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PREFACE

IN THIS BOOK I discuss the credentials, the scope and the internal structure
of the part (or parts) of philosophy called *“‘aesthetics.” The book is meant
for anyone, whether student, teacher or layman, who is prepared to take
a serious interest in the subject. The serious interest is necessary because
I am not offering solutions to problems, or doctrines to be accepted or
rejected, but material for such people to consider in reaching their own
conclusions. My reason for writing it was that no book of similar scope
existed, and I needed one. I am sure others must have felt the same need.

This work has been published with the help of a grant from the
Humanities Research Council, using funds provided by the Canada
Council, and a grant from the Publications Fund of the University of
Toronto Press. The typing was paid for by a Grant in Aid of Research in
the Humanities from the University of Toronto.

Professors D. Savan and D. N. Morgan read an earlier version of the
book and made helpful suggestions. So did the Editor of the University
of Toronto Press, to whom and to whose devoted staff I am indebted for
their skilled and patient endeavours, for their tolerance and not least for
letting me put notes on the pages to which they refer instead of hiding
them at the back.

FES.
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TO THE MEMORY OF
MY FATHER

FRANK BROWNLEY SPARSHOTT

“Surely the bitterness
of death is past™
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Chapter 1

ABESTHETICS:
WHAT AND WHY

Aesthetics Defined

AESTHETICS [ shall take to be that part of philosophy which deals with
problems arising mainly out of the existence of beautiful things, and men’s
response to their beauty; out of artistic activities, and men’s responses to
them; and out of the intellectual activities connected therewith, In saying
this, I do not mean to imply that there are such problems, or that there
is or should be a department of philosophy that deals with them. It could
be that, if there are such problems, they are of no philosophical interest,
or that such philosophically interesting problems as there are fail so to
cohere as to form a separate branch of philosophy.

The characteristic questions of aesthetics are “What is art?”” and “What
is beauty?" Conformably with the above disclaimer, I do not mean, by
saying this, to imply that those questions have any precise meaning,
much less any correct answer. The legitimacy, even the existence, of
aesthetics as I have defined it will therefore be the first of our major
problems.

The term “aesthetics™ is not always used in the way I have suggested.
Aesthetics is often equated with either the philosophy of art or the philo-
sophy of beauty; it has even been equated, on the grounds that philosophy
deals only with second-order questions and consists of discourse about dis-
course, with the philosophy of criticism (Beardsley 1958, 3 f£). There is no
reason why an author should not thus restrict his own scope; but I think
it imprudent or presumptuous of him to import the restriction into the
definition of his subject. Others have used the term “aesthetics™ of any
kind of general inquiry into the arts, whether philosophical or scientific,
or have suggested that aesthetics should become a science (e.g. Munro
1956, 85-150). But this is to destroy the unity of the subject, for the
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sociology of art remains sociology and the psychology of art remains
psychology. It seems probable, indeed, that such unity as aesthetics may
have resides only in the concepts employed, notably the concepts of art
and beauty themselves. If this is so, aesthetics can be unified only as a
conceptual inquiry: that is, as a philosophical one.

Neither the sense I have given to the term “aesthetics™ nor the expanded
and restricted senses just mentioned is that allotted to it by its coiner.
A. G. Baumgarten introduced the word to stand for a proposed discipline
that should do for perception what logic did for discursive knowledge:
“the science that should direct the inferior cognitive faculty, or the science
of sensitive knowledge™ (scientia sensitive quid cognoscendi—Baumgarten
1735, §115). The project as thus stated sounds a little unrealistic—Baum-
garten was only twenty-one at the time—but some such notion underlies
most if not all attempts to produce a systematic aesthetics down to our own
day. Mrs. Langer, for example, plainly has a programme very like that sug-
gested by Baumgarten; and what Croce meant by *‘aesthetics” is very much
what Baumgarten meant. It is perhaps out of respect for this original sense
of the term that some writers (e.g. Turner 1958) would restrict its use to
attempts to construct systems, rather than allowing it to any philosophical
discourse that happens to be concerned with the arts or the like. And it
may well be that such systems can be constructed only on suppositions
that to most philosophers are unacceptable.

Present Purposes

The subject-matter of this book is not that of aesthetics as just described,
but aesthetic theories themselves. My book is designed not to solve any
of the problems with which aesthetics deals, but to say what the problems
are, how they are related to each other, what kinds of answers to them
have been proposed by others, and how these answers are related.
Although I have allowed myself to put forward opinions of my own and
to criticize others, my chief purpose is not to promote or defend these
judgements and notions but to help the reader to understand any aesthetic
theory with which he may find himself confronted. It is hoped that, made
aware of the scope and variety of this notoriously tangled subject and
armed with a scheme for articulating it, the reader will be set free from
bondage to his own preconceived half-truths; and will at the same time
be enabled, when he comes across an aesthetic theory, to relate its subject-
matter and approach to other possible subject-matters and approaches.
The naive reader either accepts or rejects a theory of aesthetics; the
sophisticated reader diagnoses its strengths and weaknesses, not blinded to
either by the other. The naive philosopher dismisses aesthetics as a track-
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less bog; the sophisticated philosopher knows, bog or no bog, where the
paths lie. This book is meant to promote such sophistication, It is there-
fore meant only for those who have read, or who mean to read, some
aesthetics, and for those who enjoy reading guide-books to places they do
not mean ever to visit.

What I have written is, simply and literally, a guide to aesthetics—a
guide to the structure and problems of the subject, not to its literature,
much of which I have not read and (pardon me) I do not mean to read. My
approach is systematic, not historical: though I mention names, I am not
concerned much with who first said what, nor are my references and
quotations always to and from the earliest or best exponents of the views
they illustrate. Most of the doctrines I shall mention are fully intelligible
only in their historical setting: as replies to or elaborations of current
notions, and as rationalizations of or reactions against current practice.
The historical settings are mostly ignored here, since to include them
would have meant treating as museum pieces all doctrines except those
now fashionable—a weakness common among aestheticians, But there are
already histories of aesthetics. What has not hitherto existed is such a guide
as I have attempted to write.

One wamning should be delivered now, once for all. I shall be saying
soon that no history can be impartial. Even less can such a guide as this
be dispassionately neutral, nor could it be rendered so by discounting the
evaluations made in it. The very arrangement of topics and relative scale
of treatment must be determined by what I think important and valuable.
Proponents and adherents of any aesthetic theory must think me wrong
to treat it as only one among others: every theorist thinks he can explain
away all rival theories in terms of his own, which could therefore form
the basis of a treatment as comprehensive as mine. More specifically, my
whole project, since its topic is aesthetic theories, cannot but show a con-
sistent bias in favour of those opinions that admit of systematic elabora-
tion. But all such opinions have one thing in common, in that they take
art and beauty seriously: no one elaborates a theory about art if he thinks
of it as a mere distraction for an idle hour. The possibility that the subject-
matter of aesthetics is inherently unworthy of attention is therefore one
that I can mention, but not exploit. In effect, the alternative which allows
the discussion to continue must always be preferred over that which would
cut it short. In general, whenever I am aware of ways of proceeding that I
do not follow I shall name them. But T must leave it to your energy and
tenacity of mind to discount the effects of whatever is arbitrary in my
decisions, and to your imagination to detect what I have not thought of. I
can only say one thing at a time, and only follow one scheme of organiza-
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tion. Other ways may be equally workable. But that can only be proved
by making them work.

THE CASE AGAINST AESTHETICS

AESTHETICS IS MORE generally despised than any other branch of philo-
sophical activity. Contempt is showered not only on the quality of what
is wrilten as aesthetics but on the project of writing aesthetics at all. Many
maintain that the subject has no unity; others claim that every work of art
is unique and that art therefore cannot or should not be discussed on 5o
general a level. This last is the complaint of the ordinary cultivated man:
art is direct, aesthetics is devious; art is thrilling, aesthetics is dull. Surely,
it is felt, if the aesthetician were capable of responding to art, he would
be unable to bring himself to write about it in so prosy a way. This attitude
must have appeared as early as 1712, for Shaftesbury wrote (1712, 119):
“Remember here (as prefatory) to anticipate the nauseating, the puking,
the delicate, tender-stomached, squeamish reader (pseudo or counter
critic), delicatulus. “Why all this?* And ‘can’t one taste or relish a picture
without this ado?' ™ Such a delicatulus in our own day has been Mr.
Hussey, who claims that his “‘direct relish of the picturesque” was killed
by the discovery that it had a name, and that the taste had been cultivated
and its principles discussed by Uvedale Price (Hussey 1927, 4). Nor is con-
tempt for aesthetics confined to amateurs; it is shared by most philo-
sophers and by most of those professionally concerned with the fine arts
—in the English-speaking world, at least. So one must concede that they
have, prima facie, a good chance of being right, or at least of being believed
in the English-speaking world. Let us look at some of their objections.

Art critics, who have to discuss and pass judgement on individual works
of art, and those often of a novel kind where taste already formed is an
uncertain guide, find the formulations of the aesthetician unhelpful if not
misleading. For what he says about art either is so general that it could
apply to anything whatever, or else constitutes an attempt (of which
critics are in their turn accused by artists) to force art into a strait-jacket.
In either case, his generalizations, just because they are generalizations,
seem to bear only remotely on the individual works of art with which
alone the critic has to do. Yet, after all, these works are the only realities
with which aesthetics itself should ultimately be concerned.

Art historians, like critics, have to do with individual works, In their
concern with the actual genesis of these particular things, and their
historical relationships, they must often take into account factors of a kind
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which the aesthetician is bound through ignorance to ignore. Yet it is
these factors that in each case determined what precisely was actually
done. From the writings of theorists on Gothic style, for example—Ruskin,
Henry Adams, Geoffrey Scott—one might suppose that no such delibera-
tions as those that actually accompanied the building of Milan Cathedral
(Holt 1957, 108-14) could ever have taken place. Aestheticians must seem
to historians of art like innocent spectators of an illusionist’s performance,
working out elaborate metaphysical explanations of the phenomena pro-
duced by sleight-of-hand,

Artists may claim that it is they, not critics or historians, who are the
true authorities on art. They alone know what it is to produce a work of
art, how much of what kind of work goes into the production. “One of
the main reasons painters find it so hard to make themselves understood
when they speak of their art is that their hearers listen with their minds
only, not with their hands,” writes a painter’s father (Gilson 1957, 33).
Since what the aesthetician says usually has no discernible affinity with
their experience in these matters, they are likely to dismiss aesthetics as
so much irrelevant rubbish. “Painters agree to a man that they do not
understand what philosophers are talking about,” writes Gilson (ibid.,
213); “at any rate, they cannot believe that what philosophers are talking
about is what they themselves call painting.” Yet, despite their ignorance,
aestheticians do not scruple to tell painters how to paint. Roger Fry would
have liked to hope that a recognition of the principles he laid down “may
assist artists to avoid the pursuit of impossible or contradictory ends and
enable them to concentrate on the development of their specific responses
to the spectacle of nature™ (Fry 1926, 57). And the authors of a history of
aesthetics go so far as to upbraid aestheticians for not trying to influence
painters: “Have they tried to build a wall against the whirlwind of
modernism?" they ask (Gilbert and Kuhn 1939, 553); “esthetic thought
is an element of the creative life, and the thinker shares the burden of
responsibility for what happens in practice” (ibid., 552). Yet what can the
aesthetician and the critic, who necessarily know art only as it already
exists, have to say to the artist, whose task is precisely to produce the art
that does not yet exist?

