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If you want to know how to save the world, including your planet, marriage, investments 
and your health, perhaps you could read with a metaphorical mind, Dante’s ‘Purgatorio’ 
from his great poem ‘The Divine Comedy’. Otherwise why not try a bit of Chinese 
alchemy in ‘The Secret of the Golden Flower’, and what about a slightly larger epic, the 
Mahabharata, or if you want to go way back into the earliest known recorded literary 
fiction for your global solutions, try the Sumerian tale of Gilgamesh from some 5,000 
ago, yes - that’s prior to Google and mobile phones!   
 
Strangely enough here we are in the 21st century thinking we have complicated problems 
with sophisticated minds needing to load their tackles en masse to solve them when the 
examination and the solution to many of our modern problems have been worked out 
and documented for us thousands of years ago. They are the same stories about human 
behavior in different clothes.    
 
Here is my summary of the consistently explored instructions in the old texts or bards 
and excuse the simplicity:- 

1. Be born in blissful ignorance 
2. Build enormous expectations about self, world and others (all about getting 

what one wants) 
3. Thus form extreme judgments about all that does not give one what they 

want 
4. Discover Hell on earth (given the result of 2 and 3) 
5. Experience a bitter or depressing reverse of no 2 
6. Adjust expectations (pull head in) 
7. Reform realistic perspective, with consideration to new information (i.e. 

everyone else including the earth is as stubborn as oneself, and that paradox 
is a fact to hold, not defy) 

8. Live a more balanced and happier life 
The text I have used to mediate on for this exhibition is Dante’s Purgatorio from his 
‘Divine Comedy’.  This text explores points 3, 4, 5 and 6 very well – the middle earth 
crisis. 
 
The answers to global and personal warming, adrenal and resources exhaustion, as well 
as the psycho-financial crisis are there for us, sitting in our laps as they have been for 
thousands of years.  When we quietly turn around and seek out the carefully documented 
results of our historic mediators and story makers a stunning surprise awaits us, one that 
dents the ego of the new unique invention we like to think our times are.  As my senior 
professor David Russell once said as he stamped his foot, “Nothing has changed!”  I 
disagreed at the time as things really have moved on in so many ways I said, such as … 
well … how about technology. However what my professor meant was how humans 
behave amidst ‘anything in any age’ and on this I have to agree with him, nothing has 
changed! 
 
Great thinkers and spiritualists were poisoned, murdered and burnt alive if they didn’t 
keep their books secret and anonymous, as they will be today.  As soon as an individual 
claims the secrets of life are his own, he is doomed, as the secrets don’t sit well on the 
shoulders of an individual’s ego.  Great story tellers know this, they know that big 
stories, the bardos of life belong to life and the interest of preserving it and so are 
constructed our epics out of such material and motivation.      
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As far as science goes, isn’t it great to now know just what the odds are of us being 
annihilated by a spinning sucking black hole, but are our chances any greater now than 
before we knew, and what has ‘knowing’ done to our deeply interior spaces?  How has it 
moved us into a further lather of panic, lust and hunger to eat up as much of life on 
earth as we can in a gluttonous feast before it’s taken away by a … black hole?   How has 
this caused us to become further wedged on the Dante’s Mount Purgatorio of extremes? 
 
If you want to keep it simple, as far as science, health, economics, spirituality or 
philosophy goes isn’t it really just about two primary points:- that being the laws of 
extremes and gravity?  Or are they the same thing!  Could life have just one secret – one 
simple rule by which all others are playing?  This is the rule of exploration all the way up 
Dante’s mountain as he works through the extremes and opposites of the Seven Deadly 
Sins.  
 
