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Throughout the ages, the art of storytelling haglpced great works of
imagination, like Vyasa'svlahabharata,Homer’s lliad, Virgil's Ae-
neid,and the collection of mythological storiesGenesisl-11. Works
like these endeavored to give meaningful and heipfarpretations of
the drama of life and human desire for salvatidmese mostly anony-
mous poets created symbolic worldviews of suchdreand religious
power that they exercised a long-lasting formainfeience on entire
societies. Many people were thus able to take d@dganof the deep
connections that exist between art, literature, #val processes of
human growth. Some works, like tBhagavad Gitaand Rumi’sMas-
navi, continue to exercise their poetic and spirituilience far beyond
the countries and cultures of their origin.

Famous Greek tragedies dealing with, for examplke,Qedipus cycle
of stories are still being performed today, notyobhecause of their
poetic beauty opoesison the productive plane, or because of the
audience’s enjoyment aesthesin the receptive plane, but also in
view of the change dtatharsisprovoked in the audience on the com-
municative plane. This particular use of the ritwhical and medical
termkatharsis,'purification’, stems from Aristotle’$oetics,in which
it serves as a metaphor that describes the eftdctsagedy on the
audience. By arousing fear vicariously in a comgblsituation, the
A dog biting a blind beggar: tragedy allows the spectators to identify themsehléh the protago-
'r'r'lfrflrjas“c‘r’:‘ tfrofr?ha 1&‘61 AD nists, and thus externalize their own anxieties“aodge” them. Joseph
protine Masnav Campbell connects this to “an earlier ritkatharsis... which was the
function of the festival and mystery play of therdembered bull-god,
Dionysos” and which “cleansed” the community frots $ins and failings.Such catharsis corresponds to
Assagioli’'s psychological laws Il and .

When Robert Assagioli recommends the reading of t®a
Alighieri’s Divine Comedyhe consciously places his scientifig
work as psychologist and researcher in this lagertext of
literature, art and culture. Assagioli considerdte“central sym-
bolic meaning” of this epic poem of 14,233 verseSaawonder-
ful picture of a complete psychosynthesig.he words ‘symbolic
meaning’ and ‘picture’ clearly relate to the anabad kind of
language used by the poet in order to endow thealisense of
his story with deeper meaning. Only analogical leage is, in
fact, capable of creating stories that, simple stnaightforward Mosaic depicting theatrical masks of Tragedy

. . . and Comedy, 2nd century AD, found in Rome
as some may seem, always remain open to new iatatjpn and
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actualization. The relationship between real Iiid a story with its various symbols is based orayya which
is “an important psychological link or connectiogtlveen outer and inner realitie’s.”

Accordingly, after a summary of Krishna’s exhouat
to Arjuna in theBhagavad GitaAssagioli points out the
the battle on the field of Kurukshetra can be ‘lipteted
in a deeper, symbolic way.” The story has “an irsed
altogether spiritual meaning, in the sense thabttde-
field is the human soul while the enemies stand
different parts of the person itself.” Assagiokthexplic-
itly refers to Dante’s considerations about polyse
language: “In all great symbolic and spiritual paetike
the Divine Comedyand Faust, different interpretation:
do not exclude each other, each being true onwits
level. With regard to thBivine ComedyDante explicitly
says so in his philosophical wofkonvivio [The Ban-

guet]. TheComedyhas a variety of meanings on differ-

ent levels, each of which is true.”

Dante studying in exile, fresco painted in Orvieto
around 1500 by Luca Signorelli

Manuscript illustration (18" century?)
of the Battle of Kurukshetra

This understanding of thBivine Comedyand of the great
works of literature in general has deep roots isag®li's
experience of life. Because of his pacifism, he amassted
by the Fascist regime and kept prisoner in Roméherhot
month of August in 1940. Luisa Lunelli, a friend®bberto
Assagioli and his wife Nella Ciapetti, rememberA: few
months after his release, | saw Roberto again arcoduwse
asked him about that month of August in the Re@oali
prison. Well... he seemed to have forgotten allualith He
reflected for a moment and then obligingly replieces, it
was not comfortable, there were drawbacks, butai$ &n
interesting and useful time’ ... He emphasizedrimortance
of having had hours and days available for a reingpof the
Divine Comedyand [Dante’s] minor works. The in-depth
knowledge of the Poet and of the perfect symbatls which
[Dante] expressed his experience had given [Ropextel-
lent material for the exercises of spiritual psyshihesis.®

Thus, for Assagioli, reading tH2ivine Comedyvas intimately linked to the function of ‘exercisthat is, the
conscious use of the cathartic power of symbolssitnoted by imagination, reflection and interprietat
‘Exercises’ or ‘methods’ that use symbols for aghig psychosynthesis include visualizations, index-
logues, role models and, of course, dream-worls o surprise then to come across a note likeithike
archives of the Florentinistituto di Psicosintesi:
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spiritual dante-esque exercises: freedom of intetgdion — these are universal symbols — this
does not relate to what the ordinary consciousimé&sante consciously may have wished to say
— superconscious inspiration — Dante nevertheless one of the most conscious artists: he
made_consciousse of symbolism and of multiple meanings thatal@xclude each another.
—(note taken by authors).