The specialists’ objections so far mentioned have been two: the expert’s
belief in the necessity of his special knowledge to any serious discussion.
and the practitioner’s distrust of those who theorize about his practice.!

1. See for example Teague (1940, 278): “Many very long and very dull books
have been written to explain the nature of beauty, and often they have been written
by men who never created a beautiful thing in their lives, not even a beautiful

sentence. . . . They exist on o plane of dialectics, and never make contact with
reality.”



8 THE STRUCTURE OF AESTHETICS

The philosophers’ objections have in common with these only the mis-
trust of theory-building which so many philosophers nowadays share. Of
course neither this mistrust nor the general contempt for aesthetics is held
by all philosophers, or there would be nothing to contemn; but both are
widespread.

To some extent, aesthetics is the victim of a mere change in generations
among philosophers. Bergson, Dewey, Croce and Whitehead were all con-
vinced of the importance of aesthetics, and all but Whitehead made not-
able contributions to the subject; they are recent enough to be unfashion-
able without yet being classics. Then, too, aesthetics is suspect as having
been one of the main preoccupations of the romantic philosophers of the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, who nowadays seem merely
quaint, and of their successors the existentialists, whom academic philo-
sophers of the English-speaking world have greeted with shocked ignor-
ance. Nor is this just an example of *guilt by association”: it is the very
aspects of those philosophies which make them suspect that draw them to
aesthetics. For these are the philosophies which take as their starting point
not the world of physics, nor the perceptible world as it appears to the
perceiver, but the most inward aspects of human life and awareness as
they seem in the living of them. It is natural that with this starting point
they should dwell on the problems of art, since artistic activity is among
the most personal, and most typically human, of all; but for philosophies
with other bases such awareness and such activity are for the same reason
the least tractable. Indeed, this emphasis on the inward accompanies if it
does not spring from a mistrust of reason, as Professor Strauss has pointed
out;* and one cannot expect philosophers who do not share this mistrust
to greet it with sympathy. Between the romantics and the existentialists
come the idealists, who are not so much despised as hated; and the system
of aesthetics best known in England was produced by the idealists Croce
and Collingwood. “*All aesthetics historically is the offspring of metaphysi-
cal idealism,” says one reverend philosopher. *Does it follow that it is all
unsound? It does.” (Turner 1958, 305.)

In representing an attack on Croce as an attack on systematic aesthetics

2. "Rousseau explicitly replaced the classical definition of man as ‘animal
rationale’ by a new one: "Ce n'est pas tant 'entendement qui fait parmi les animaux
la distinction spécifique de 'homme que sa qualité d*agent libre. ** The presupposi-
tion of the turning away from rationalism which Hobbes inaugurated “is the belief
in the impotence of reason, or to put it perhaps more plainly in other words, the
emancipation of passion and imagination.” “It is thus not a matter of chance, that
Iz volonté générale and aesthetics were launched at approximately the same time”
(Strauss 1936, 160-1). The quotation is from Roussean 1754, premidre partie, 238-9,



AESTHETICS : WHAT AND WHY 9

as such, Father Turner is following the lead of an influential school of
philosophers who maintain that it is the main, and even the sole, task of
the philosopher to dispel confusions of thought arising from the misuse
of language. For speculative philosophy such thinkers can have no use,
unless as a source of confusions to be dispelled. For them, just as ethics
has become the study of moral discourse, so aesthetics if it is to be respect-
able can only be the study of artistic discourse: that is, what artists and
their critics say about art. But such a study is scarcely worth the effort.
Whereas moral discourse is essential to the propagation, maintenance and
refinement of moral behaviour, which is plainly an important matter,
what eritics and artists say about art is by common consent a mere by-
product and parasite of the art itself. If aesthetics did not exist, then, it
would not be necessary to invent it. The philosophers of whom we are
now speaking tend therefore to deny that there is such a discipline as
aesthetics, affirming that what passes for such should be classed as psy-
chology or sociology (real or armchair), or as an aberrant outgrowth of
history or criticism, or simply as twaddle. Of course, one does not have
to accept the view of philosophy that these men take; but their judge-
ments in the matter of aesthetics purport to depend entirely on their
determination to say nothing, and approve of nothing, which does not at
least make sense. I find this determination laudable.

Whatever the personal feelings of their members, departments of philo-
sophy often feel collectively that since aesthetics reputedly exists it had
better be taught. Many junior teachers of philosophy thus find themselves
deputed to become aestheticians. Among these men, complaint is general:
so much has been written, so little is worth reading, and it is so hard to find
out what is supposed to be going on. In ethics, by contrast, it is by now
pretty clear what the important problems are, what are the main possible
ways of answering them, and what the chief consequences of adopting
each of these ways are likely to be. There can thus be general agreement
as to who has something to say, and who hasn't; who is competent, and
who isn't; and, in general, what matters and why. In aesthetics, that is not
true. There is no agreement as to what the problems are, and how they are
related to each other; what the possible solutions are, and their respective
advantages and disadvantages; and, in general, what should be studied
and (more important) what may safely be left unread. This difference
between the disciplines gives rise to another. In ethics, and in accepted
philosophical disciplines generally, standards of criticism, and hence
standards of thinking, are high: writing tends to be self-critical and
responsible. But in aesthetics, it seems, anything goes. In the absence of
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an accepted nucleus of problems and positions, some writers seem to feel
free quite shamelessly to put down anything that may come into their
heads. False analogies, hazardous generalizations, and metaphors dis-
guised as arguments abound.

In brief, then, philosophers® scorn for aesthetics rests on a belief that the
problems aestheticians discuss have too little in common to constitute a
separate field of study, or are not suitable topics for philosophical inguiry;
in support of which propositions they point to the evident disorder of the
subject and the looseness of so much that is written about it.

THE CASE FOR AESTHETICS

1 HAVE MADE the case against aesthetics seem weighter than it is by attri-
buting objections to all critics, all historians, and so on; whereas I should
have spoken only of some critics etc. For other followers of all these
callings have not only shown interest in our subject but practised it, openly
or under another name. Moreover, the objections are relevant to us only
if they object to aesthetics being done at all; that is, if they maintain either
that there are no philosophical problems raised specifically by art or that
although there are such problems they should never be discussed. Both
these theses look rather extravagant, even if in the end they should turn
out to be justified. If the objection be only that aesthetics has always been
done badly, that would have no tendency to show that the subject should
be given up as a bad job. It is senseless to speak of something being done
badly unless it could in principle be done well. The very existence of
criteria by which a performance is judged to have failed suggests that
success is at least thinkable, if not practically attainable.

The general complaint of the cultivated man, that aesthetics should not
be attempted because it must consist of generalizations about art, whereas
works of art are unique so that one cannot generalize about them, is self-
refuting: the statement that each work of art is unique is itself a general-
ization about art, and the explanation of the sense in which each work
was unique and why its uniqueness was such as to preclude further gen-
eralizations would constitute a theory of aesthetics (cf. Meager 1958). The
kindred complaint of the tender-stomached reader that aesthetics makes
dull work of the thrilling business of art stems from simple confusion,
and was met by Reid (1785, 721): “A philosophical analysis of the objects
of taste is like applying the anatomical knife to a fine face. The design of
the philosopher, as well as of the anatomist, is not to gratify taste, but to
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improve knowledge.”* Indeed, as DeWitt Parker observed (1920, 129-30),
although one cannot be simultaneously rapt and critical, any aesthetic
rapture is likely to arise from the spontaneous exercise of a trained judge-
ment, critical standards, and knowledge painfully acquired.

Critics and historians of art despise aesthetics at their peril, for their
task requires of them some general theory of art. If they refuse to acknow-
ledge this, and hence to think out the presuppositions of what they are
doing, they are likely to adopt quite uncritically (even unconsciously) an
aesthetic theory of extraordinary naivety, as undeliberately as they would
catch a cold, and alternately appeal to it as final arbiter and ignore it
completely, as the fancy takes them. Thus the great Bernard Berenson,
who complains (1950, 25) of the remoteness of aesthetics from experience,
and feels it necessary to apologize (1896, 41) for “seeming to wander
off into the boundless domain of aesthetics,” commits himself to a pecu-
liarly simple-minded version of the theory of empathy (e.g. 1896, 40) and
uses it to justify his condemnation of styles which his sensibility leads him
to dislike (1950, 58). On a lower level is Mrs. Margaret Hattersley Bulley,
whose loud contempt for aesthetic theories is combined with a whole-
hearted commitment to at least the terminology of R. G. Collingwood, of
which she does not acknowledge and perhaps does not recognize the
source, and which she embellishes with some claptrap of her own. Pre-
sumably she regards the result not as inchoate aesthetic theory but as
self-evident truth (Bulley 1952, passim).

Critics may not need elaborated theories about art, but they must make
theoretical assumptions in their work. People sometimes speak as if a
critic were a man who went around saying “This is good,” “This is bad,”
“I like this,” and *I don’t like that.”” And it is true that, etymologically, a
critic’s function is to give verdicts. It is also true that the book reviews and
film reviews in most daily papers are meant and used to save people the
trouble of deciding what to read or see. But etymology is not a safe guide
to reality; nor are the daily papers. In reality, any critic nowadays held
worthy of the name describes what he criticizes and says what it is that in
his judgement makes one work better than another. Indeed, evaluation is

3. Cf. Frye (1957, 29): “The strong emotional repugnance felt by many critics
toward any form of schematization in poetics is again the result of a failure to
distinguish criticism as a body of knowledge from the direct experience of litera-
ture, where every act is unique, and classification has no place.” Note that it is one
thing to attribute uniqueness and unclassifiability to experiences (though even here
one does not quite see what is meant and feels inclined to say that “uniqueness™
need not be alleged, since classification is inappropriate rather than impossible) and
quite another to attribute them to works of art.
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most effective when it flows naturally out of description and analysis. So
Professor Richards writes (1929, 11):

There is, it is true, a valuation side to criticism. When we have solved, com-
pletely, the communication problem, when we have got, perfectly, the experi-
ence, the mental condition relevant to the poem, we have still to judge it, still
to decide upon its worth. But the later question nearly always settles itself; or
rather, our own inmost nature and the nature of the world in which we live
decide it for us,

In fact, the final assertion of merit or demerit may not be made or even
implied, any more than after reading a book one has to decide whether
one liked it or not, except in so far as the labour spent is itself a token
of esteem for the work on which it is lavished.* Even if a critic were to
confine himself to saying what was good or bad, these assertions would
be pointless unless they were based on some principle of judgement. If
the critic had no other criterion than the likes and dislikes he found him-
self happening to have, his use of them as criteria would show that he had
a theory about art: the theory that no artistic standards were in principle
capable of formulation. And this is a debatable proposition. More pre-
cisely, the practice of calling “good” without amplification whatever
happened to please the critic, and still more the shoddy habit of saying
*“Your reviewer liked this™ and leaving it at that, imply one theory if the
critic ascribes the importance of his judgements to his innate superiority
(cf. Hutcheson 1725), and a different theory if he ascribes it to his experi-
ence and training (cf. Reynolds 1776). For in either case the fact that he
prints or otherwise circulates his opinions shows that he thinks them im-
portant, and he must presumably believe that he has some ground for
thinking them so.* Even if his justification for promulgating his prefer-
ences is not that his taste or training is superior but that he is so ordinary
that what he likes other ordinary people will like too, his reliance on this
justification shows adherence to a theory of the nature and function of art
—perhaps that of Tolstoy (1898) or that of Mr. Shaw (1956).

