
Q2. The English Cantos is your attempt to write an epic in the style of Dante 

Alighieri. Could you please give us some background on why you chose Dante, 

rather than, let’s say, Homer, as your model, and what this means for your 

poetry? 

 

This is a difficult question to answer without sounding pretentious. I am not 

pretending to be Homer or Dante, or to be as good a poet as they were. But the 

thing is: the greats of the past provide us with models for today. The models may 

be thematic or they can be formal. Homer’s model of verse in hexameters is too 

remote for me to use today. But Italian has long provided the English language 

with fabulous forms that we can adapt and use; most famously, of course, the 
sonnet, which since its importation some 500 years ago has produced some of our 

greatest poetry. But the English language seems to have an aversion to odd-

numbered structures. Paul Fussell observed, 'The failure of terza rima to 

establish a tradition in English, as well as the general rarity of successful English 

three-line stanzas, suggests that stanzas of even- rather than odd-numbered lines 

are those that appeal most naturally to the Anglo-Saxon sensibility.’ However, 

when I examined this matter, I found – for example, in Shelley’s The Triumph of 
Life – that the joy of terza rima was its ability to have the concentration of a 

sonnet (through its rhyme scheme) and yet to have a propulsive narrative power. 

This is seen most clearly in Dante. Of course, the key thing is not to set oneself the 

misguided task of insisting on perfect rhymes, since our language is not as rich in 

them as Italian. The significance of this for today’s poetry is that it provides an 

avenue in which to explore real poetry that requires artistry, and to break the 

tyranny of low expectations which constitutes free verse. 