For Dante, it was not only the journey describetheDivine Comedyhat constituted an exercise. The whole
writing process itself was an exercise, just @s dn exercise to read and reread the pdéomneover, our own
journeys through life are exercises that profibfravriting our autobiographies &vine ComediesAll of this
constitutes a fascinating process of experiencggrohtion, reflection and expression. Dante poigr$ife into

his writing, which we read and integrate into owndives, while pouring our reading and living irgar own
writing just as Dante did! Living, reading, writirand then again living constitute one single exerci

In an earlier articlé we introduced the readerséychosynthesis Quartety the first two Cantos dhferno,
in which Dante describes the impossibility of bygag one’s lower unconsciousness in order to réacthe
light of the Self. Stuck in the Dark Wood of ali¢gina from his true Self, he is awakened by a vigiba higher
reality—yet as soon as he reaches for its liglipte fury of unconscious negativity is unleastzaul blocks
his road. The classical poet Virgil then appeangting Dante to a patient exploration of the wasfions of the
human unconscious. Ready to take the first escajte offered to him, Dante nevertheless remaingomiess.
Seeing his protégeée gripped by “cowardideif¢rnoll.45), Virgil explains that he was sent by Beatrigho,
through the mediation of St. Lucy, was called upgnthe Virgin Mary to come to the aid of her dewte
Reassured by Virgil's words, Dante follows his gufdlong the deep and savage road” (11.142).

In the present article, we would like to follow Deis

first steps on that road and offer the readers some
glimpses of the journey through the increasing dark
X~ ness of Hell. Encouraged as he may be, Dantets firs
s steps immediately grind to a halt in front of that&

L cn‘un wenmribe
o folum ppleanamine

‘Il‘ﬁ‘i:ll(f‘."f.';f%‘i.i,,'l.,\,?i‘. 3/ Ju )| of Hell, whose frightening inscription freezes his
e annal e fana : }"‘w:‘:“‘:'k'.:““"” ':““'l‘ i \-‘.- o _,'J movements:
mnnn.,,r‘:'vur'mr.nlu PEA TG (ieTe LN poani -\\ _‘:______J).
|“I.Il||'\l‘|?l"dtl"n\1\“{lllﬂh‘i‘!\:llll‘!lh‘ i cndn balbenr HHAI-.!IIT\I!\R ‘l' L1118 “'h——o—
s vbrmom g lansvo 5 fame s vefectne mlumbum manna e T
i, v[u:;ﬂ.'fm [‘gn\f:.?luur;:ni _i[ s wrinfiican 'ﬁllluwrtrp(uml Ty
gt d“&‘-\"".‘itl‘(nlllrln‘!ll "rl.\‘ I e LTI 11 wT / ¥, B .
e L (ARt ( X Through me one goes in to the woeful city;
oo o el S o "W | through me one goes in to eternal woe;
el i through me one goes among the lost people.
X k tf. Justice moved my lofty Maker:
i m \ divine Power made me,
(F PO supreme Wisdom, and primal Love.
i A n D e Before me no things were created
. . o if not eternal, and eternal | last.
Venetian manuscript from ca. 1345; Virgil points L behind all h h t
to Beatrice, Lucy and Mary, eave benina all hope, you who enter.
“the three blessed Ladies in Heaven” (Infernolll.1-9)
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Instead of leaving behind “all hope,” as Hell imatits new inmates, Virgil simply exhorts Dante‘leave
behind all fear” and also, alluding to his initiedut of faint-heartedness, “all cowardice” (111.1%). It will take
Dante a great many steps before he comes to fothgnstand that “the lofty Maker” or triune Creatdrthe
world—the Father who is Power, the Son who is Whsdand the Spirit who is Love—created the very
possibility of Hell by creating the possibility ahgelic and human free will. At this early stagagV limits

his explanation to this famous statement: “We h@ee to the place where | have told you / thatwidusee
the woeful people / who have lost the good of tiellect” (111.16-18).

The woes of Hell are about the loss of truth, widemte, adapting an expression coined by Aristddscribes
as “the good of the intellect.” Prefigured by tlaglg morning light that shone upon a high hilltopthe first
Canto ofInferng, the deepest truth of reality is like a light frabove, aptly described by Assagioli as the
shining Star of the Self. For Dante, the discowvarand surrender to the truth of this Higher Selthe only
true goal of human life. As an heir to some twousgend years of classical and philosophical thougt,
believed this Self to be the divine Maker of theridoAnd as an heir to some fifteen hundred yedrs o
Jewish-Christian thought, he believed that ourti@ighip to this Creator is based on analogy, asavee
“created to the likeness and image of God” (GenE&i3).

Hell is nothing but the absence of this likeness an

image, the collapse of the analogical relationship

between the human and the divine, the disconnec-

tion of the | and the Self. It is, by consequertlce,

receptacle of all the distorted images preserdah r

life. Yet, however terrible and frightening all of

this may be, the acknowledgement of Hell is the

first step on a journey that leads from woe to joy.

Whereas “tragedy starts with an admirable and

quiet beginning, but ends with a foul and horrible

outcome, comedy begins with some adverse condi-

tions and leads to a happy eridl’his explains the

seeming contradiction that Dante wrote a ‘Come-

dy’ that actually starts in ‘Hell’. In order to disv-

er our authentic likeness with the Self, we first

have to In\{eStlgate all the |mages of dIS'tOI‘tIOI‘] _We Venetian manuscript from ca. 1345; the stygian owl above
encounter in our everyday life. And precisely ikis the gate is a symbol of imminent death and derives
the reason Why V|rg|| “with a joyous expression (I) its name from the Styx, the great river of Hell
... led my way into the hidden thingsin{erno

[11.20-21). Confident of the happy outcome of their

journey from woe to joy, Virgil's and Dante’s firstep is a joyous one.

Although at the moment he could not have known,tBdiad already seen images of “the hidden thin§s” o
Hell in the three animals he encounterethfiernol. On the slope below the sun-clad hilltop a ledpa lion,
and a she-wolf block his upward road. The lattemah scrawny to the extreme, “seemed laden wigrev
craving” (1.49-50) and is an image of the distarsaf human desire that are found in the uppergidtell.
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