It might seem that a critic could avoid the necessity for theoretical
presuppositions by confining himself to an estimation of the artist’s
success in achieving whatever end he may have set himself. But this is not

4. The extreme form of this use of the term appears in Professor Frye's defini-
tion of criticism as “the whole work of scholarship and taste concerned with
literature which is a part of what is variously called liberal education, culture, or
gt?:na]dly of the humanities” (Frye 1957, 3). It's a question of who is to be master,

5. This does not, of course, apply to those who are not responsible for bringing
their own judgements into prominence—not, for example, to reporters told off by

their editors to “do” the Royal Academy. But I see no need to take account of those
who disclaim responsibility for their own actions.
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50. In attempting such estimation a critic shows what he considers to be
possible ends for an artist to envisage, and this is no light matter. Then the
critic is himself responsible for the decision that the work he is consider-
ing must be related to certain of these possible ends and not to others, For
he is not likely to have the artist at his elbow to tell him what he was
* after; and if he had, the artist would probably be unable to formulate in
any helpful way the ends that he was pursuing; and if the artist were able,
he would probably be unwilling; and if the artist were able and willing,
the critic would probably not believe him.

Can a critic then shed his theoretical load by just describing the work
before him? No. One cannot describe a work of art without showing what
one thinks important in it. Thus even a description presupposes a system
of evaluation, and such a system when articulated and defended is an
aesthetic theory. One can describe a painting as portraying three darling
little kittens in an old boot; or one can describe it as forming a system
of intersecting cones. Similarly, in music, one can describe a passage from
a symphony in terms of feelings, like this, which is from an anonymous
commentary on Tchaikovsky's Fifth Symphony: “A bassoon, its voice
issuing from the cavernous depths of its lower register, starts us off on
our journey of frustration and pain.” Or one can represent it as a conflict
between personified musical forces, as Vaughan Williams did in the
famous programme note he wrote for the first performance of his Sixth:
“When the episode is over the woodwind experiment as to how the fugue
subject will sound upside down but the brass are angry and insist on
playing it the right way up, so for a bit the two go on together and to the
delight of everyone including the composer the two versions fit. . . .”* Or
one can get right down to business like this (Larsen 1956, 195, on Mozart’s
“Jupiter”): “The first subject and the transition are linked together as
follows: the first subject ends with a striking half-close which suggests a
first half-period; the transition begins (bar 24) as a second half-period,
but then glides into modulating sequences, in preparation for the
dominant.” Whether all, or some, or none of these ways of describing are
appropriate depends on what kind of a business music is.

It seems then that critical activities of all kinds presuppose theories, in
the sense that they are reasonable things to do only if certain theories are
true. A critic may be too busy, or lazy, or stupid, to find out what these
presupposed theories are; but that is no reason for him to despise those
who are prepared to take the trouble.

Historians are related to aesthetics in much the same way as critics are.
In elaborating this remark I hope I shall be forgiven if I state the obvious:
objectors to aesthetics often presume the untruth of the obvious, Just as
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history in general must always be written in the light of some social or
political philosophy, however little thought the historian may have given to
it (cf. Geyl 1955), so art history is necessarily always written as if its
author held some theory of the nature of art, however rudimentary that
theory might be. For history cannot be the mere discovery and recording
of facts: the facts must be selected and ordered, and that selection and
ordering must proceed on some principles (cf. Wellek and Warren 1949,
28). At the very lowest level, the art historian must within his chosen
period follow some sequence. Is this to be the chronological order of indi-
vidual works? Or that of artists? Or is he to deal with artists by schools,
or to take the school itself as a unit? And if the latter, should he take the
schools chronologically or in some other order? Even if the choice of one
of these seems to the historian a mere matter of convenience, or to be
determined by the nature of the material, each possibility corresponds to a
different notion of what art is, as is shown by those works (e.g. Malraux
1953) which deliberately make a selection of sequence their principal
means of promoting a theory.

Aesthetic problems are more obviously raised by questions of selection
and emphasis. Is one to stress what seemed important in its own day, or
what seems so now? Is one to support a history of the visual arts by
references to contemporary literature, or include in a history of the fine
arts a survey of humbler artefacts, or not? Once more, each decision
would correspond to an arguable, and argued, theory of the nature of art.

Questions of principle are more notoriously involved in the decision
whether to include in a history of art mention of social and economic
developments; and, if so, which, and with what emphasis. A comparison of
Antal's (1948) treatment of Florentine painting after the Black Death
with Meiss’s (1951) reply to it, and of both with Berenson’s account of
the same artists (1896, §§ II and IIT), will show that this is not a matter of
greater or less ignorance of fact, but of what is considered a priori to be
possibly relevant. Here as elsewhere history has to do with change, change
in the behaviour of human beings. As Panofsky points out (1955, 20-1),
the historian’s account will reflect his judgement of what kinds of motiva-
tion might lead to such changes, what reasons there might be for the
human decisions they reflect.

It must describe the stylistic peculiarities . . . as that which bears witness to
artistic “intentions”. Now “intentions” can only be formulated in terms of
alternatives. . . . Thus it appears that the terms vused by the art historian inter-
pret the stylistic peculiarities of the works as specific solutions of generic
“artistic problems". . . . Upon reflection it will turn out that there is a limited
number of such primary problems. . ..
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Panofsky seems to imply that all historians and theorists will be forced by
the facts to agree as to what these “primary problems™ are; but if he
really thinks that, he is an optimist.®

Different ways of answering such questions as these are implicit in
different ways of writing the history of art, whether the questions are
openly faced or burked.” And one is inclined to feel that questions are
better faced than burked. To say this is not to suggest that art historians
should do aesthetics, or devote more than a moment’s thought to its
problems; only that they should recognize that the problems exist and are
relevant to what they themselves are doing. For none of the arguments I
have used show that aesthetics has any substance. They show only that
it has authentic problems. It remains quite possible that discussion of these
problems should be futile, either because the answers are too easy or
because there is no way of agreeing on what constitutes a good reason in
aesthetics, so that one can never progress beyond expressions of conflict-
ing opinion. That fruitful discussion is possible can only be shown by
discussing fruitfully. All I claim to have shown is that the attempt is
worth making.

Aesthetics is probably not necessary to the artist as it is to the critic and
the historian; but at least it is innocuous. We are apt to think of the artist
as being pestered by aesthetics and pleading to be left alone to get on with
the job. But this is silly. The subject may not help him, but it will not bite
him; if he finds a book irritating or disturbing or uninteresting, he can
put it down. One has heard it said that artists have been led astray by

6. Professor Frye makes an analogous supposition about criticism. The evident
coherence of and progress in the study of literature are explicable only on the
assumption that there is “a coherent and comprehensive theory of literature, logic-
ally and scientifically organized, some of which the student learns as he goes on, but
the main principles of which are as yet unknown to us” (Frye, 1957, 11). In both
Panofsky and Frye this postulation of a grand undiscovered theory rests on the
demand that the studies they profess should be recognized as objective and be
accorded the status of science, the hallmark of which they take to be a coherent
systematic structure.

7. Take for example Professor Brieger's history of English art in the thirteenth
century. He analyses the art of the period into three phases, corresponding to
changes of style; these changes he attributes to social changes in the patronage of
art. He also discerns three successive modes of sensibility : aspiration, display, and
a fin-de-sidcle elaboration and melancholy. No precise account is given of why or
how this succession of modes occurs, nor is it correlated with the sequence of
patron-dependent styles, but it is ascribed generally to a change in the atmosphere
of the period. Within this general pattern, local traditions and fashions of sym-
bolism are recognized. Throughout, material is selected on the basis of originality,
so that the history becomes one of the development of art, not a mere chronicle ol
practice; and the author passes judgement in terms of a formal aesthetic, taken as
absolute, whereby some designs are praised and others condemned on the basis of

their proportions and disposition of masses, (Brieger 1957, esp, 271 ff.)
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reading bad aesthetics. T doubt it; I should suspect that anyone feeble
enough to be thus corrupted had the seeds of his corruption in him any-
way; but if it is indeed so, it would presumably be equally possible for
an artist to be put on the right track by reading good aesthetics, were such
written.® The alternative is to suppose that it is bad for artists to reflect at
all upon what they are doing, that the true artist’s mind is all in his hands
and he should think only in his painting, not about it. That seems hard to
believe. Innovating artists are great ones for manifestos; the renaissance
painters were energetic theorists. Sir John Rothenstein indeed maintains
that the reason why Steer and Orpen, to name but two, painted less well
than they should is that they preferred not to think (Rothenstein 1952, 73
and 221-2). However, it is possible that the kind of intellectual work that
painting involves has no connection with the discursive reasoning of art
theory; indeed, it is widely believed. And I suppose it is possible that, as
some people seem to be suggesting, artists are all so sick or immature
that the equilibrium of their working minds can be upset by nasty theories,
and they are too innocent to realize this; but to me it seems unlikely. If
it is true, it is plainly the duty of aestheticians to mark their books clearly
“To be kept out of the reach of artists.””®

The objection that art theories are so unlike what artists say about their
own work and experience that they are unworthy of consideration is un-
tenable: art theories produced by artists, which abound (cf. Goldwater
and Treves 1945), have no common qualities that distinguish them from
theories of others.' Such protests of irrelevance must then not be directed

8. Professor Arnheim (1933, 14) asserts confidently that “The postulates, reason-
able or otherwise, of art-theorists have always had more influence on the work of
the creative artist than is generally conceded. The views taken in various nges
of the functions of art have always had their immediate effect on the works of art of
that period.” Can one be sure that these theories were not reflections of incipient
practical tendencies? Perhaps not. But it seems likely that such tendencies may be
encouraged by articulate verbal formulation and hampered by lack of it.

9. There is a full discussion of whether artists ought to be exposed to aesthetics,
and to what kind if to any, in Munro (1956, 302-23).

10. Professor Gilson writes (1957, 214): “What philosophers can say about art
is too abstract to fit the subject . , . what they say is not art, it is philosophy.” The
latter statement is of course true. But it supports the former only on the supposition
that one ought to say nothing about art at all, except (if I understand Gilson) about
methods of production. Gilson appears to be maintaining three positions. First,

that when artists discuss painting they always discuss methods of painting and
never the subjects or merits of completed paintings (cf. ibid., 216); painters who
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in the name of the artist's experience as such against those who lack this
experience, but equally against the reflections of other artists on their own
experience. One might actually say that most writers on aesthetics have
known too much about the arts and liked them too well: they tend to
have privileged ways of describing their own intense reactions, stylistic
axes to grind, canons of excellence to which they would have all art con-
form. Confident in their taste and knowledge, they do not take seriously
the fact that others have other tastes and know other things.