We have the cultural guides, such as Dante himself used those fashionable in his times to 
inspire him, as he was wandering through the creative containment of his own projects in 
the early 1300s, whilst he was in political exile from his birth town of Florence having his 
own soul-searching adventures. Dante focused on the obvious and the ever so subtle 
manifestations of the  Seven Deadly Sins on his way up the mountain of Purgatory and 
he had at his side Virgil, the spirit guide of his cultural beliefs, his own cultural mentor. 
Generally we end up walking through Purgatory on earth in a very intimate way; life 
really being a series of encounters and learning with a changing stage of very real living 
or dead people, with our loves and passions for the Virgils, and Beatrices as in Dante’s 
‘Purgatorio’ leading.   
 
The mentors act as guide posts for us to rub up against, be they negative or positive.  
Our discussions along the way are always mashed and tangled amidst conflicts and 
struggles we are having with the ‘cultural package’ of our times and our seemingly 
instinctual gut feeling of what just seems the right thing to do.  Given we stay open to 
the vastness of resources for spiritual and moral guidance throughout our recorded 
history, and not just our current generation’s opinions, living a life of integrity can be a 
far more valid and meaningful experience with a deep respect possible for the dangers of 
extremes in any cultural practice, or personal journey. 
 
The story goes on, about the thoughts and ponderings I have had about the journey up 
the mountain, and I have written much in my journals describing how the subject of 
Dante’s Purgatory came to my attention as well as a little on what the story meant to me 
in more depth, with its analogies to how I see its relevance in our world today.  I do not 
partake in the dedication to any particular religion or non-religion, however once again I 
see the vital importance of the purpose of such cultural systems.  Devoid of some sort of 
containment, we are like fishermen without fish, or artists without discipline, and to be 
dramatic, there would be no reason I would not lean over when I am hungry and bite off 
the ear of my own child without such things. 
 
When we do forget, as we do when we destroy our own food and air resources due to 
slothful ignorance, we see the beginning of the extinction of various species, and of 
course we are one of these.  Armageddon as a creative and scary chapter in the Bible no 
longer seems so silly, or in fact all that insightful, and is more like a logical deduction.  
Left unchecked, the Seven Deadly Sins, on Mount Purgatory; Pride, Envy, Anger, Sloth, 
Greed, Gluttony, and Lust equals Armageddon.  The extremes of these behaviors and 
their equally perilous opposites are examined well in Dante’s ‘Purgatorio’ but fortunately 
so are the repair tips and hints on moderation and balance. We all partake in the 
processes to some degree, and when we are awash with blame and guilt we cannot repair 
anything without doing a thousand repetitions of the same mistake such as Dante 



discovers the shades (the suffering dead) are sentenced to do on the various levels of 
Purgatory Mountain before they can elevate beyond the tedium of going over and over 
the behaviors’ that brought such misery to theirs and others lives while they were alive. 
 
Any cultural container, religious house, system of government, or scientific quest that 
does not take into account the importance of the emotional life and needs of man, which 
instigates the construction of values and morality is a fool bound to fail. Equally, how 
systems use these powerful strings often ends up to be for ignoble purpose however this 
is where human beings need to constantly ‘re-humanize’ their own constructs with 
review of basic principles checking to see if they have lost their way through forgetting to 
keep ‘the obvious’ underpinnings intact; those of ethical responsibility to life.  Once 
again this is explored very well in Dante’s work as well as its elixir with a healthy 
prognosis, and this is what drives my own motivation to work. 
 
The real events and suffering on Wall Street recently highlighted many Purgatorio, like 
extremes in the cultural practices and larders of us all, and were a very timely reminder of 
the material and emotional dangers of the extremities when we forget the basic law of 
nature - that mother of all; gravity. Often we shut down to the rich and wise usefulness 
of old tomes as good general guides, because of their ‘religious scent and extremes’.  
However, once explored they can reveal that their treasures are anchored in none other 
than the laws of nature as they apply to man. 
 
I found the natural duality of life and one’s emotional responses to the extremes which 
lead us constantly into a mess, with or without religion, are intelligently explored in 
Dante’s ‘Divine Comedy, The Purgatorio’, and so it was a wonderful work of literature to 
anchor myself to during the process of painting these works. 
Helen Norton 2009 
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