THE SENSE OF BEAUTY
PERSONALITY AND INDIVIDUALITY
HIGHER SPIRITUAL ELEMENTS
IN THE PERSONALITY

Translated by Simona Cattabiani

We are dealing with the higher, spiritual elements that
manifest in our personality, the “rays” that descend from
the spiritual ego to illuminate, warm and illuminate
life; our human life. We have talked about the moral
sense and knowledge. Today we will talk about another
spiritual “ray”: that of beauty.

To understand the nature and function of beauty, it
is necessary to remember the spiritual conception of
which we have spoken, according to which everything
that exists externally, concretely and individually, is
a manifestation, effect and reflection in a superior,
transcendent and spiritual Reality.

Therefore every quality or attribute of the external
world, of matter and of the innumerable creatures, is
only a more or less pale and veiled reflection of a quality
or attribute of the spiritual Reality, of the Divine.

This is particularly evident in the quality of beauty.
That beauty is an essential note of the Supreme, of the
Divine, has been recognized and proclaimed by the
highest thinkers, by the greatest mystics of all time. In
particular, Plato and Plotinus reaffirmed it in the West;
and in the Christian field, the unknown mystic of the first
and sixth centuries, whose works had been attributed to
Dionysius the Areopagite.

He said, “The Infinite is called beauty,” and called God
“He Who is essentially beautiful.” Therefore, in all that
He has created there must be some trace of this essential
attribute of the Creator Principle. In fact, the Pseudo-
Areopagite says:

“Nothing that exists is completely devoid of any beauty.
Matter itself, deriving its existence from the essentially
beautiful, preserves in the arrangement of the parts some
vestige of intelligible beauty.”

(Dionysius the Areopagite, Celestial Hierarchy, 11, 3)

But if we study the effects of the perception of beauty,
as they manifest themselves in humanity in general, we
find ourselves faced with a strange paradox, an apparent
contradiction. On the one hand, it can be said that among
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the divine attributes, that of beauty is the most easily
recognizable, because it is the one that has been most
clearly manifested, that has been most objectified, that has
been impressed on the most concrete and material forms.

On the other hand, however, it is also the one that proves
to be the most dangerous from the spiritual side, that is,
the one that more than any other binds man to matter, to
form, which more than any other arouses in him desires for
sensual pleasure (in the broad sense) and thirst for selfish
and separative possession, which more than any other
blinds and deceives him, it immerses him and envelops
him in the iridescent veils of Maya, of the great illusion,
and which therefore further distances him and keeps him
separated from God, from the deep Reality, from the Truth.
How can this paradox be explained? It’s not difficult.

Apollo e Dafne (Bernini)
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1° - Precisely because beauty is the divine quality that
has been most concretized, made sensible, manifested in
matter, it is also that of which man most easily forgets
and does not see the high origin, he no longer reconnects
with its source, but is led to consider it a quality proper
to matter itself, and to its concrete forms.

2° - It is precisely the intensity and power of the
fascination exercised by beauty that arouses in man
who is not yet purified and self-possessed overpowering
desires, uncomposed passions, and a thirst for exclusive
possession. How do you solve the antinomy? How can
we ensure that the nectar of beauty does not become
a deadly poison for the soul, but remains and returns
to being what it should, and is in essence? And that is
“water of life”, elixir of immortality?

There are two ways: the first is that of negation, of the
denial of Maya, of rigid detachment, of the suppression
of all activity of the senses. It is the path that is usually
called - rather improperly - ascetic. It is the way of certain
more rigid oriental methods, especially Buddhists, and it
is the way of certain Christian ascetics and mystics, of
the anchorites of the Thebaid, and of a saint (I believe
St. Bernard), who, traveling through Switzerland, closed
his eyes so that the beauty of the lakes and mountains
would not distract him from his concentration in God;
up to the Curé d’Ars, who scrupled to smell a rose.

It is a path that easily arouses our criticism and our
rebellion; which appears separative, inhuman, almost
blasphemous.

Considering it impartially, however, it can be recognized
that it may also have its merits: it can constitute, for
example, a quick shortcut, a violent but powerful means,
it can constitute a necessary or at least opportune phase
of detachment for those who lean too much towards
sensitive enticements.

But, having granted this, it can be said in any case that
it is not without serious drawbacks and in any case it is
for the few.