The implication of the objections to aesthetics made by artists, or more
usually made by sentimentalists on their behalf, is that if aesthetics is
irrelevant to the artist’s practical problems it cannot be worthy of atten-
tion. But of course these are not the problems it tackles. Art is a public
affair: even if the artist can or even should work as for himself alone,
his public has its own interests.

The objections to aesthetics raised by philosophers were mostly stated
in such a way as to suggest the answers to them; but the answers had
better be made explicit.

In so far as contempt for aesthetics is the product of a mere change in
generations, it should be ignored. The fact that people are not doing
something does not prove that they should not be doing it. Ignoring prob-
lems—and we have already seen that aesthetics at least has problems—
does not solve them. If one could be certain that no one would ever raise
such problems again, one could reasonably ignore them, on the plea of
having better things to do. But we do not have this certainty. On the con-
trary, we can be sure that they will go on being discussed, since they are
directly raised by continuing activities. The question is only whether they
will be discussed sensibly or foolishly, and whether philosophers will be
among those discussing.

Objections to aesthetics on the ground of its association with romantic
and existentialist thought are less easily rebutted. These are the philo-
sophies which are preoccupied with the nature of man and his place in the
world’s order. Philosophy with such preoccupations is indeed the most
popular kind, the kind from which alone the general educated public
claims to get stimulation, illumination and comfort; but the intellectually
(1954, vi), language is no more limited in dealing with art than in dealing with any
other object of experience: it cannot duplicate what it describes, but that is not its
function. “If we see and feel certain qualities in a work of art yet cannot describe
or explain them, the reason for our failure is not that we use words but that our
eyes and thoughts do not succeed in discovering generalities able to do the job.

-+ - is not a foreign medium, unsuitable for visible things. It fails us when
and because visual analysis breaks down. But fortunately visual analysis can go far

and can also call forth the potential capacity to ‘see’, by which we reach the
unanalyzable.”



18 THE STRUCTURE OF AESTHETICS

scrupulous claim that the illumination is hallucinatory, the comfort nar-
cotic, the stimulation intoxicating. Such philosophies are disreputable in
scholarly circles because of their arbitrariness, their reliance on a com-
bination of rhetorical persuasiveness and appeals to the readers’ or
writer's intuitions. The renunciation of such writing, as its renouncers
well know, may involve that of all that has usually been thought of as
philosophy. But it is not the mere sourgraping of academic nobodies.
Perhaps the knowledge and sophistication of our age are such that philo-
sophers must choose between beating the big drum and saying what their
knowledge and wisdom entitle them to say. If this is so, the standards to
which philosophy has always purported to adhere dictate the latter choice.
The abandoning of this territory by philosophy would not be fatal to
aesthetics, since its problems are not tied to such grandiose projects. But
it is only in the context of such “philosophies of man” that aesthetics has
seemed worth spending much time on. For one may recognize that a
problem exists and still not think it worth the solving. Perhaps, though,
the philosophies of man have been too hastily dismissed: it seems likely
that even the purest “linguistic” philosophies of our own day either stem
from or are tending towards a view of man’s nature.!! And whenever such
philosophies come back they are certain to bring aesthetics with them.
The attack on aesthetics as defiled by overmuch pitch-touching often
goes with the attack on it for eluding the methods of analytic philosophy,
the subject’s non-existence being inferred from the unfruitfulness of such
methods when applied to it. Taken in isolation, that unfruitfulness would
not seem to reflect more on aesthetics than on the methods. In any subject,
to take limitations imposed by one’s ways of proceeding as indicating the
nature of what is under investigation is hazardous, though common.
Philosophy above all must be preserved from methodological asphyxia-
tion; for by common consent problems which elude the methods of other
disciplines are left for philosophy to tackle. Philosophers can’t be choosers.
If they will not handle these residues, the result will be that all the elusive
and interesting problems will be left to enlightened amateurs—among
whom, indeed, the best philosophers have often in the past been found.
The complaint that aesthetics is dull whereas art is thrilling, and that
the dullness is due to excessive generality, is not peculiarly philosophical,
but it is often heard from philosophers, who tend to quote in its support
authors who in fact turn out to be attacking not aesthetics as such but
aesthetics badly done. Professor Passmore, in a well-known article on

11. Dr. D. P. Gauothier has argued persuasively to this effect in a lecture on “Is
the Revolution in Philosophy a Philosophy of Revolution?”, delivered at Univer-
sity College, Toronto, in 1959. Cf. also Hampshire (1959, 234),
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“The Dreariness of Aesthetics” (1951), ascribes the dreariness to an
“attempt to impose a spurious unity on things” and conceal their incom-
patibilities (44), and in particular describes the use of the term “*beauty” in
aesthetics as “the refuge of the metaphysician finding a home for art
in his harmonious universe, attempting to subdue its ferocity, its reve-
lations of deep-seated conflict, its uncompromising disinterestedness,
by ascribing to it a ‘Beauty’ somehow akin to goodness™ (ibid., 50). But
how can this be taken as an attack on aesthetics as such? The general
ascription of ferocity and disinterestedness to art is itself the germ of an
aesthetic theory which would require extensive development and vindica-
tion. Passmore in turn ascribes the thesis that aesthetics is always dull to
Professor Wisdom (1948). But Wisdom does not say that: what he says is
that some books on art and some books on ethics are dull, and others are
not; and concludes (1948, 211) that “it is possible to make in ethics or
aesthetics remarks which are general and still not worthless. This happens
when some value is temporarily undervalued or perhaps has always been
undervalued.” Apparently Passmore is using, and takes Wisdom to be
using, “‘aesthetics™ as a term of abuse: writing about art that is not
dreary is for that very reason not to be called “aesthetics.” It almost
seems that he shares the assumption that Professor Hampshire (1952)
apparently makes and Mr. Kennick (1958) certainly does, that aesthetics
essentially consists of attempts to provide answers in one sentence to the
question *“What is art?"'* Now, this is certainly the way aesthetic theories
are often remembered, especially by those who know them only through
histories or compendia; but it is not the way they are ever written. Whether
or not Passmore shares this assumption, his argument certainly seems to
rest on the belief that broad generalizations are always boring, and that
to point out similarities is necessarily to suppress differences. This belief
is widely shared, but seems odd on reflection. If a man says that a triangle
is a three-sided rectilinear plane figure one does not censure him for being
dull or for attempting to gloss over the interesting differences between
triangles and *‘to impose a spurious unity on them.” If generalizations in
aesthetics neglect important distinctions, they do not differ in this from
other generalizations to which no one objects. One is not deterred from
saying that sufferers from migraine tend to dress neatly and prefer Bach
to Brahms by the fact that one is thus neglecting important differences
among the afflicted, for example that some are male and some female, and

12. It is true that the particular statements which Passmore selects for ridicule do
not have this character; but neither do they illustrate or support any of his general
charges. The vigour of his remarks has perhaps distracted the attention of the
philosophical world from the incoherence of his argument,
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each is in fact an unique individual. If the charge means no more than
that the likenesses are less striking than the differences, the answer must
be that what seems noteworthy (and what seems dreary or boring) depends
upon what one's interests at the moment happen to be, and that the
ability to concentrate on differences often means only that likenesses have
been taken for granted. Nor is it true, of course, that most works on
aesthetics consist entirely of statements about all art. Many (e.g. Greene
1940, Langer 1953) are more notable for the distinctions they draw than
for their statements of likeness.

The fact seems to be that there is in English academic circles a pre-
judice against aesthetics based on impermeable ignorance and naivety. So
Professor Hampshire (1952) is able complacently to represent as an attack
on aesthetics as such what is really an attack on Croce in the name of
certain fashionable clichés about art whose truth and adequacy are taken
for granted; and Father Turner, making the same equation of Croce with
aesthetics, won great applause in the English weeklies for an article on
“The Desolation of Aesthetics™ (1958) which had the effect of reassuring
the complacent that only topics made the subject of examinations at the
Ancient Universities really exist.

The next philosophical objection to aesthetics, that the subject has no
order, is stronger. But the impression of disorder arises largely because
aesthetics, being quite rightly thought of as a marginal subject, is given
only a small place (if any) in most courses of instruction, so that a know-
ledge of its bibliography and of the organization of its problems is not
widely diffused among philosophers. No doubt more good ethics has been
written than good aesthetics; but certainly as much rubbish has been
written on ethics as on aesthetics. It is simply that in ethics the tripe is
more widely recognized for what it is. As for the confusion of problems,
the greater orderliness of the problems of ethics and other better-known
philosophical disciplines may well be due to artificial simplification:
classroom usage results, since all lecturers and tutors were once students,
in a certain standardization of questions and answers which the subject-
matter may not in fact warrant. There is less traffic in standard packages
of pre-digested aesthetics."

Aesthetics, thus unsimplified, seems to be a babel of arbitrary asser-
tions and all-embracing disagreements. This is largely because so many
different problems arise and can be approached in such various ways.
Opinions that seem at first to contradict each other often turn out to be

13. The classification of theories used by Professor Rader in his justly famous
textbook (1934) has passed into general use in America; but the basis of that
classification is obscure, and the results of its adoption have not been happy.
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concerned with different problems or even different subject-matters, so
that each might be reasonable in its own sphere. People who are talking
about the same thing agree with each other to about the same extent, and
in much the same ways, as other philosophers. Of the disagreements that
remain, some are due to mere misunderstanding of terminology. The
terms “‘expression” and *‘emotion™ have given much trouble of this kind
(see pp. 403 ff.). Thus too when Mrs. Bulley (1952) uses “‘organic’ as a
term of abuse and Mrs. Langer (1953} as a term of praise, there is little at
issue between them: Mrs. Bulley praises in other terms what Mrs. Langer
calls “organic,” and herself means by “‘organic” much what other people
mean by *‘unrestrained.” In so far as there is a real difference of opinion
between the learned ladies, it is that they take different kinds and aspects
of living things as typical.

Such disputes in aesthetics as cannot be resolved in these simple ways
usually arise when one disputant excessively emphasizes what the other
wrongly ignores. In such cases, both sides of the dispute are usually
worthy of attention. No one bothers to set up a theory except to rebut a
falsechood. And no falsehood is deemed worthy of such rebuttal if it is
not felt to be a dangerous half-truth—dangerous because of the followers
it may gain and thus prevent from seeing the other half of the truth, and
half true because otherwise it could win no followers., The excessive
emphasizing is a reaction to the ignoring. and generally takes the form of
pretending that one fact about something is the fact about it. Such a pre-
tence naturally has a perverse look. Thus Professor Frye observes (1957,
332) that “To say *art communicates’ is . . . to be content with an obvious
plurality of functions: to say ‘art is communication” forces us into circu-
lar wrangling around a metaphor taken as an assertion.”” But quite
obviously there would be no point in making the milder, more acceptable
statement if you were protesting against a doctrine that the artist need
work for himself alone, that “eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard”
(Mill 1833, 71). So the appearance of perversity often disappears when
one recalls the dispute in the course of which a remark was made or a
tract published. The literature of art theory, like philosophical and
theological literature generally, is very largely polemical. But in aesthetics
the polemics are often directed not so much against other theorists as
against rival practitioners of the arts and their advocates, so that it is
easy for a purely theoretical discussion to neglect them. Thus, for example,
Véron (1878) is widely referred to as a proponent of the thesis that art is
essentially the expression of emotion. But on reading his work one finds
that it is an explicit and sustained attack on the notion that artists need to
depend on “‘des recettes académiques,” and appeared in a series of books
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designed to attack traditional authorities in the name of advanced ideas
—and this in the context of French painting of the 1870s.

