
The English Cantos  -  Interview with artist Judith Warbey 

Q1.  Art and literature have been intertwined since time immemorial.  What particularly attracted 

you to producing work inspired by The English Cantos and how does it fit with your usual style and 

creative output? 

I was intrigued by the idea of responding to a modern interpretation of the classic produced by 

Dante, which had such an influence on artists from his day onwards.  I needed to understand what 

Dante’s world was like, particularly the religious art he might be familiar with.  I do work by 

responding to subjects and written words, particularly using the framework of artists’ books.  This 

seemed to be in tune with my usual practice.  I like the immersive aspect, where my response takes 

time to emerge – I particularly appreciate the importance of rhythm and words, both essential 

elements in calligraphy.   

Q2.  The journey James Sale describes, and the influences of Dante, are in some ways quite bleak, 

though there is an uplifting current beneath the darkness.  How do you find engaging with these 

darker themes? 

Not just bleak – visceral.  The timing of the work is unfortunate with “lock down” and Covid, but 

perhaps that just enhances the darker responses.  Moments of uplift are there, but the over-arching  

feeling of gloom does pervade the journey into and through Hell.  I am desperate for a river, due to 

being captivated by the Mappa Mundi, which I believe will make a really good vehicle for one of my 

responses, and the divisions in that map are indicated by seas and rivers (water).  It has been really 

difficult to engage with the anger, but once I found a way of markmaking that reflected this, I was 

able to distance myself from that anger and work objectively. 

Q3.  What is your favourite moment from The English Cantos so far and, if you have produced work in 

response to it, how did you approach this? 

So far, my favourite moment has been in Canto 1, where after the operation, and really close to 

death, the poet was able to weep with joy, and experience profound deep happiness and eventually 

sleep.  I need to fit a balanced interpretation through calligraphic form to contrast with the way I 

have been responding to the rest of the poetry.  Work in progress, there may need to be a change of 

colour, and certainly a change in shape.  

Q4.  Are you a planner, who knows where a piece of work is going, or more explorative in your 

approach?  Has working on the English Cantos changed any aspect of your process? 

I do a lot of research around the subject, and in this case I have been exploring artistic output 

around the time Dante was writing.  I have also been very open to other suggestions which appear 

to have a bearing, and am enjoying the freedom to explore apparently unrelated things.  It is being 

given a free rein to go where the spirit takes you – so, I have pulled together some disparate 

elements, all relating back in some way to Dante, and subsequently the English Cantos.  Grayson 

Perry made his own version of the Mappa Mundi – a very early map of the world with fantastical 

creatures, cities, an understanding of geography,  and representations of Heaven and Hell .  I would 

like to formulate a version of the Mappa Mundi – bringing in influences from Naiza Khan (who 

displaces areas of maps) and also fantasy creatures, and include things not yet thought of!   Whilst 

Paul Smith was talking about creativity, he mentioned “Dreamer of Dreams” written by Maria, 



Queen of Romania in 1912 – it just has amazing illustrations, which may spark a creative response.  

The title comes from “Ode” by Arthur O’Shaughnessy – a poem which touches on the themes in the 

English Cantos, however with a positive tone.  Antithesis in some ways, but darkness needs some 

light: 

“We are the music makers,/And we are the dreamers of dreams,/ Wandering by long sea-

breakers,/And sitting by desolate streams;-/World-losers and world-forsakers,/On whom the pale 

moon gleams:/Yet we are the movers and shakers/Of the world for ever, it seems.” 

 Whilst thinking about book forms, a director of the Arnolfini recommended The Chantilly Codex – a 

manuscript of polyphonic music, with very complex musical notation - which must have been 

produced around the same time as Dante’s Inferno.  It is completely beguiling, and I feel that there 

has to be room to include some references within an artist’s book.  So, I have no idea where my 

work will end up, but I still rely on the process of relationship to the original subject. 

Q5.  What are your preferred artistic mediums and how do these allow you to express your 

intentions? 

From a printing background – especially at the moment monoprints, I utilize Artists’ Books to 

incorporate information.  These can be as simple as concertina books, or more complex, externally 

or internally bound, or built, or hanging.  The subject leads to the end structure.  I love the variety of 

calligraphy – contemporary or traditional, both having a place in my work, and especially in books.  I 

have a fascination with maps – themselves having an enormous amount of information – and can be 

used to orient the viewer or reader, or widen the complexity of the artwork.   Through the form of 

books, I like to give the viewer control – the speed of access, repeat viewing, or skipping sections – 

all in the reader’s hands.  The access to completely different forms, and to 2-D work, gives me huge 

scope to interpret the subject. 

Q6.  Do you have a favourite story, book, poem?  Why? 

I return again and again to The Snow Goose by Paul Gallico.   It is a huge subject in a slim volume, 

exploring damage, salvation, love and sacrifice.  It always evokes emotions, and also takes me back 

to childhood when I read it on a simple level.  I read War and Peace every few years – another book 

that somehow explains love and redemption on an epic scale.  My newly favourite book which I am 

giving to everyone is The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and The Horse by Charlie Mackesy.  Just brilliant; a 

life enhancer;  such complex philosophy in simple presentation. 

Q7.  Who are the main artistic influences on your work?  Do you think any of these have a connection 

to Dante Alighieri?  If so, why? 

I have always admired Henry Moore – markmaking.  Yves Letorme – calligraphic skill.  Hildegard Von 

Bingen – music and poetry.  John Taverner – music.  Not sure there is any particular connection with 

Dante, but their art is universal, as is Dante’s.   

 

 

 