The other way is easier, harmonious, gradual and
inclusive and does not lead less high than the first. It

is a way that leads to the overcoming of exclusive and
sensual attachments to beautiful things, in a twofold way:
through an enlargement and inclusion in a horizontal
sense of all forms, and then an elevation in a vertical
sense, which leads back from the effects to the Cause,
from the expression of the essence to the manifestation
of the unmanifested. It was formulated with admirable
clarity and concision by Plato in the Banquet:

... one must pass from the love of a beautiful form to the
love of all beautiful forms or physical beauty in general,
then from the love of beautiful bodies to the love of
beautiful souls, beautiful deeds, beautiful thoughts. In
this ascension through moral beauty, a marvelous beauty
will suddenly appear, eternal, free from all generation and
corruption, absolutely beautiful. It consists neither in a
beautiful face, nor in any body, nor in a thought, nor in a
science; finally, it does not reside in any being other than
itself, neither in heaven nor on earth, but exists eternally
in itself for itself in its absolute and perfect unity.

(Plato, Banquet, summary by R. Rolland - Evangile
Universal 11 p. 222)

This same way has been used and described by various
Christian mystics, first of all by St. Francis, who gave
orders that flowers be grown in the garden of the convent
“so that all those who saw them, would remember the
Eternal Sweetness”.

Then there is Saint Douceline, for whom the song of
a bird or the sight of a flower had the effect of raising
her soul to God (Underhill, Mysticism, p. 260). In the
same way, St. Francis de Sales was a master of the art
of making every spectacle and natural phenomenon
beautiful, a means of reference to God, an analogy and a
symbol of spiritual truth.

Here is the secret - to recognize that external things have
no value, meaning, or even true reality in themselves,
but that they have only an indicative and representative
value of truths and intrinsic realities, of spiritual qualities
- a secret that was lapidarily expressed by Goethe at the
end of Faust:



Natura e bellezza - Sebastido Salgado

“Everything that is transitory is only a symbol.”
Let us examine these various steps of the Platonic ladder
and their realization:

1. Passage from the love of a beautiful form to the love
of all beautiful forms.

Thus the exclusive attachment, the desire for material

and jealous possession, gradually disappears.

Discover the beauty of the world:

a. IN NATURE: Infinite variety and beauty of natural
spectacles. Learning to see them. A “disinterested”
attitude. Oblivion of the personality, of the separate
self with its small selfish concerns; immerse yourself
in the object observed and admired, merge with it. It is
the easiest way to open a crack, a crack in the hard and
narrow shell of the separate ego (the “steel cabin”).

1.

Communion between subject and object.
2. Recognition of elements among all.

Marcus Aurelius.
The Possession of the World, p. 117 - George Duhamel.
All natural objects, but some more: the sky. Pushkin.

[llumination of mystics. Divine immanence.

1.
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b) IN ART: The function and mission of art: to reveal
the hidden beauty, the divine imprint in all things.

“Art has the same purpose as
to make men feel God”. (Beethoven);

religion:

This is the touchstone, the difference between

the small art of external
beauty, and the great, true Art.

and

superficial
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Limitation and dangers of the only way of
enlargement to all beautiful things: refined
aestheticism, limitation in form. We need to move
on to the other step:

2. Inner beauty.

The moral beauty of the soul, of lofty and harmonious
thoughts, of noble and generous feelings, of heroic acts.
But we are still in the individual field of separate waste.
Moving on, to essential, supernormal beauty. For this
step, the sense of the sublime helps.

(see Ranzoli, Dictionary of Philosophical Sciences, p.
1135).

To this corresponds the majestic, grandiose, and almost
terrible aspect of the Divine, called the Numinous, so
well emphasized by the profoundly religious soul of R.
Otto, in his book The Sacred.

3. Immanence and transcendence. Unilateral if separated.
Merge them.

Prevailing of Immanence, of the express form side:
danger of shrinking and lowering.

* In the field of aesthetics: the graceful, the pleasant,
the elegant, the cold perfection, only formulas.

*+ In the religious field: sentimental mysticism,
personal love of God man.

* In the field of thought: idealism, deification of man
as man.

Transcendence alone: dualism, too much detachment

between man and God. God far away and inaccessible.

Now in the modern world the immanentistic tendency,
the extensive sublime, prevails decisively. The other
aspect must therefore be emphasized: A sense of the
transcendent, a sense of mystery.

Silence

Maeterlink - The treasure of the humble.

Feel the thrill of Infinity. This shakes us, detaches us
from the small frenetic extroverted life. It brings us
back to the Great Reality, it makes us intuit the beauty
that is above all forms, of which Plato spoke to us in
an unsurpassed way, the “eternal Beauty... that exists
eternally in itself... in its absolute and perfect unity”.

Detail-of stained glass window
in St. Vitus Cathedral, Prague

Roberto Assagioli