An extravagant general thesis may seem less strange when the circom-
stances of its origin are recalled, but that does not mean that it should
never be considered out of its historical context. If one wishes to arrive at
a whole truth there is much to be said for having two opposing half-truths
forcibly argued. Perhaps, indeed, one should abandon oneself to each half
in turn, as Professor Pepper argues (1938, 4-7): it is merely confusing to
try to combine or reconcile positions which one has never fully grasped in
their distinction. Professor Frye complains (1957, 19) that “‘there are no
definite positions to be taken in chemistry or philology, and if there are
any to be taken in criticism, criticism is not a field of genuine learning."”
But Professor Abrams rejoins (1953, 4-5) that criticism cannot in any
case be scientific, since its aim is not the prediction but the ordering of
experience; and, moreover, that since critical principles may affect practice
a multiplicity in the former may guard against monotony in the latter. The
criterion of the validity of a critical theory, he continues, “is not the
scientific verifiability of its single propositions, but the scope, precision
and coherence of the insights that it yields into the properties of single
works of art and the adequacy with which it accounts for diverse kinds
of art.” Now, he goes on, there is no reason why there should not be
several such theories, not necessarily mutually compatible; and any such
theory may make one aware of aspects of art to which one was hitherto
blind.

Ultimately, of course, mutually contradictory statements cannot both
be maintained; either they must be reconciled, or one must be abandoned.
Let our guide be Pascal (1670, 1, §9):

When we wish to correct with advantage, and to show another that he errs,
we must notice from what side he views the matter, for on that side it is
usually true, and admit that truth to him, but reveal to him the side on which
it is false. He is satisfied with that, for he sees that he was not mistaken, and
that he only failed to see all sides. Now, no one is offended at not seeing
everything; but one does not like to be mistaken, and that perhaps arises
from the fact that man naturally cannot see everything, and that naturally he
cannot err in the side he looks at, since the perceptions of our senses are
always true.

Our task would be easier than it is if Pascal were right in supposing that
people would readily admit failure to see all sides. As it is, we must be
content if we can detect such failure in others. Meanwhile, those who
press half-truths on each other do at least agree on what are the important
problems. Thus, though there are conflicting views on the function of
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“psychical distance™ or “self-identification” in drama, no one denies that
the problem is important, and while there are different views as to the
relation between “imitation™ and “‘design™ in the visual arts, and even
whether the distinction between the two can meaningfully be made, no
one supposes that it doesn’t matter. In fact, from much reading in
aesthetics a pattern emerges, though not a simple one. My chief purpose
in this book is to articulate that pattern.

Aesthetics, it is claimed, is a recent and gratuitous addition to philo-
sophy. But philosophical interest in art and beauty is by no means new,
no newer than Plato, What is true is that it was not till the eighteenth
century that the subject was given a name and its problems systematically
examined. A good many problems assumed new forms at that time, and
are uspally thought to be all the better for it. And a great many things are
nowadays given names of their own and treated systematically that used
not to be. In every case but that of aesthetics, this is taken to be a sign of
progress. But the mere fact that so many learned and in other respects
intelligent philosophers have written what they and their readers took to
be aesthetics does not prove that there really is such a subject any more
than it is proved spurious by the still more recent tendency to scorn it. As
for the gratuitousness of aesthetics, we have seen that its problems arise
inevitably once the arts are chronicled and criticized. But it is quite
arguable that the chronicling and criticizing are themselves undesirable
activities, sustained ultimately by the greed of dealers. And even if the
problems are inevitable, that would not prove that they cohered to form
a separate field for investigation or speculation. Even at the end of this
book, the viability of the subject will remain imperfectly established.
Meanwhile, are there any general considerations that may make the
undertaking seem a priori worth while?

As I have remarked elsewhere (Sparshott 1958, §2.1), if we accept
the traditional division of human activities into thinking, doing and
making—and it seems a reasonable enough division—aesthetics seems to
arise as naturally out of reflection on making as ethics out of reflection on
doing. Moreover, the problems of ethics have their counterparts in
aesthetics. First, to the general consideration of man's nature as agent
(Aristotle’s main theme in his Nicomachean Ethics) corresponds the
general consideration of man’s nature as maker or creator. Second, to
the issue of the balancing of freedom with law in morals corresponds the
aesthetic problem of the respective places of originality and tradition.
Third, to the basic division between the ethics of duty and the ethics of
goodness corresponds the tension between the claims of function and the
claims of pure form. To the various modes of relating judgements of
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moral goodness to other judgements of goodness, and of relating such
goodness to goodness metaphysically conceived, correspond ways. of
relating “beauty” in art to “beauty™ in nature or to a “transcendental”
beauty. And in both fields there is a similar inquiry into the logical charac-
ter of the judgements involved and into the meaning or use of charac-
teristic terms. Professor Hampshire stigmatizes as “alexandrian™ the
supposition that there ought to be such a subject as aesthetics because a
place can be found for it in an abstract scheme (1952). But we have seen
that the problems of aesthetics are not, and historically they were not,
called into being to fill a theoretical gap: indeed, the charge we thought
we had to meet was that the problems were real enough but not systematic-
ally related. Both charges cannot be made to stick, for they are incom-
patible. Is it too much to hope that to have shown independently that
there are problems and a place for them is to have refuted both? Hamp-
shire also asserts, however (ibid., 168-9), that ethics is necessary but
aesthetics is not, because art is gratuitous but action is not. Moral prin-
ciples must be formulated and defended to exclude intolerable actions, but
intolerable works of art can just be ignored and no harm done. As 1 have
said, this is undoubtedly the reason, and a perfectly valid one, for the
comparative neglect of aesthetics. But it is only half true. For in fact
nations and municipalities go to great trouble, and put their taxpayers to
great expense, to support national theatres, art galleries, ballets, sym-
phony orchestras and the like, in the belief that these activities are of
public importance, Immediately, no doubt, the motive is often the
enhancement of prestige through means that have become conventional.
But what makes these activities prestigious? Whatever the answer may
be, to treat the arts as gratuitous personal expressions of artistic egos is,
as Tolstoy pointed out, ridiculously at odds with the nature of our artistic
institutions.

If in one way aesthetics and its problems seem analogous to ethics, in
another way there is an analogy between aesthetics and the philosophy of
religion. Each takes its rise from an aspect of human activity which is so
widespread as to be virtually universal, but for which no practical justifica-
tion is obvious; and from a kind of experience in which many have thought
to find the deepest significance. One might equally well be startled into
reflection by the intensity of the experience or by the universality and
diversity of the practice (cf. Farmer 1954, ch. 1, and Sparshott 1961).

Artistic creation is a permanent activity of the human spirit and any compre-
hensive philosophical system must contain a theory of art and aesthetic,
integrated into the system. . . . A permanent activity of the human spirit
cannot be a matter of indifference to the philosopher. (Copleston 1946, 141.)



AESTHETICS ! WHAT AND WHY 25

To those who do not think that philosophy ought to be systematic this will
not seem important, But it remains true that every known people practises
art of some form or other, and some civilizations, such as our own and the
Chinese, place a very high value upon artistic activity. This fact in itself
is surprising, and should arouse the wonder in which (it is said) philosophy
begins. Even if we cannot appreciate the products of alien arts, we can
usually recognize them as such. In thus *“‘recognizing”™ works of art as
such we may be imposing our own categories on the material. But if we
are, this practice is itself indisputably a matter for philosophical inquiry:
how is such imposition made possible? What is the meaning of this term
“art”? Even if the specific problems suggested by the (discovered or in-
vented) “‘universality™ of art all demand the attention of sociologists and
anthropologists rather than philosophers, the legitimacy of such an impu-
tation of universality itself presents a problem of the only kind which no
one has yet denied to be peculiarly philosophical.

As to the peculiar force of aesthetic experience, whether one wishes to
make philosophical capital out of that will depend on the kind of philo-
sophy one affects, Most may be willing to abandon consideration of such
matters to psychologists. In so far, however, as we are interested not
merely in the causes of certain effects in us but in our reasons for regard-
ing experiences in certain ways, we must consider our interest to be philo-
sophical.

All in all, then, there seem a priori to be good but not compelling
reasons for taking aesthetics seriously as a study. Objections to doing so
seem in the long run mostly to reduce to the romantic reluctance to sub-
ject one’s raptures or their objects to intellectual scrutiny.



Chapter 11

THE APPROACHESTO
AESTHETICS

THE UNITY AND the prestige of ethics both derive from the compelling
interest of its original problem: how can one be sure that one is living
rightly? Everyone has in this problem the same kind, though not the same
degree, of interest. Aesthetics has no such popular concern at its centre,
and therefore has no such unity., There is rather a multitude of problems,
each the object of a milder and more specialized concern, corresponding
to the different aspects of art that provoke discourse and the different
professional interests people bring to that discourse. It secems therefore
likely that the only unity of the subject should be that of its subject-
matter (and even this is doubtful, as we shall see). Aesthetics as a unified
study would then be confined to disclosing its own complexity and cata-
loguing the possible kinds of approaches and insights. This done,
aesthetics would cease to be a discipline with its own aims and methods,
and would dissolve into specialisms.

A semblance of unity might be introduced into aesthetics by definition.
For example, if we begin (as I did) by defining aesthetics as part of philo-
sophy, we reduce our problems to a methodological unity. Aesthetics may,
like ethics, deal with matters that are also of interest to anthropologists,
sociologists and others, and depend upon these disciplines for information,
but still be recognizably a separate discipline. It is partly because such a
separation of powers has not been much observed in aesthetics that the
subject has seemed so confusing.

Subject-matter as well as method will be unified if we confine aesthetics
within philosophy. The consideration of such concepts as “‘art” and
“beauty” and those related to them will provide the basis of a unified
discussion. Such conceptual inquiries may not be the whole of philosophy,
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but they have always served as its point of departure and supplied its
principles of organization.

The present chapter enumerates, but for the most part does not discuss,
some of the problems generated by the various approaches to aesthetics.
They may be classified according to different aspects of the subject-matter
and different types of inquirer.

ASPECTS OF ART

EVERY WORK OF art is complex, and may be considered from at least six
points of view." It is, first, related to a world order to which it presumably
belongs. Second, it is produced in a particular social environment, its
functional relationship to which is problematic. Third, it is one among
many represenlatives of an artistic tradition or traditions, so that it may
be said to belong to a “*world of art,” to an artistic order as well as a world
order and a social order. Fourth, it is the product of an individual or
group of people; the manner of its production raises further problems.
Fifth, it is enjoyed by other individuals or groups, and the nature of such
enjoyment and its relation to artistic creation are debated topics. Finally
there is the work of art itself. Each of these six aspects gives rise to its
own set of problems, though it is easy to move from any set to any other
set. There can therefore be at least six kinds of aesthetic theory which
may (but need not) be mutually complementary rather than incompatible.
It is certainly common for books on aesthetics to underemphasize, or
even ignore, one or more aspects. Often this reflects policy rather than
neglect; for example, Messrs. Wellek and Warren (1949, 61 and passim)
reject all approaches to literature but the last as “extrinsic.”

