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The Principles of Art

R. G. Collingwood

Robin George Collingwood (1889-1943),
an Englishman who was a Professor of
Philosophy at the University of Oxford as
well as a noted historian of Rome,
developed provocative views on the
nature of art that drew on the work of

Benedetto Croce. '

Introduction

1. The two conditions of an aesthetic theory

The business of this book is to answer the ques-
tion: What is art?

A question of this kind has to be answered in
two stages. First, we must make sure that the key
word (in this case ‘art’) is a word which we know
how to apply where it ought to be applied and
refuse where it ought to be refused. It would not
be much use beginning to argue about the correct
definition of a general term whose instances we
could not recognize when we saw them. Our first
business, then, is to bring ourselves into a posi-

_tion in which we can say with confidence ‘this
and this and this are art; that and that and that
are not art’. [...]
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Secondly, we must proceed to a definition of
the term ‘art’. This comes second, and not first,
because no one can even try to define a term until
he has settled in his own mind a definite usage of
it: no one can define a term in common use until
he has satisfied himself that his personal usage of
it harmonizes with the common usage. Defini-
tion necessarily means -defining one thing in

terms of something else; therefore, in order to

define any given thing, one must have in one’s
head not only a clear idea of the thing to be
defined, but an equally clear idea of all the other
things by reference to which one defines it. People
often go wrong over this. They think that in order
to construct a definition or (what is the same
thing) a ‘theory’ of something, it is enough to
have a clear idea of that one thing. That is absurd.
Having a clear idea of the thing enables them to
recognize it when they see it, just as having a clear
idea of a certain house enables them to recognize
it when they are there; but defining the thing is
like explaining where the house is or pointing out
its position on the map; you must know its rela-
tions to other things as well, and if your ideas of
these other things are vague, your definition will
be worthless. [. . .]



THE PRINCIPLES OF ART 283

4. History of the word ‘art’

In order to clear up the ambiguities attaching to
the word ‘art’, we must look to its history. The
aesthetic sense of the word, the sense which here
concerns us, is very recent in origin. Ars in ancient
Latin, like Téyv1) [techné] in Greek, means some-
thing quite different. It means a craft or special-
ized form of skill, like carpentry or smithying or
surgery. The Greeks and Romans had no concep-
tion of what we call art as something different
from craft; what we call art they regarded merely
as a group of crafts, such as the craft of poetry
(mownTLKn TEXVN, ars poetica), which they con-
ceived, sometimes no doubt with misgivings, as
in principle just like carpentry and the rest, and
differing from any one of these only in the sort
of way in which any one of them differs from any
other.

It is difficult for us to realize this fact, and still
more so to realize its implications. If people have
no word for a certain kind of thing, it is because
they are not aware of it as a distinct kind. Admir-
ing as we do the art of the ancient Greeks, we
naturally suppose that they admired it in the
same kind of spirit as ourselves. But we admire it
as a kind of art, where the word ‘art’ carries with
it all the subtle and elaborate implications of the
modern European aesthetic consciousness. We
can be perfectly certain that the Greeks did not
admire it in any such way. They approached it
from a different point of view. What this was, we
can perhaps discover by reading what people like
Plato wrote about it; but not without great pains,
because the first thing every modern reader does,
when he reads what Plato has to say about poetry,
is to assume that Plato is describing an aesthetic
experience similar to our own. The second thing
he does is to lose his temper because Plato
describes it so badly. With most readers there is
no third stage.

Ars in medieval Latin, like ‘art’ in the early
modern English which borrowed both word and
sense, meant any special form of book-learning,
such as grammar or logic, magic or astrology.
That is still its meaning in the time of Shake-
speare: ‘lie there, my art’, says Prospero, putting
off his magic gown. But the Renaissance, first in
Italy and then elsewhere, re-established the old
meaning; and the Renaissance artists, like those
of the ancient world, did actually think of them-

selves as craftsmen. It was not until the seven-
teenth century that the problems and conceptions
of aesthetic began to be disentangled from those
of technic or the philosophy of craft. In the late
eighteenth century the disentanglement had gone
so far as to establish a distinction between the fine
arts and the useful arts; where ‘fine’ arts meant,
not delicate or highly skilled arts, but ‘beautiful’
arts (les beaux arts, le belle arti, die schone Kunst).
In the nineteenth century this phrase, abbrevi-
ated by leaving out the epithet and generalized by
substituting the singular for the distributive
plural, became ‘art’. [. . .] '

VL Art Proper: (1) As Expression

2. Expressing emotion and arousing emotion

Our first question is this. Since the artist proper
has something to do with emotion, and what he
does with it is not to arouse it, what is it that he
does? It will be remembered that the kind of
answer we expect to this question is an answer
derived from what we all know and all habitually
say; nothing original or recondite, but something
entirely commonplace.

Nothing could be more entirely commonplace
than to say he expresses them. The idea is famil-
iar to every artist, and to every one else who has
any acquaintance with the arts. To state it is not
to state a philosophical theoty or definition of art;
it is to state a fact or supposed fact about which,
when we have sufficiently identified it, we shall
have later to theorize philosophically. For the
present it does not matter whether the fact that
is alleged, when it is said that the artist expresses
emotion, is really a fact or only supposed to be
one. Whichever it is, we have to identify it, that
is, to decide what it is that people are saying when
they use the phrase. Later on, we shall have to see
whether it will fit into a coherent theory.

