











Introduction

less able to exercise control over their bodily movements. Some are impelled to
run on burning sand like Brunetto Latini, some are fixed as stationary trees in
the wood of the suicides, some undergo horrible transformations of their limbs,
and some are fixed in ice. This inability to move as they could wish is a physical
analogue of the decay of mental control. In the Purgatorio the souls also move
under constriction but they agree to it because they know it leads to their puri-
fication. The exterior discipline is consciously followed because it will enhance
their humanity, not debase it. In the Paradiso every movement of the blessed is
transfigured into art. At will they follow the dance, the most rigorously
controlled of human movements, or they come to rest as they need. Their full
communication with one another and with the Highest Will is expressed
figuratively by the grace and splendour of their movements.

Another way of finding correspondences between the Commedia and the levels
of experience and integration in the brain is to use Indian terminology. Ren¢
Guenon® is only one of several writers who have noted the correspondence of
the three parts of the Commedia, Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise, with the three
gunas of Indian philosophy, tamas, the principle of inertia, and the downwards
tendency, rajas, the principle of expansion of being, and sattva, the principle of
balance and happiness. The three gunas, of course, are related to psychological
states as well as physical ones. Someone who is sunk in tamas is, psychologically
speaking, in Hell. The man in whom sattva predominates is at the opposite pole
of integration. He is a maker whether of his own life or of works of art.

There is an obvious and important relationship between self-knowledge and
creative work, because of the constant watch an artist has to keep on his inner
promptings. Out of his growth in self-knowledge Dante gained access to the
memories of every experience that ever left a trace on him. He derived from his
self-knowledge the objectivity towards himself and others and the universal
human sympathy that have made his influence so profound. In his works too we
can study the vital relationship between a man’s sexual nature and his creative
possibilities and the way in which these sides of himself can be brought into
harmony. In Felix Holt, one of the many works deeply influenced by the
Commedia, George Eliot makes her hero say:

I wonder . .. whether the subtle measuring of forces will ever come to
measuring the force there would be in one beautiful woman whose
mind was as noble as her face was beautiful—who made a man’s
passion for her rush in one current with all the great aims of his life.*¢

Though we cannot measure the force there was in Beatrice, we can at least
estimate something of its power because one of its effects is the greatest poem of
Western literature. That force entered his life when Dante was still a child, and
itis to the environment of his childhood by way of the early history of Florence
and of the various movements dominating thirteenth-century Italy that we
now turn.
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