The World

The most obvious questions about the connection between the arts and
the world relate to their imitative aspect. Are works of art to be regarded,
as many used to think, simply as representations of reality, mere replicas
and rearrangements or derivative analogues of things that already exist?
Or, if not, if every work of art is to be thought of as a really new thing,
what ontological status is to be accorded to the reality thus introduced?
Less obviously, one may feel called on to evaluate the claims often enough
made that works of art may somehow reveal a reality that otherwise
would remain occult. Those who accept some such claims will presumably

1. Abrams (1953, ch. 1) has an extensive discussion of the effects of such diversity
in approaches in literary criticism.
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g0 on to say why works of art should have this power, and how they may
be known to have it. Those who reject them will want to explain why they
should ever have seemed plausible enough to put forward.

Society

Every work of art is a marketable commodity, and as such of social and
economic import. But in its capacity of commodity its relationships are
of interest to us only because we have to clear up the confusion that is
caused by introducing them. Our concern is with the work of art as such;
as such, there are three questions asked of its relations to the society from
which it springs. These questions might seem to be proper to social science
rather than to philosophy, but for two reasons this is not altogether so.
First, the concept of art and hence of “the work of art as such™ is not
altogether an empirical one; second, the relations sought are not so much
purely causal ones as relations of meaning, and therefore go beyond the
interests of the empirical sciences.

The three questions just mentioned inquire into three possible rela-
tionships between art and society, which are not mutually exclusive but
do not entail each other, so that any of them may be affirmed and the rest
denied without contradiction. First, one may ask whether specific qualities
or excellences of works of art are explicable in terms of the character of
the society that produced them. Second, one may ask what social functions
the arts do or should perform. And third, without assigning causal or
functional priorities, one may ask whether it is possible for a society to
have a general character of which the arts may be taken as expressive.

The World of Art

Whatever the relation of a work of art may be with the society in which
it appears, Messrs. Wellek and Warren are doubtless right to say (1949,
94) that every poem (for example) is related to a literary tradition far more
directly than it is to the general social conditions in which it is produced.
What a poet writes is, specifically, poems. To do so he must have some
notion of what a poem is. He derives this notion from poems already
extant, which he has read. His readers know that what he has written is a
poem from their own familiarity with extant poetry. Poetry thus may well
appear to be a self-perpetuating system. Poems are in part the fruit of
poems; and the nature of the parent poems must have been such that the
new poem could be written in the light of the notion of poetry that they
generate. These considerations account for the celebrated but surprising
dictum of Mr. Eliot (1919, 15):
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What happens when a new work of art is created is something that happens
simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing monu-
* ments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the intro-
duction of the new (the really new) work of art among them. The existing
order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the
a.!;[mntiun of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly,
a 3y

This, no doubt, if taken as referring to all the poetry that has been written,
is nonsense. But it is not nonsense if referred to one person’s, or one
culture’s, notion and knowledge of poetry. Such a subjective “order” of
poetry (that is, poetic tradition as envisaged in its development by some-
one} will have a changing membership. New poems will facilitate percep-
tion of neglected qualities in old poems. In the light of a new fashion of
writing, poems hitherto neglected to which poems in the new fashion show
filial resemblance will be re-attributed to the “main stream™ of poetry,
much as a new political situation will enable historians to recognize the
meaning and hence the importance of hitherto neglected incidents in
past ages.

There is another sense in which it may not be nonsense to speak of an
“‘ideal order™ of poetry or of art generally. In so far as a poem is to be
regarded as a system of words, which are constituted by their meanings,
the poem must be considered to be a structure of meanings.* Now, a poem
may mean anything to anybody. So, if we are to attribute any other reality
to the poem than that of a succession of incarnations in readers’ mouths
and ears, we shall have to view it as the sum of the linguistic structures
that can with linguistic propriety be got out of it. But what these are will
depend on the resources of the language, and especially on the sum of the
poetry written in the language, which will establish what is to be the
*“propriety” in question. That is to say, we cannot attribute any kind of
objective reality to a poem except in terms of a timeless literary order
which determines the sum of its meanings. The alternative, not to try to
determine what kind of reality a poem may have, is probably to be pre-
ferred (cf. Hospers 1956, 299).

The notion of a self-contained literary “‘universe” is elaborated in
vague but high-sounding terms by Professor Frye (1957, 115-28), and an
analogous notion for the visual arts is implied though not asserted in
M. Malraux’s idea of a “‘museum without walls™ (1953).

The Artist

The terms “‘art” and *“*work of art” are not yet defined; but one may stipu-
late that nothing shall be called either that is not deliberately produced by

2. This is precisely the account given of the nature of music in Meyer (1956).
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some person or persons called the artisifs). By calling them that I mean no
more than that they do deliberately produce objects that we call works of
art—whether they call themselves artists, or think of their own products
as “art,” is not now relevant. The term “deliberately’ may seem inappo-
site, since the unconscious and automatic aspects of art-production are
nowadays emphasized.’ But the deliberateness is always there, however
dissembled; one must at least decide consciously when to let the uncon-
scious off the leash and when to re-shackle it.

Of all questions in aesthetics those relating to the producers of art and
their ways of producing are the most notably mixed in character; empirical
investigation shades into philosophical interpretation.

Qught one to try to relate either the general character or particular
features of an artist’s work to his temperament; or to incidents in his life;
or to his specifically artistic experience? Perhaps what we said of “the
world of art” means that such biographical data are only marginally
relevant to the origins of works of art (cf. Wellek and Warren 1949, 66-T7).
And if they are relevant, the question remains whether questions of origins
are themselves relevant to critical procedures. One must ask oneself
whether one is interested in biography for its own sake, or as shedding light
on the “psychology of creation,” or as affording hints about what to look
for in the works themselves (ibid., 63), or as providing causal explanations
for what is aesthetically inexplicable (Abrams 1953, 227). The first interest
is plainly irrelevant; it is a question whether the last three are all per-
missible to the conscientious critic, or only some or none. It has been
argued (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1946) that only the third of the four
possibilities is legitimate; but not all would accept this. Sir Kenneth Clark
writes (1956, 139): ““What is it, in addition to sheer pictorial skill, that
makes his [Rubens'] nudes noble and life-giving creations? The answer
is parily in his character and partly in the discipline through which he
mastered his profession.” Sir Kenneth may mean this simply as a causal
explanation. But he may mean that our satisfaction in these works depends
partly upon our interpreting them as manifestations of admirable human

3. Hutcheson (1725, Lvi, §4) wrote, “Never were any so extravagant as to affect
such Figures as are made by the casual spilling of liquid Colours.” The works of
the late Jackson Pollock might seem to give him the lie; but there was really
nothing very casual about them, however little part was played by any orthodox
kind of ratiocination. Then there was Wang Hsia (d. about 804 a.p) of whom
Waley writes (1923, 149): “When he was drunk he used to dip his head into a pail
of ink and flop it on to the painting-silk. Marvellous mountains, lakes, and trees
appeared on the silk as though by magic. Having dabbled the picture with a great
mass of ink, he would sometimes kick it, rub it, and smudge it, till a sunsect or
rain-storm appeared, and no trace of the first spilling was left,” But this would
seem to be not so much automatism as painting with an unusually large brush,
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qualities. It may even be urged that our interest in great art is essentially
an interest in the aspects of human potentiality that it reveals—an interest
that is not to be confused with the mere use of works of art as sources of
biographical information (cf. Abrams 1953, 227). Indeed, in so far as the
qualities are expressed in the work and not merely inferred from it, it is
irrelevant to such an interest whether Rubens may himself be supposed to
have possessed such qualities or not.

It is the essence of Wimsatt's and Beardsley’s argument that if any aspect
of an artist’s intentions or personality is expressed in his work, we can find
it there without referring to the facts of the artist’s life or to anything else
outside the work itself; and if it is not expressed in his work it is pointless
to mention it in a discussion of the work. Knowledge of the facts of the
artist’s life should therefore make no difference to our analysis or assess-
ment of his work. But in practice, since the precise interpretation of works
of art is no easy matter, such knowledge will give a valuable context of
understanding: it will show us what to look for. The artist’s name in an
exhibition catalogue may enable the inexpert to relate a work to a back-
ground of other work in the light of which it is more readily intelligible.
If we all had a profound knowledge of all artistic traditions, or knew only
one, such information would be superfluous; but most of us are not so
placed, and our perceptions need help.* The discovery that a work attri-
buted to Vermeer is by Van Meegeren affects our judgement of it because
it destroys our zeal for looking. The sad corollary is that we may be taken
in by forgeries because we persuade ourselves that we see in the picture
what is not really there, but what would be there if its supposed author
had produced it; and that by the same token we may think we see an
artist’s best qualities in his worst works.

From the artist’s point of view the denial of appeal to the artist’s inten-
tions has the disadvantage that it takes the interpretation of an artist’s
work out of his control and gives the critic irresponsible power. An artist’s
protests that a critic has absurdly misunderstood him will now be given
no weight. Bertrand Russell (1956, 73-4) relates with polite horror that
Bernard Shaw expounded Bergson’s philosophy to Bergson, and when the
philosopher assured him that his interpretation was wrong replied: “Oh,
my dear fellow, I understand your philosophy much better than you do.”

4. Webb (1760, viii) warns that “If we are guided wholly by the prejudice of
names, we no longer trust to our own senses; we must acknowledge merit which we
do not see, and undervalue that which we do." True, but some of us are blind to
merit, and do well not to trust to our own senses,

1 have assumed that none of my readers is so naive as to suppose that there can
be such a thing as an “innocent eye™ that sees what is before it unaffected by any
beliefs whatever. Perhaps it was a lot to assume. If in doubt, see Gombrich (1960).
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To Russell, this showed that Shaw was *'unusually vain.” But according to
the prevailing view of the relations between critic and author, Shaw may
have been right and Bergson wrong.