They are referring to a situation, real or sup-
posed, of a definite kind. When a man is said to
express emotion, what is being said about him
comes to this. At first, he is conscious of having
an emotion, but not conscious of what this
emotion is. All he is conscious of is a perturbation
or excitement, which he feels going on within
him, but of whose nature he is ignorant. While
in this state, all he can say about his emotion is:
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I feel...I don’t know what I feel” From this
helpless and oppressed condition he extricates
himself by doing something which we call
expressing himself. This is an activity which has
something to do with the thing we call language:
he expresses himself by speaking. It has also
something to do with consciousness: the emotion
expressed is an emotion of whose nature the
person who feels it is no longer unconscious. It
has also something to do with the way in which
he feels the emotion. As unexpressed, he feels it
in what we have called a helpless and oppressed
way; as expressed, he feels it in a way from which
this sense of oppression has vanished. His mind
is somehow lightened and eased.

This lightening of emotions which is somehow
connected with the expression of them has a
certain resemblance to the ‘catharsis’ by which
emotions are earthed through being discharged
into a make-believe situation; but the two things
are not the same. Suppose the emotion is one of
anger. If it is effectively earthed, for example by
fancying oneself kicking some one down stairs, it
is thereafter no longer present in the mind as
anger at all: we have worked it off and are rid of
it. If it is expressed, for example by putting it into
hot and bitter words, it does not disappear from

the mind; we remain angry; but instead of the’

sense of oppression which accompanies an
emotion of anger not yet recognized as such, we
have that sense of alleviation which comes when
we are conscious of our own emotion as anger,
instead of being conscious of it only as an uniden-
tified perturbation. This is what we refer to when
we say that it ‘does us good’ to express our
emotions.

The expression of an emotion by speech may
be addressed to some one; but if so it is not done
with the intention of arousing a like emotion in
him. If there is any effect which we wish to
produce in the hearer, it is only the effect which
we call making him understand how we feel. But,
as we have already seen, this is just the effect
which expressing our emotions has on ourselves.
Tt makes us, as well as the people to whom we
talk, understand how we feel. A person arousing
emotion sets out to affect his audience in a way
in which he himself is not necessarily affected. He
and his audience stand in quite different relations
to the act, very much as physician and patient
stand in quite different relations towards a drug

administered by the one and taken by the other.
A person expressing emotion, on the contrary, is
treating himself and his audience in the same
kind of way; he is making his emotions clear to
his audience, and that is what he is doing to
himself.

It follows from this that the expression of
emotion, simply as expression, is not addressed
to any particular audience. It is addressed pri-
marily to the speaker himself, and secondarily to
any one who can understand. Here again, the
speaker’s attitude towards his audience-is quite
unlike that of a person desiring to arouse in his
audience a certain emotion. If that is what he
wishes to do, he must know the audience he is
addressing. He must know what type of stimulus
will produce the desired kind of reaction in
people of that particular sort; and he must adapt
his language to his audience in the sense of
making sure that it contains stimuli appropriate
to their peculiarities. If what he wishes to do is to
express his emotions intelligibly, he has to express
them in such a way as to be intelligible to himself;
his audience is then in the position of persons
who overhear him doing this. Thus the stimulus-
and-reaction terminology has no applicability to
the situation.

The means-and-end, or technique, terminol-
ogy too is inapplicable. Until a man has expressed
his emotion, he does not yet know what emotion
it is. The act of expressing it is therefore an explo-
ration of his own emotions. He is trying to find
out what these emotions ‘are. There is certainly
here a directed process: an effort, that is, directed
upon a certain end; but the end is not something
foreseen and preconceived, to which appropriate
means can be thought out in the light of our
knowledge of its special character, Expression is
an activity of which there can be no technique.

3. Expression and individualization

Expressing an emotion is not the same thing as
describing it. To say ‘I am angry’ is to describe
one’s emotion, not to express it. The words in
which it is expressed need not contain any refer-
ence to anger as such at all. Indeed, so far as they
simply and solely express it, they cannot contain
any such reference. [...]

The reason why description, so far from
helping expression, actually damages it, is that
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description generalizes. To describe a thing is to
call it a thing of such and such a kind: to bring it
under a conception, to classify it. Expression, on
the contrary, individualizes. The anger which I
feel here and now, with a certain person, for a
certain cause, is no doubt an instance of anger,
and in describing it as anger one is telling truth
about it; but it is much more than mere anger: it
is a peculiar anger, not quite like any anger that
I ever felt before, and probably not quite like any
anger I shall ever feel again. To become fully con-
scious of it means becoming conscious of it not
merely as an instance of anger, but as this quite
peculiar anger. Expressing it, we saw, has some-
thing to do with becoming conscious of it; there-
fore, if being fully conscious of it means being
conscious of all its peculiarities, fully expressing
it means expressing all its peculiarities. The poet,
therefore, in proportion as he understands his
business, gets as far away as possible from merely
labelling his emotions as instances of this or that
general kind, and takes enormous pains to indi-
vidualize them by expressing them in terms
which reveal their difference from any other
emotion of the same sort.

