peet only, bul also 2 bard and a seer.  And of
these ate there still fewer who impress us with
the sense of something pecaliarly sublime
in their personality, Indeed, I hardly know
of more than three whom I should name as
exercising this magnetic effect on the imagina-
tion. ‘Those three, are Alschylus, Dante, and
Milton ,—and of these three, neither of the
others in se supreme a degree as Dante,

Wordsworth, that pure and lofty poct whose
soul was akin to Milton’s own, hag expressed
this aspect of Milton's character.

¥ Thy aoul was lile a star, and dwelt apatt 3
Thou hadst-a voioe whose sownd wag like the sea,
Fure as the naked heavens, majestic, free §
5o didst thow travel on life's common way
In cheerful godliness; and et thy heart
The lowliest dudes on herself did lay.”

And again, in his Prelude, he calls him,

** Houl awkul, if this world has ever held
An awfal soul™

Now with all this eulozy, lofty as it is, I
fully agree ; and if there be any othes poet o
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whom it belongs, In even fuller measure, it is
Dante Alighieri, His very names sound like
a prophetic intimation of his greatness. Dante
is said to be an abbreviation of ¥ Durante "—
the lasting, the permanent; Alighieri, one
{that is) of the ' wing-bearers,” of whom his
coat of arms—an eagle’s wing in an azure field
—is the maost fitting symbol.

Gray, in his ode on the ** Progress of Poesy,”
spoke of Milton as

* he d:vho rode sublime
Upon the seraph-wings of sos
'TEE Eocrots uipt'hc :l'hgyss o 5] ;3.-0'.\'"
He passed the fandng huumi of time and space,
‘The living throne, the sapphire Blase,
Where angels tremble whire they pace
He saw, tut blasted with exeeas of light,
Closed his eyes Io endless night”

The last lines are but a Fanciful allusion to
Milton’s blindness ; but of Dante it may be
said that he saw with eagle’s eye undazezled.
No poet's soul ever showed the same heroic
dauntlessness. He trod, with unseared feet,
the very depths of Hell, in &ll its agony and
ghastliness ; he toiled up the mountain terraces
of Purgatery ; he moved as unfalteringly over
heaven’s azure as over the burning marble ;
he mingled on cqual terms among its Hving
rubies and topazes ; be saw the whole rose of
Paradise unfolded ; he gazed on the mystic
triumph of Christ, and on the Beatific Light of
the Triune God ; and in every scene, lurid or
celestial, befors every personage, demenic or
divine, whether he be speaking to lost souls,
or giants, or coarse fiends, or beatified spirits
of the redeemed, or apostles, or * thrones,
dominations, viriues, princedoms, powers,” he
retaing -before them all and cverywhere the
roval Priesthood, the immortat dignity of a
man—of & man made in the image of God, and
for whom Christ died.

It is because such a poet seems to me
peculiar{y fitted to teach, and elevate this age,
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and to make it blush for its favorite vices, that
I have ventured to speak of him. There is
no function which poets can fulfil comparable
to their high posthumous privilege of perma-
nently enriching the blood of the world, and
raising humanity to higher levels. Nations
that possess such poets as Dante and Miiton
ought never to degeneratle. But they belong
not to nations only, but to all the world. It
any voung men should chance to be among my
andience to-night, I would carnestly invite
them to hold high and perpetual companion-
ship with such scnis as these, And if there
shoutd be any here who have hitherto found
their chief delight in meaner things, which
dwarf the intellectual faculties and biunt the
moral sense, I would fain hope that, here and
there, one of them may be induced to tura
away from such follies, to breathe the pure,
difficult, eager air of serere and holy poems
like the * Dhivina Commediz,” and the * Para-
dise Lost.” )

For, indesd, the * Divine Comedy,’" is, as
has been said, ¥ one of the landmarks of his.
tory. More than a tnagnificent poem, more
than the beginming of a language, and the
opening of a national literature, more than the
inspirer of art, and the glory of a great people,
it iz ane of those rare and solemn monuments
of the mind's power which measure apd test
what it can reach to ; which rise up, inefface-
ably and forever, as time goes on, marking out
its advance by grander divisions than its
centyries, and adopted as epochs by the con-
sent of all who come after.  They who know
it best would wish others also to know the
power of that wonderful poem 1 its austere yet
subduing beauty ; what force there is in its free
and earnest and solemn verse (o sirengthen,
to tranquiilize, to console.  Its seriousness has
put to shame their trifling ; its magnanim-
ity their faint-heariedness ; its living energy
their indolenre @ its stern and sad grameass

[
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has rebuked low thoughts; its thrilling tender-
ness has overcome sullenness, and assuaged
distress ; its strong faith quelled despair and
soothed perplexity ; its vast grasp imparted the
sense of harmony to the view of clashin
truths, After holding converse with suc%
grandeur, our lives can never be so small
again. *

He was born in Tlotence o 1265, and T
shall not now dweil vpen his biography.
Suffice it to say that the oullive of his lite may
be summed up under the four woerds, Love,
Philosophy, Politics, Exite,

r. Iitst, Love,  He was but & drcamy, poetic
boy of nine years old when he first saw and
loved Beatrice, the daughter of Folco Portinari.
The story of his love is told in his “ Vita Nuova.”
Love was his earliest idol, and God=-whose
hand is so visible in this poet’s life—early
shartered it Beatrice, at twenty, married
another, and at twenty-five she died.

* Deéath, the great momitor, oft comes to prove
*Tis dust we dote on wben *Hs man we love™

And yet let us not say that Dante’s love came to
nothing. It came to something far more divine
than could have been the disenchantment of
any mere earthly satisfaction. He might hava
said, with the modern poet:

“ He wha for love hath undergone
worst that ean betall,

Is happiet, thousandfold, than one
Who pever loved at all

A grace within his eoul hath reigned

at nothing else can bring —

Thank God for all that I have gained

By that high suffering.’

By that absolutely pure, noble, ideal, ethereal
love the youth’s whole spul was elevaied, The
sweet child, the lovely mald, the pure and noble
woman, gave to Dante's soul those wings of

® Dean Chorch,