Those who persist in trying to relate works to the intentions and per-
sonalities of their authors may go on to seck general laws governing such
relations, and thus arrive at a psychological typology of artists. This would
be a purely empirical inquiry except in so far as the isolation of aesthetic
characteristics to be correlated with psychological traits depended (as it
often does) on an a priori notion of how art may be analysed. At a yet
more general level one may transfer one’s attention to the way in which
such qualities come to appear in art, and thus arrive at the notion of a
“creative process.” Whether that would be an empirical inquiry or notis a
debatable question. Then, from the consideration of such processes, one
might go on to consider the related question of what kind of transmuta-
tion “experience” or “‘subject-matter” undergoes in becoming incor-
porated in a work of art, and what kind of novelty an “original” work
represents. Arising out of these questions are the complicated ones about
what kind of person an “artist” is. Santayana (1896, 63) was of the opinion
that *‘Poets and artists . . . are apt to be loud in their lamentations, and to
regard themselves as eminently and tragically unhappy. This arises from
the intensity and inconstancy of their emotions, from their improvidence,
and from the eccentricity of their social habits.” Is this an empirical report
on producers of art? If so, are the facts reported expressions of a social
convention that artists should be thus, or results of social pressures, or the
inevitable outcome or condition of producing works of art? Or is it per-
haps that there are such people but that the traits mentioned are corre-
lated rather with a propensity to talk about the arts than a propensity to
produce? Or is Santayana merely accepting a fin-de-sidcle stereotype of
“the artist™ based on popular literature? And if so, how did the stereo-
type arise? Alternatively, if artists are not necessarily unusual people,
what aspects of everyone’s experience and activity are to be thought of
as “‘aesthetic™; and what kind of manifestation of these common aspects
are “works of art”? And how is it that not everyone is an artist? How
are we to explain what seems to be so, that in some societies “‘everyone
is an artist,”” while in others the artist is a rare bird? Do these situations
correspond to different developments and exploitations of latent human
faculties, or to a difference in what is called art in the two societies? This
mass of questions can hardly be dealt with in isolation from one another,
but do not fall within the scope of any single specialism,

The questions thus far considered have been concerned with artists’
relations to their work and to their social environment. Other questions
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arise in connection with their interpretations, not of their works, but of
their whole activity as artists. Artists frequently make general pronounce-
ments about their aesthetic undertakings. Is such interpretation necessarily
valid, or is it merely a by-product of their work? If it is valid, why is there
so much difference between what different artists say about their art, or
about art in general? But if it is a mere by-product, why is it produced?
It is not put forward as mere idle chatter. Does it somehow make the
artist feel better? and if so, why? The diversity of artists’ interpretations
of art may lead us to raise a further question: is there, over and above
the varying motives that lead people to produce works of art on particular
occasions, some characteristic end of artistic activity as such? If so,
should the artist’s characteristic drive be regarded, as some have said, as
an urge to create? Or rather as an urge to create something beautiful? Or
is it only bad artists who make beauty their aim (Ducasse 1929, 15-19)?
Does the artist characteristically long to convey some insight, or some
feeling? Or are his proper professional motives even political (Sartre
1949)? And if some one of these is the right answer, how does it come
that all the other answers have been given from time to time with equal
confidence? Is it perhaps that only one of these aims is likely to issue in
good art, and all the others in bad art? or that all but one of them take as
the end of artistic effort one of its usual but inessential effects? Or if it
should turn out that there is no such characteristic end, how should it
have come about that many different purposes issued in the same kind of
activity—or ought we rather to differentiate different artistic activities
according to their different ends? Or should all proposed ends be regarded
as mere rationalizations, and artistic activities assigned as effects to un-
conscious drives as their causes?

Some of the positions outlined could only be maintained by one whose
mental fortitude had for the time being got the better of his intelligence.
But this happens to many people. It also happens that opinions thought
absurd become acceptable, and that one comes to think foolish what one
had thought true.

The fact that in many arts (cf. Munro 1949, 301-7) the work of art is
enjoyed not as its first author left it but as it issues from the hand of a
performer or interpreter does not by itself generate any distinctive
approach to aesthetics. But it may lead to modifications in what is said
about the artist's relation to his work. If one says that the artist’s work
expresses his emotion, for example, the problem arises of the relation
between the composer’s emotions and those of the performer, Hanslick
(1854, 76) thought that in music the composer's feelings were not ex-
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pressed but the performer’s were.* The interpreter’s intervention may also
affect what one says about the nature of *“the” work of art.

The Public

Some theories of aesthetics have concerned themselves with the problem
of taste, or of the appreciation of beauty. Since natural as well as artificial
beauties may be enjoyed such theories cannot deal with the artist, unless
we deem the Author of Nature to be such, nor with the work of art nor the
“world of art,” but only with the spectator and his social conditioning and
perhaps the Nature of the World.

In their basic form the problems of taste are: why should men take
delight in the mere appearances of things that are of no other use to them;
and to what extent can causal explanations be given of the origin and
variation of such delight and their conditions? In Kant (1790) the ques-
tions take on a more refined and philosophical form: to say that some-
thing is beautiful is to say more than that it happens to please us—but
what more? and what must be true if judgements of beauty can ever be
validly made?

Other problems about the spectator arise within the context of art.
What, for one, is the relation between the artist’s experience in “creating”™
and that of the spectator in “‘enjoying™? Surely there must be something
in common to the experiences of all those who see the same work, and of
its artist. But what could it be? For the artist’s experience was essentially
that of making, of which the others know nothing. Moreover, it is
notorious that what one person thinks he finds in a work may be very
different from what someone else thinks he finds there. Yet both may
agree that it is an excellent, even a “‘great™ work. In what, then, could its
excellence or greatness possibly consist? Then one may go on to ask how
on¢ is to think of the way in which a work of art makes its effect: as
spreading emotion contagiously from person to person, or as enabling the
spectator to reconstruct some complex structure of thought and feeling?
Or is each of these suggestions applicable to some works but not to others?
Or are they both misleading metaphors? And if this last suggestion is true,

5. “In the moment of his highest creative effort, his unbridled temperament
swept through him like a whirlwind, lifting his hair—which covered half his face—
and his arms, his head, his body, so that a beast of prey seemed to embrace the
whole of the storming orchestra™ (Stanislavsky 1924, 110; cf. ibid., 466, 475). Dis-
cussions of the problems of interpretation less favourable to Hanslick’s view may
be found in Meyer (1956, 199 fI.) and Beardsley (1958, 21-4): and Hindemith
justly remarks (1952, 36-7) that the performer's feelings, when they are expressed,
usually spoil his performance by interposing irrelevancies between the work of art
as the artist left it and the public.
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should we look for some other solution of comparable simplicity, or
eschew the search for any such solution?

Perhaps the questions mooted in the last paragraph should not be
raised. One may say that any attention paid to the public is either otiose
or irrelevant; for all reactions to a work are irrelevant unless they are
strictly controlled by the work itself. To avoid irrelevancies, therefore, one
should ignore the public and confine one’s attentions to the work of art
itself (Wimsatt and Beardsley 1949).

Works of Art

Three basic problems arise in connection with works of art. The first is,
what kind of entity does the expression “work of art” stand for? Or does
it stand for any? The second is, how do works of art have meaning? And
the third, how should one differentiate what is a work of art from what is
not, and how should one classify them? The last two problems will occupy
a great deal of our time later on. Let us now look at the first one.

“Every work of art, though it may take its meaning from the relations in
which it stands to artists, society and public, is itself a physical object like
any other, extended in space and time. It is from this physical object that
aesthetics must start.” So we may be told, and it sounds hard-headed and
sensible. It is indeed important to remember that a painting consists of
canvas with paint on it, and that what we see depends on what has hap-
pened and been done to them—which, especially with an old painting,
will be a great deal. It would be foolish to deny that such physical objects
are paintings, and paintings are such physical objects. But there are other
facts about works of art and about the ways in which we think about
them that make it hard to identify works of art with physical objects.

Even with statues, drawings, paintings, and buildings, where the
identification is easiest, when an artist paints two very similar pictures we
tend to say “this picture exists in two versions" rather than “there are two
pictures.” For we think, not that the artist has done two similar things,
nor that he has copied himself, but that he has tried twice to do the same
thing, as a man might make two attempts to climb the same mountain.

Different versions of one painting or carving always differ noticeably
from one another, but this is not necessarily true of engravings, The
engraved wood or copper is not the work of art; it is the matrix from
which works are produced. But until the plate becomes womn no impres-
sion takes precedence over the others as the work of art. Yet it would
never occur to us to speak of Diirer’s Melancholias rather than of his
Melancholia. The same considerations apply to photographs (still or
moving) where many prints are made from one negative.
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In music, the difficulties of equating any physical object with the work
of art are multiplied. What physical object, for example, is Beethoven’s
Third Symphony? Not the printed score, which exists in innumerable
copies of many editions. Not, either, Beethoven’s autograph; for, if that
were to be destroyed, no one would suppose that his symphony had ceased
to exist. Stravinsky (1942, 125) seems to imply that the score is the work,
for he writes: *“Having been fixed on paper or retained in the memory,
music exists already prior to its actual performance, differing in this
respect from all the other arts. . . .” But since the same work may also
exist “in the memory” it is plain that he is not equating it with any
physical object at all. If some such object is to be found, a better candi-
date than the score would seem to be one, such as a phonograph record,
from which a given series of sounds could be regularly produced by some
invariant process. But even if we neglect the part played by engineers in
selecting what sounds shall be recorded, the blending and the splicing, it
remains true that what the recording reproduces is not the symphony as
such but some performance of it. Indeed, it seems reasonable to say that
the music exists only in its performances. But then, which performance is
to be the “physical object”? One by Weingartner is notably unlike one by
Toscanini. To say that either of them is uniquely the work is as absurd as
invidious. The only performance we could thus single out would presum-
ably be one (the opening one?) conducted by the composer; a bad per-
formance, most likely. Really, it is obvious that no one performance could
be thus singled out. Could the symphony then be identified with an arche-
typal “‘performance™ in the composer’s mind, of which all scores, per-
formances, recordings, and so on, are replicas? Well, that would not be a
physical object, necessarily. One may confidently postulate a series of
electrochemical changes in the brain and minute movements of the larynx
and so on as its physical correlate—but would that be more than the
“score” for the mental performance? And even if all composers run
through all their compositions “in their minds,” which I know no reason
to believe, they may well do so many times, and sound different to them-
selves on each occasion.

Let us suppose that we were prepared after all to identify some one
performance with the work. What kind of “physical object” would this
be? The term “physical object” is readily intelligible only if it is applied
to a substance, such as a tree or a table—or a painted canvas. In looking
for something analogous to serve as substrate for a piece of music, or for
any noise, we find ourselves at a loss. There is no precisely demarcated set
of physical things or happenings with which the performance can be un-
equivocally identified. The total content of the hall? The performers in
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musically relevant motion? Some or all of the sound-waves produced?
The changes in the audience’s brains? No decision imposes itself. Obvious-
ly, “what kind of physical object is a symphony?” is a question better left
unasked.

We fare worse still if we ask what kind of a physical object a poem is.
Poems consist of words (or whatever the proper linguistic unit may be),
spoken or written. It is often said that written word is to spoken as score
is to music. But then what comes of the typographical elegances of Mr.
E. E. Cummings? Or of Christian Morgenstern's Fisches Nachtgesang,
which runs:
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Well, perhaps we could make a ruling that what’s inaudible is no part of
the poem, just as some would say that aspects of the pattern of serial
compositions in music that cannot be discerned by the hearing alone,
unaided by sight of the score, do not count musically. But to elaborate
the difficulties here we should have to repeat what we said about the
symphony. Let us turn to the questions that poetry raises and music does
not. In music, painting, and most non-literary arts much of a work’s value
derives simply from the arrangement of the perceptible components: the
pattern of lines, colours, sounds. But in poetry this is scarcely true at all.
The words of which poems are made are not groups of sounds per se, but
of sounds as bearers of meaning (Wellek and Warren 1949, 146). And
these meanings are, in an important sense, arbitrarily assigned to the
sounds that carry them (pp. 366-7 below). Only in a very attenuated sense
could the poem be equated with any series of sounds as such rather than
(say) such a structure of meanings as we spoke of above (p. 29).