This is a point in which art proper, as the
expression of emotion, differs sharply and obvi-
ously from any craft whose aim it is to arouse
emotion. The end which a craft sets out to realize
is always conceived in general terms, never indi-
vidualized. However accurately defined it may be,
it is always defined as the production of a thing
having characteristics that could be shared by
other things. A joiner, making a table out of these
pieces of wood and no others, makes it to mea-
surements and specifications which, even if actu-
ally shared by no other table, might in principle
be shared by other tables. A physician treating a
patient for a certain complaint is trying to produce
in him a condition which might be, and probably
has been, often produced in others, namely, the
condition of recovering from that complaint. So
an ‘artist’setting out to produce a certain emotion
in his audience is setting out to produce not an
individual emotion, but an emotion of a certain
kind. It follows that the means appropriate to its
production will be not individual means but
means of a certain kind: that is to say, means
which are always in principle replaceable by other
similar means. As every good craftsman insists,
there is always a ‘right way’ of performing any

operation. A ‘way’ of acting is a general pattern
to which various individual actions may conform.
In order that the ‘work of art’ should produce its
intended psychological effect, therefore, whether
this effect be magical or merely amusing, what is
necessary is that it should satisfy certain condi-
tions, possess certain characteristics: in other
words be, not this work and no other, but a work
of this kind and of no other. [...]

Art proper, as expression of emotion, has
nothing to do with all this. The artist proper is
a person who, grappling with the problem of
expressing a certain emotion, says, ‘I want to get
this clear.” It is no use to him to get something
else clear, however like it this other thing may be.
Nothing will serve as a substitute. He does not
want a thing of a certain kind, he wants a certain
thing. This is why the kind of person who takes
his literature as psychology, saying ‘How admira-
bly this writer depicts the feelings of women,
or bus-drivers, or homosexuals . . ., necessarily
misunderstands every real work of art with which
he comes into contact, and takes for good art,
with infallible precision, what is not art at all.

4. Selection and aesthetic emotion

It has sometimes been asked whether emotions
can be divided into those suitable for expression
by artists and those unsuitable. If by art one
means art proper, and identifies this with expres-
sion, the only possible answer is that there can be
no such distinction. Whatever is expressible is
expressible. There may be ulterior motives in
special cases which make it desirable to express
some emotions and not others; but only if by
‘express’ one means express publicly, that is,
allow people to overhear one expressing oneself.
This is because one cannot possibly decide that a
certain emotion is one which for some reason it
would be undesirable to express thus publicly,
unless one first becomes conscious of it; and
doing this, as we saw, is somehow bound up with
expressing it. If art means the expression of
emotion, the artist as such must be absolutely
candid; his speech must be absolutely free. This
is not a precept, it is a statement. It does not mean
that the artist ought to be candid, it means that
he is an artist only in so far as he is candid. Any
kind of selection, any decision to express this
emotion and not that, is inartistic not in the sense
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that it damages the perfect sincerity which distin-
guishes good art from bad, but in the sense that
it represents a further process of a non-artistic
kind, carried out when the work of expression
proper is already complete. For until that work is
complete one does not know what emotions one
feels; and is therefore not in a position to pick
and choose, and give one of them preferential
treatment.

From these considerations a certain corollary
follows about the division of art into distinct arts.
Two such divisions are current: one according to
the medium in which the artist works, into paint-
ing, poetry, music, and the like; the other accord-
ing to the kind of emotion he expresses, into
tragic, comic, and so forth. We are concerned
with the second. If the difference between tragedy
and comedy is a difference between the emotions
they express, it is not a difference that can be
present to the artist’s mind when he is beginning
his work; if it were, he would know what emotion
he was going to express before he had expressed
it. No artist, therefore, so far as he is an artist
proper, can set out to write a comedy, a tragedy,
an elegy, or the like. [.. ]

The same considerations provide an answer t0
the question whether there is such a thing as a
specific ‘aesthetic emotion’. If it is said that there
is such an emotion independently of its expres-
sion in art, and that the business of artists is to
express it, we must answer that such a view is
nonsense. It implies, first, that artists have emo-
tions of various kinds, among which is this pecu-
liar aesthetic emotion; secondly, that they select
this aesthetic emotion for expression. If the first
proposition were true, the second would have to
be false. If artists only find out what their emo-
tions are in the course of finding out how to
express them, they cannot begin the work of
expression by deciding what emotion to express.
_ In a different sense, however, it is true that
there is a specific aesthetic emotion. As we have
seen, an unexpressed emotion is accompanied by
a feeling of oppression; when it is expressed and
thus comes into consciousness the same emotion
is accompanied by a new feeling of alleviation
or easement, the sense that this oppression is
removed. It resembles the feeling of relief that
comes when a burdensome intellectual or moral
problem has been solved. We may call it, if we

like, the specific feeling of having successfully -

expressed ourselves; and there is no reason why
it should not be called a specific aesthetic emotion.
But it is not a specific kind of emotion pre-
existing to the expression of it, and having the
peculiarity that when it comes to be expressed it
is expressed artistically. It is an emotional colour-
ing which attends the expression of any emotion
whatever. {...]

7. Expressingiemotion and betraying emotion

Finally, the expressing of emotion must not be
confused with what may be called the betraying
of it, that is, exhibiting symptoms of it. When it
is said that the artist in the proper sense of that
word is a person who expresses his emotions, this
does not mean that if he is afraid he turns pale
and stammers; if he is angry he turns red and
bellows; and so forth. These things are no doubt
called expressions; but just as we distinguish
proper and improper senses of the word ‘art’, 50
we must distinguish proper and improper senses
of the word ‘expression’, and in the context of
a discussion about art this sense of expression is
an improper sense. The characteristic mark of
expression proper is lucidity or intelligibility; a
person who expresses something therebybecomes
conscious of what it is that he is expressing, and
enables others to become conscious of it in
himself and in them. Turning pale and stammer-
ing is a natural accompaniment of fear, but a
person who in addition to being afraid also turns
pale and stammers does not thereby become con-
scious of the precise quality of his emotion. About
that he is as much in the dark as he would be if
(were that possible) he could feel fear without
also exhibiting these symptoms of it.

Confusion between these two senses of the
word ‘expression’ may easily lead to false critical
estimates, and so to false aesthetic theory. It is
sometimes thought a merit in an actress that
when she is acting a pathetic scene she can work
herself up to such an extent as to weep real tears.
There may be some ground for that opinion if
acting is not an art but a craft, and if the actress’s
object in that scene is to produce grief in her
audience; and even then the conclusion would
follow only if it were true that grief cannot be
produced in the audience unless symptoms of
grief are exhibited by the performer. And no
doubt this is how most people think of the actor’s
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work. But if his business is not amusement but
art, the object at which he is aiming is not to
produce a preconceived emotional effect on his
audience but by means of a system of expressions,
or language, composed partly of speech and
partly of gesture, to explore his own emotions: to
discover emotions in himself of which he was
unaware, and, by permitting the audience to
witness the discovery, enable them to make a
similar discovery about themselves. In that case
it is not her ability to weep real tears that would
mark out a good actress; it is her ability to make
it clear to herself and her audience what the tears
are about.

This applies to every kind of art. The artist
never rants. [...]

VIL. Art Proper: (2) As Imagination

1. The problem defined

The next question in the programme laid down
at the beginning of the preceding chapter was put
in this way: What is a work of art, granted that
there is something in art proper (not only in art
falsely so called) to which that name is applied,
and that, since art is not craft, this thing is not an
artifact? It is something made by the artist, but
not made by transforming a given raw material,
nor by carrying out a preconceived plan, nor by
way of realizing the means to a preconceived end.
What is this kind of making? [. . .]

5. The work of art as imaginary object

If the making of a tune is an instance of imagina-
tive creation, a tune is an imaginary thing. And
the same applies to a poem or a painting or any
other work of art. This seems paradoxical; we are
apt to think that a tune is not an imaginary thing
but a real thing, a real collection of noises; that a
painting is a real piece of canvas covered with real
colours; and so on. I hope to show, if the reader
will have patience, that there is no paradox here;
that both these propositions express what we do
as a matter of fact say about works of art; and that
they do not contradict one another, because they
are concerned with different things.

When, speaking of a work of art (tune, picture,
&c.), we mean by art a specific craft, intended as

a stimulus for producing specific emotional
effects in an audience, we certainly mean to des-
ignate by the term ‘work of art’ something that
we should call real. The artist as magician or pur- .
veyor of amusement is necessarily a craftsman
making real things, and making them out of some
material according to some plan. His works are
as real as the works of an engineer, and for the
same reasor.

But it does not at all follow that the same is
true of an artist proper. His business is not to
produce an emotional effect in an audience, but,
for example, to make a tune. This tune is already
complete and perfect when it exists merely as a
tune in his head, that is, an imaginary tune. Next,
he may arrange for the tune to be played before
an audience. Now there comes into existence a
real tune, a collection of noises. But which of
these two things is the work of art? Which of
them is the music? The answer is implied in what
we have already said: the music, the work of art,
is not the collection of noises, it is the tune in the
composer’s head. The noises made by the per-
formers, and heard by the audience, are not the
music at all; they are only means by which the
audience, if they listen intelligently (not other-
wise), can reconstruct for themselves the imagi-
nary tune that existed in the composer’s head.

This is not a paradox. It is not something
mopo Aokav, contrary to what we ordinarily
believe and express in our ‘ordinary speech. We
all know perfectly well, and remind each other
often enough, that a person who hears the noises
the instruments make is not thereby possessing
himself of the music. Perhaps no one can do that
unless he does hear the noises; but there is some-
thing else which he must do as well. Our ordinary
word for this other thing is listening; and the
listening which we have to do when we hear the
noises made by musicians is in a way rather like
the thinking we have to do when we hear the
noises made, for example, by a person lecturing
on a scientific subject. We hear the sound of his
voice; but what he is doing is not simply to make
noises, but to develop a scientific thesis. The
noises are meant to assist us in achieving what he
assumes to be our purpose in coming to hear him
lecture, that is, thinking this same scientific thesis
for ourselves. The lecture, therefore, is not a col-
lection of noises made by the lecturer with his
organs of speech; it is a collection of scientific
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thoughts related to those noises in such a way
that a person who not only hears but thinks as
well becomes able to think thought by means of
-speech, if we like; but if we do, we must think of
communication not as an ‘imparting’ of thought
by the speaker to the hearer, the speaker somehow
planting his thought in the hearer’s receptive
mind, but as a ‘reproduction’ of the speaker’s
thought by the hearer, in virtue of his own active
thinking. [...]