It seems then that we cannot always equate the work of art with a
specifiable physical object. When we can do so (as with paintings) this is
only because a painter happens not to have produced two versions of the
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same work or (if we wish to be more precise) because of the contingent
fact that it is virtually impossible to produce two perceptually indistin-
guishable versions of the same painting.® What are the alternatives? To
say that the work of art exists “in the artist’s mind™ seems false, as we
have seen, if it is taken to refer to actual processes of thought. If not so
taken, it becomes indistinguishable from the equation of the work with
its formal structure, a possibility to which I return shortly. But perhaps
it would be better to say that we should not have tried to find any kind of
entity to which the expression “‘work of art” uniquely refers, since the
expression is used in a number of ways which are vague in themselves
and which there is no initial reason to suppose to be compatible with
each other. The answer to “What precisely is a work of art?" is that it is
not anything precisely. Not all our substantive phrases have isolable entities
to correspond to them. All one could do by way of answering the question
would be to describe the processes of composition and reproduction and
then say, “Well, when we talk about a work of art we are referring in a
loose kind of way to that kind of thing.” The complex relationships
between different pulls from different states of etchings, or different
recordings of different performances of a symphony, have nothing in-
herently puzzling about them, nor do we have any difficulty in under-
standing one another when we refer to “The Eroica.” In raising our
question have we not been making an unnecessary fuss? Unnecessary,
perhaps, from this point of view. But it was not, after all, practical diffi-
culties in communication that started us off. We might agree that our
question need not arise and still be glad that it did, because otherwise we
would never have started to work out these complex relationships. Philo-
sophy may be the fruit of leisure, but so are many other attractive things.

If it is true that the expression “work of art™ is used so variously that
its use appears to raise insoluble problems, there are several things that
can be done. One is to determine and classify the actual uses of the ex-
pression itself: whether and when it is used to refer to artefacts or opera-
tions, how far it is used to classify and how far to evaluate, and so on.
Alternatively or additionally, one can define and use terms to distinguish
various aspects of works of art. Thus Professor Beardsley (1958, ch. 1, §4)

6. Because the delicacy and complexity of the business of painting makes it
impossible to duplicate precisely; and because the continuous chemical changes in
paints as they dry make it impossible to produce a true copy of a painting that will
stay true (cf. Gilson 1957, 66). Mr. P. F. Strawson (1959, 231 n.) makes the point
that the original picture is important only because of the difficulty of reproduction.
Gilson's apparent belief on metaphysical grounds that no two physical objects can
be precisely alike (1957, 47) is beside the point. In so far as we are concerned with
aesthetic objects, we cannot be concerned with imperceptible differences.
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secks to establish in all the fine arts distinctions between the artefact (com-
poser’s score, poet's MS., etc.), the performance of the work (publication,
exhibition etc.) and its presentation (work as experienced by some indi-
vidual), and the aesthetic object (the structure implied by criticism). More
valuable, perhaps, are the distinctions drawn by Professor Gilson (1957.
ch. 1, §§1-2) between physical, artistic and aesthetic modes of existence.
A painting is, and may be considered as, a material object, whereas a
poem is not (so too Wimsatt 1954, 50), and a musical piece is only while
performed—and then not simultaneously, so that as a whole it can exist
only “in the mind.” It follows that many questions can be asked about
painting, for example about the relation between copies and their original,
that cannot be meaningfully asked about music. Paintings, poems and
musical works alike have artistic existence, gua products of an artist’s art,
which is distinguished as “‘existence of that which has been produced by
art” from aesthetic existence as “‘existence of that which is actually ex-
perienced as a work of art.”” This last (corresponding to Beardsley’s
“presentation”) is fleeting and variable, but “‘artistic existence™ is stable
in that the work is what the artist has made it and has the aesthetic
properties he has given it. The distinction here made between physical and
aesthetic existence is a standard one. Thus Pepper writes (1945, 70-1):

Now whatever the nature of the physical work of art apart from the spectator,
we know it has not the quality of the perceived picture, for the quality of the
perception includes color and line movements and clouds and hills and city
walls and these require the action of a spectator in the situation before they
can appear. . . . Strictly speaking, the quality of the picture is only realized on
the occasions when it is actually perceived. Each such experience is an
aesthetic experience. . . . Normally each perception funds the previous oneé
and adds something new not perceived before. . . . The aesthetic work of art
is the cumulative succession of intermittent perceptions.

What Gilson does is to stabilize this situation by pointing out that what
the spectator finds is, so far as it is relevant, largely controlled by what
the artist put there to be found; without committing the “intentional
fallacy” of supposing that the spectator is trying to read the artist's mind.
In terms of Gilson’s analysis one can reconcile various statements made
about “works of art”” generally. Mr. Osborne’s statement (1952, 94) that
“a work of art is . . . a permanent possibility" relates aesthetic to artistic
and physical existence. M. Malraux’s claim (1950, 31—<f. 1953, 69) that
“Le génie impose aux siécles un langage sans cesse modifié, comme un
écho qui leur répondrait avec leurs voix successives. L'ceuvre ne maintient
pas un monologue souverain, mais un invincible dialogue™ runs aesthetic
and artistic existence confusingly together. And Bradley’s statement (1909,
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4) that “A poem as it actually exists . . . is the succession of experiences
. . . through which we pass when we are reading as poetically as we can”
takes account of aesthetic existence only, while Wellek and Warren's
counter-assertion (1949, 138) that “A poem . . . is not an individual ex-
perience or a sum of experiences, but only a potential cause of experi-
ences. . . . The real poem must be conceived as a structure of norms,
realized only partially in the actual experience of its many readers”
excludes all but a mode of existence approximating to the “‘artistic.””

It seems absurd to say that the work of art is “real” under only one of
these modes of existence. But we may still ask, what is the work of art
that can exist in these modes, that can exist in various versions or states,
that can be affirmed or denied to exist only in its performances or its
presentations? Surely, there must be some underlying unity. This question
seems to me to be very like the question **What is man, as opposed to all
individual men, races of mankind, paintings of men, characters in fiction,
and the like?” And it seems to have as many, and no more, kinds of
possible answer as there are to the classical problem of universals. There
would seem, in fact, to be contexts in which it is useful to say that each
work of art is a universal—if you will, a species (cf. Meager 1958, 52).
This seems an odd thing to say because in many arts, notably in painting,
the universal appears in only one particular thing. “Are you trying to
say,” someone is sure to ask, “‘that that piece of canvas in the Louvre
isn't the Mona Lisa?" 1 am not. If only one individual belongs to the
species x, that individual is the x: when only one whooping crane is left
alive, it will properly be called the whooping crane. And with paintings
generally, since they usually exist only in one version and, when they
exist in many, the differences between the versions are almost invariably
aesthetically important, we concentrate on their status as individuals
rather than on the logical possibility that they might be duplicated. With
etchings or musical compositions, where performances are usually mul-
tiple, we do not identify rhe work of art with any one performance even
if only one should happen to exist or take place. Nor am I in the position

7. Wellek and Warren, however, do not relate this structure to the artist’s input.
The norms, they say (ibid., 139), “are implicit norms which have to be extracted
from every individual experience of a work of art and together make up the genuine
work of art as a whole.” “The work of art, then, appears as an object of knowledge
sui generis which has a special ontological status. It is neither real (like a statuc)
nor mental (like the experience of light or pain) nor ideal (like a triangle). It is a
system of norms of ideal concepts which are intersubjective. They must be assumed
to exist in collective ideology, changing with it, accessible only through individual
mental experiences, based on the sound-structure of its sentences.” (fbid., 144.)
This is not very clear, but seems to equate “the work of art” with the totality of its
linguistically permissible interpretations (see p. 29 above).
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(as I have been told that I am) of saying that the pictures in a gallery form
a class of which the individual pictures are sub-classes; for the former
class is that of pictures gua physical objects, and it is not from the point of
view of its physical existence that a work can be regarded as a species. But
in any case, I do not say that a work of art simply is a species, or a univer-
sal, but only that in some contexts it may be regarded so;* and specifically
in the context of the question of the nature of the unity that may be
ascribed to a work of art in view of all the possibilities of duplication and
the variety of modes of existence that may be attributed to it. And we
should note that similar questions to this have been raised about physical
objects themselves: if some feel that a musical composition must be
equated with the class of its performances, some have likewise felt that
physical objects can be no more than classes of sense-data. It is not that
works of art are queer and mysterious, but that the usual philosophical
problems about universals, individuation and identity, which arise about
ordinary and presumably unmysterious things, arise about works of art
in slightly different though plainly analogous forms,

There is another set of problems about works of art. How is it that the
physical properties of the object bear the meaning that they do bear?*®
Here, let us suppose, is a painting of a miner hewing coal: a powerful
piece (some find it claustrophobic). The receding diagonal of the miner’s
back firmly relates the plane of the coalface to the picture-plane. But in
what sense is the man “hewing”? The paint is motionless. In what sense
can a painted canvas be *‘powerful,” let alone “‘claustrophobic™? And
how can a diagonal “recede” on a flat surface? Should we perhaps speak
in such cases of “illusion" or “‘conscious self-deception™? If so, who is
deceived? But if there is no deception, in what sense are the attributed
properties “‘really there"? The discussion of these problems may not be
very fruitful, but the questions themselves seem inevitable. The meaning
of the attribution of motion or bulk to portrayed objects might seem to
be scarcely a problem at all, but it has been discussed (cf. Ziff 1951 and
references, and Sparshott 1952). The problem of the interpretation of two-
dimensional space in three dimensions might seem to be a merely tech-

8. If “work of art” could mean only this, it would follow that “no one has ever
seen a work of art™—a paradox often thought to follow from Croce'’s theory of
expression. Some have thought that God (“The Aurnor of Nafure™) created,
primarily, species rather than individoals; the theory that rhe work of art is some-
thing in the author’s mind seems to be a replica of the more Platonizing forms of
this doctrine, which derive the unity of species from archetypes “in the mind
of God.”

9. Cf. Reid (1785, 735): “When we consider matter as an inert, extended,
divisible and movable substance, there seems to be nothing in these qualities which
we can call grand. . .."
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nical one, but has deeper implications (cf. White 1957). And the nature of
the “expressiveness™ of art has been, in the present century at least, the
most debated topic in aesthetics.

The last group of problems that arises in connection with the work of
art as such is usually dismissed in a few pages in the early chapters of
books on aesthetics, but has to be dealt with: what kinds of objects may
be classified as works of art? I deal with this topic in chapter vi; Munro
(1949) treats it exhaustively.

THE ARTS

AT DIFFERENT TIMES different arts attract more attention from the general
educated public, and are ranked higher among human activities. The
nineteenth century saw the rise of music to such a dominating position; in
our own day painting seems to have taken its place (cf. Sypher 1955, 30-1).
There will be a natural tendency at such times to interpret other aris in
terms appropriate to the dominant one. Similarly, individuals who put
forward general theories about the nature of art or beauty will tend to be
influenced by their greater familiarity with one or other of the arts, due
either to their sharing the aforesaid prejudice of their age or to their indi-
vidual taste and training.' One who begins by considering architecture
will almost certainly stress the importance of regularity in design and
allow for an intellectual element in art; one who begins with music may
allow more importance to subjective feeling and spontaneity (cf. Plato,
Philebus,