XIV. The Artist and the Community

4. The audience as understander

What is meant by saying that the painter ‘records’
in his picture the experience which he had in
painting it? With this question we come to the
subject of the audience, for the audience consists
of anybody and everybody to whom such records
are significant.

Tt means that the picture, when seen by some
one else or by the painter himself subsequently,
produces in him (we need not ask how)
sensuous-emotional or psychical experiences
which, when raised from impressions to ideas by
the activity of the spectator’s consciousness, are
transmuted into a total imaginative experience
identical with that of the painter. This experience
of the spectator’s does not repeat the compara-
tively poor experience of a person who merely
looks at the subject; it repeats the richer and more
highly organized experience of a person who has
not only looked at it but has painted it as well.

That is why, as so many people have observed,
we ‘see more in’ a really good picture of a given
subject than we do in the subject itself. That is
why, too, many people prefer what is called
‘nature’ or ‘real life’ to the finest pictures, because
they prefer not to be shown so much, in order to

“keep their apprehensions at a lower and more
manageable level, where they can embroider what
they see with likes and dislikes, fancies and emo-
tions of their own, not intrinsically connected
with the subject. A great portrait painter, in the
time it takes him to paint a sitter, intensely active
in absorbing impressions and converting them
into an imaginative vision of the man, may easily
see through the mask that is good enough to
deceive aless active and less pertinacious observer,

and detect in a mouth or an eye or the turn of a
head things that have long been concealed. There
is nothing mysterious about this insight. Every
one judges men by the impressions he gets of
them and his power of becoming aware of these
impressions; and the artist is a man whose life’s
work consists in doing that. The wonder is rather
that so few artists do it revealingly. That is perhaps
because people do not want it done, and artists
fall in with their desire for what is called a good
likeness, a picture that reveals nothing new, but
only recalls what they have already felt in the
sitter’s presence.

How is any one to know that the imaginative
experience which the spectator, by the work of
his consciousness, makes out of the sensations he
receives from a painting ‘repeats’, or is ‘identical’
with, the experience which the artist had in paint-
ing it? That question has already been raised
about language in general [. . .] and answered by
saying that there is no possibility of an absolute
assurance; the only assurance we can have ‘is an
empirical and relative assurance, becoming pro-
gressively stronger as conversation proceeds, and
based on the fact that neither party seems to the
other to be talking nonsense’. The same answer
holds good here. We can never absolutely know
that the imaginative experience we obtain from a
work of art is identical with that of the artist. In
proportion as the artist is a great one, we can be
pretty certain that we have only caught his
meaning partially and imperfectly. But the same
applies to any case in which we hear what a man
says or read what he writes. And a partial and
imperfect understanding is not the same thing as
a complete failure to understand.

For example, a man reading the first canto of
the Inferno may have no idea what Dante meant
by the three beasts. Are they deadly sins, or are
they potentates, or what are they? he may ask. In
that perplexity, however, he has not completely
lost contact with his author. There is still a great
deal in the canto which he can understand, that
is to say, transmute from impression into idea by
the work of his consciousness; and all this, he can
be fairly confident, he grasps as Dante meant it.
And even the three beasts, though he does not
understand them completely (something remains
obstinately a mere untransmuted impression) he
understands in part; he sees that they are some-
thing the poet dreads, and he imaginatively
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experiences the dread, though he does not know
what it is that is dreaded. _

Or take (since Dante may be ruled out as alle-
gorical and therefore unfair) an example from
modern poetry. I do not know how many readers
of Mr. Eliot’s poem Sweeney among the Nightin-
gales have the least idea what precisely the situa-
tion is which the poet is depicting. I have never
heard or read any expression of such an idea.
Sweeney has dropped asleep in a restaurant,
vaguely puzzled by the fact that the Convent of
the Sacred Heart; next door, has reminded him
of something, he cannot tell what. A wounded
Heart, and waiting husbandless women. As he
snores all through the second verse a prostitute
in a long cloak comes and sits on his knees, and
at that moment he dreams the answer. It is
Agamemnon’s cry — ‘O, I am wounded mortally
to the heart’ — wounded to death at his home-
coming by the false wife he had left behind. He
wakes, stretching and laughing (tilting the girl off
his knee), as he realizes that in the queer working
of his-mind the hooded husbandless nuns and the
cloaked husbandless girl, waiting there like a
spider for her prey, are both Klytaemnestra, the
faithless wife who threw her cloak (the ‘net of
death’) round her lord and stabbed him.

I quote this case because I had known and
enjoyed the poem for years before I saw that this
was what it was all about; and nevertheless [
understood enough to value it highly. And I am
willing to believe that the distinguished critic who
thinks that the liquid siftings’ of the nightingales
were not their excrement, but their songs, values
it highly too, and not everywhere so unintelli-
gently as that sample would suggest.

The imaginative experience contained in a
work of art is not a closed whole. There is no
sense in putting the dilemma that a man either
understands it (that is, has made that entire expe-
rience his own) or does not. Understanding it is
always a complex business, consisting of many
phases, each complete in itself but each leading
on to the next. A determined and intelligent audi-
ence will penetrate into this complex far enough,
if the work of art is a good one, to get something
of value; but it need not on that account think it
has extracted ‘the’ meaning of the work, for there
is no such thing. The doctrine of a plurality of
meanings, expounded for the case of holy scrip-
ture by St. Thomas Aquinas, is in principle per-

fectly sound: as he states it, the only trouble is
that it does not go far enough. In some shape or
other, it is true of all language.

5. The audience as collaborator

The audience as understander, attempting an
exact reconstruction in its own mind of the
artist’s imaginative experience, is engaged on an
endless quest. It can carry out this reconstruction
only in part. This looks as if the artist were a kind
of transcendent genius whose meaning is always
too profound for his audience of humbler mortals
to grasp in a more than fragmentary way. And an
artist inclined to give himself airs will no doubt
interpret the situation like that. But another
interpretation is possible. The artist may take his
audience’s limitations into account when com-
posing his work; in which case they will appear
to him not as limitations on the extent to which
his work will prove comprehensible, but as
conditions determining the subject-matter or
meaning of the work itself. In so far as the artist
feels himself at one with his audience, this will
involve no condescension on his part; it will
mean that he takes it as his business to express
not his own private emotions, irrespectively of
whether any one else feels them or not, but the
emotions he shares with his audience. Instead of
conceiving himself as a mystagogue, leading his
audience as far as it can follow along the dark and
difficult paths of his own mind, he will conceive
himself as his audience’s spokesman, saying for it
the things it wants to say but cannot say unaided.
Instead of setting up for the great man who (as
Hegel said) imposes upon the world the task of
understanding him, he will be a humbler person,
imposing upon himself the task of understanding
his world, and thus enabling it to understand
itself.

In this case his relation to his audience will
no longer be a mere by-product of his aesthetic
experience, as it still was in the situation described
in the preceding section; it will be an integral part
of that experience itself. If what he is trying to do
is to express emotions that are not his own
merely, but his audience’s as well, his success in
doing this will be tested by his audience’s recep-
tion of what he has to say. What he says will be
something that his audience says through his
mouth; and his satisfaction in having expressed
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what he feels will be at the same time, in so far as
he communicates this expression to them, their
satisfaction in having expressed what they feel.
There will thus be something more than mere
communication from artist to audience, there
will be collaboration between audience and
artist:

We have inherited a long tradition, beginning
in the late eighteenth century with the cult of
‘genius’, and lasting all through the nineteenth,
which is inimical to this second alternative. But I
have already said that this tradition is dying away.
Artists are less inclined to give themselves airs
than they used to be; and there are many indica-
tions that they are more willing than they were,
even a generation ago, to regard their audiences
as collaborators. It is perhaps no longer foolish to
hope that this way of conceiving the relation
between artist and audience may be worth
discussing. .

There are grounds for thinking that this idea
of the relation is the right one. [...] [W]e must
look at the facts; and we shall find that, whatever
airs they may give themselves, artists have always
been in the habit of treating the public as col-
laborators. On a technical theory of art, this is, in
a sense, comprehensible. If the artist is trying to
arouse certain emotions in his audience, a refusal
on the part of the audience to develop these emo-
tions proves that the artist has failed. But this is
one of the many points in which the technical
theory does not so much miss the truth as mis-
represent it. An artist need not be a slave to the
technical theory, in order to feel that his audi-
ence’s approbation is relevant to the question
whether he has done his work well or ill. There
have been painters who would not exhibit, poets
who would not publish, musicians who would
not have their works performed; but those who
have made this great refusal, so far as one knows
them, have not been of the highest quality. There
has been a lack of genuineness about their work,
corresponding to this strain of secretiveness in
their character, which is inconsistent with good
art. The man who feels that he has something to
say is not only willing to say it in public: he craves
to say it in public, and feels that until it has been
thus said it has not been said at all. The public is
always, no doubt, a circumscribed one: it may
consist only of a few friends, and at most it
includes only people who can buy or borrdw a

book or get hold of a theatre ticket; but every
artist knows that publication of some kind is a
necessity to him.

Every artist knows, too, that the reception he
gets from his public is not a matter of indifference
to him. He may train himself to take rebuffs with
a stiff lip, and go on working in spite of bad sales
and hostile reviews. He must so train himself, if
he is to do his best work; because with the best
will in the world (quite apart from venality in
reviewers and frivolity in readers) no one enjoys-
having his unconscious emotions dragged into
the light of consciousness, and consequently
there is often a strongly painful element in a
genuine aesthetic experience, and a strong temp-
tation to reject it. But the reason why the artist
finds it so hard to train himself in this way is
because these rebuffs wound him not in his per-
sonal vanity, but in his judgement as to the
soundness of the work he has done.

Here we come to the point. One might suppose
that the artist by himself is in his own eyes a suf-
ficient judge of his work’s value. If he is satisfied
with it, why should he mind what others think?
But things do not work like that. The artist, like
any one else who comes before an audience, must
put a bold face on it; he must do the best he can,
and pretend that he knows it is good. But prob-
ably no artist has ever been so conceited as to be
wholly taken in by his own pretence. Unless he
sees his own proclamation, ‘This is good’, echoed
on the faces of his audience — ‘Yes, that is good’
— he wonders whether he was speaking the truth
or not. He thought he had enjoyed and recorded
a genuine aesthetic experience, but has he? Was
he suffering from a corruption of consciousness?
Has his audience judged him better than he
judged himself?

These are facts which no artist, I think, will
deny, unless in that feverish way in which we all
deny what we know to be true and will not accept.
If they are facts, they prove that, in spite of all.
disclaimers, artists do look upon their audiences
as collaborators with themselves in the attempt
to answer the question: is this a genuine work of
art or not? But this is the thin edge of a wedge.
Once the audience’s collaboration is admitted
thus far, it must be admitted farther.

The artist’s business is to express emotions;
and the only emotions he can express are those
which he feels, namely, his own. No one can
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judge whether he has expressed them except
some one who feels them. If they are his own and
no one else’s, there is no one except himself who
can judge whether he has expressed them or not.
If he attaches any importance to the judgement
of his audience, it can only be because he thinks
that the emotions he has tried to express are emo-
tions not peculiar to himself, but shared by his
audience, and that the expression of them he has
achieved (if indeed he has achieved it) is as valid
for the audience as it is for himself. In other
words, he undertakes his artistic labour not as a
personal effort on his own private behalf, but as
a public labour on behalf of the community to
which he belongs. Whatever statement of emotion

he utters is prefaced by the implicit rubric, not
I feel’, but ‘we feel’. And it is not strictly even a
labour undertaken by himself on behalf of the
community. It is a labour in which he invites the
community to participate; for their function as
audience is not passively to accept his work, but
to do it over again for themselves. If he invites
them to do this, it is because he has reason to
think they will accept his invitation, that is,
becduse he thinks he is inviting them to do what
they already want to do.

In so far as the artist feels all this (and an artist
who did not feel it would not feel the craving to
publish his work, or take seriously the public’s
opinion of it), he feels it not only after his work
is completed, but from its inception and through-
out its composition. The audience is perpetually
present to him as a factor in his artistic labour;
not as an anti-aesthetic factor, corrupting the sin-
cerity of his work by considerations of reputation
and reward, but as an aesthetic factor, defining
what the problem is which as an artist he is trying
to solve — what emotions he is to express — and
what constitutes a solution of it. The audience
which the artist thus feels as collaborating with
himself may be a large one or a small one, but it
is mever absent.

" 6. Aesthetic individualism

The understanding of the audience’s function as
collaborator is a matter of importance for the
future both of aesthetic theory and of art itself.
The obstacle to understanding it is a traditional
individualistic psychology through which, as
through distorting glasses, we are in the habit of

looking at artistic work. We think of the artist as
a self-contained personality, sole author of every-
thing he does: of the emotions he expresses as his
personal emotions, and of his expression of them
as his personal expression. We even forget what
it is that he thus expresses, and speak of his work
as ‘self-expression’, persuading ourselves- that
what makes a poem great is the fact that it
‘expresses a great personality’, whereas, if self-
expression is the order of the day, whatever value
we set on such a poem is due to its expressing not
the poet — what is Shakespeare to us, or we to
Shakespeare? — but ourselves.

It would be tedious to enumerate the tangles
of misunderstanding which this nonsense about
self-expression has generated. To take one such
only: it has set us off looking for ‘the man Shake-
speare’ in his poems, and trying to reconstruct his
life and opinions from them, as if that were pos-
sible, or as if, were it possible, it would help us to
appreciate his work. It has degraded criticism to
the level of personal gossip, and confused art with
exhibitionism. What I prefer to attempt is not a
tale of misdeeds, but a refutation.

In principle, this refutation is simple. Indi-
vidualism conceives a man as if he were God, a
self-contained and self-sufficient creative power
whose only task is to be himself and to exhibit his
nature in whatever works are appropriate to it.
But a man, in his art as in everything else, is a
finite being. Everything that he does is done in
relation to others like himself. As artist, he is a
speaker; but a man speaks as he has been taught;
he speaks the tongue in which he was born. The
musician did not invent his scale or his instru-
ments; even if he invents a new scale or a new
instrument he is only modifying what he learnt
from others. The painter did not invent the idea
of painting pictures or the pigments and brushes
with which he paints them. Even the most preco-
cious poet hears and reads poetry before he writes
it. Moreover, just as every artist stands in relation
to other artists from whom he has acquired his
art, 5o he stands in relation to somie audience to
whom he addresses it. The child learning his
mother tongue, as we have seen, learns sirulta-
neously to be a speaker and to be a listener; he
listens to others speaking, and speaks to others
listening. It is the same with artists. They become
poets or painters or musicians not by some
process of development from within, as they
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grow beards; but by living in a society where these
languages are current. Like other speakers, they
speak to those who understand.

The aesthetic activity is the activity of speak-
ing. Speech is speech only so far as it is both
spoken and heard. A man may, no doubt, speak
to himself and be his own hearer; but what he
says to himself is in principle capable of being
said to any one sharing his language. As a finite
being, man becomes aware of himself as a person
only so far as he finds himself standing in relation
to others of whom he simultaneously becomes
aware as persons. And there is no point in his life
at which a man has finished becoming aware of
himself as a person. That awareness is constantly
being reinforced, developed, applied in new ways.
On every such occasion the old appeal must be
made: he must find others whom he can recog-
nize as persons in this new fashion, or he cannot
as a finite being assure himself that this new phase
of personality is genuinely in his possession. If he
has a new thought, he must explain it to others,
in order that, finding them able to understand it,
he may be sure it is a good one. If he has a new
emotion, he must express it to others, in order
that, finding them able to share it, he may be sure
his consciousness of it is not corrupt.
~ This is not inconsistent with the doctrine,
stated elsewhere in this book, that the aesthetic
experience or aesthetic activity is one which goes
on in the artist’s mind. The experience of being
listened to is an experience which goes on in the
mind of the speaker, although in order to [assure]
its existence a listener is necessary, so that the
activity is a collaboration. Mutual love is a col-
laborative activity; but the experience of this
activity in the mind of each lover taken singly is
a different experience from that of loving and
being spurned.

A final refutation of aesthetic individualism
will, therefore, turn on analysis of the relation
+, between the artist and his audience, developing
the view stated in the last section that this is a case
of collaboration. But I propose to lead up to this
by way of two other arguments. I shall try to show
that the individualistic theory of artistic creation
is false (1) as regards the relation between a given
artist and those fellow artists who in terms of the
individualistic theory are said to ‘influence’ him;
(2) as regards his relation with those who are said
to ‘perform his works’; and (3) as regards his

relation with the persons known as his ‘audience’.
In each case, I shall maintain, the relation is really
collaborative.

7. Collaboration between artists

Individualism would have it that the work of a
genuine artist is altogether ‘original’, that is to
say, purely his own work and not in any way that
of other artists. The emotions expressed must be
simply and solely his own, and so must his way
of expressing them. It is a shock to persons
labouring under this prejudice when they find
that Shakéspeare’s plays, and notably Hamlet,
that happy hunting-ground of self-expressionists,
are merely adaptations of plays by other writers,
scraps of Holinshed, Lives by Plutarch, or excerpts
from the Gesta Romanorum; that Handel copied
out into his own works whole movements by
Arne; that the Scherzo of Beethoven’s C minor
Symphony begins by reproducing the Finale of
Mozart’s G Minor, differently barred; or that
Turner was in the habit of lifting his composition
from the works of Claude Lorrain. Shakespeare
or Handel or Beethoven or Turner would have
thought it odd that anybody should be shocked.
All artists have modelled their style upon that of
others, used subjects that others have used, and -
treated them as others have treated them already.
A work of art so constructed is a work of col-
laboration. It is partly by the man whose name it
bears, partly by those from whom he has bor-
rowed. What we call the works of Shakespeare,
for example, proceed in this way not simply and
solely from the individual mind of the man
William Shakespeare of Stratford (or, for that
matter, the man Francis Bacon of Verulam) but
partly from Kyd, partly from Marlowe, and
so forth.

The individualistic theory of authorship would -
lead to the most absurd conclusions. If we regard
the Iliad as a fine poern, the question whether it
was written by one man or by many is automati-
cally, for us, settled. If we regard Chartres cathe-
dral as a work of art, we must contradict the
architects who tell us that omne spire was built in
the twelfth century and the other in the sixteenth,
and convince ourselves that it was all built at
once. Or again: English prose of the early seven-
teenth century may be admired when it is origi-
nal; but not the Authorized Version, for that is a
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translation, and a translation, because no one
man is solely responsible for it, cannot be a work
of art. I am very willing to allow with Descartes
that ‘often there is less perfection in works put
together out of several parts, and made by the
hands of different masters, than in those at which
one only has worked’; but not to replace his
‘often’ by ‘always’. I am very willing to recognize
that, under the reign of nineteenth-century indi-
vidualism, good artists have seldom been willing
to translate, because they have gone chasing after
‘originality’; but not to deny the name of poetry
to Catullus’s rendering of Sappho merely because
I happen to know it for a translation. '

If we look candidly at the history of art, or
even the little of it that we happen to know, we
shall see that collaboration between artists has
always been the rule. I refer especially to that kind
of collaboration in which one artist grafts his own
work upon that of another, or (if you wish to be
abusive) plagiarizes another’s for incorporation
in his own. A new code of artistic morality grew
up in the nineteenth century, according to which
plagiarism was a crime. I will not ask how much
that had to do, whether as cause or as effect, with
the artistic barrenness and mediocrity of the age
(though it is obvious, I think, that a man who can
be annoyed with another for stealing his ideas
must be pretty poor in ideas, as well as much less
concerned for the intrinsic value of what ideas he
has than for his own reputation); I will only say
that this fooling about personal property must
cease. Let painters and writers and musicians
steal with both hands whatever they can use,
wherever they can find it. And if any one objects
to having his own precious ideas borrowed by
others, the remedy is easy. He can keep them to
himself by not.publishing; and the public will
probably have cause to thank him.

8." Collaboration between author and performer

_ Certain kinds of artist, notably the dramatist
and the musician, compose for performance.
Individualism would maintain that their works,
however ‘influenced’, as the phrase goes, by those
of other artists, issue from the writer’s pen com-
plete and finished; they are plays by Shakespeare
and symphonies by Beethoven, and these men are
great artists, who have written on their own
responsibility a text which, as the work of a great

artist, imposes on the theatre and the orchestra a
duty to perform it exactly as it stands.

But the book of a play or the score of a sym-
phony, however cumbered with stage-directions,
expression-marks, metronome figures, and so
forth, cannot possibly indicate in every detail
how the work is to be performed. Tell the per-
former that he must perform the thing exactly as
it is written, and he knows you are talking non-
sense, He knows that however much he tries to
obey you there are still countless points he must
decide for himself. And the author, if he is qual-
ified to write a play or a symphony, knows it too,
and reckons on it. He demands of his performers
a spirit of constructive and intelligent co-
operation. He recognizes that what he is putting
on paper is not a play or a symphony, or even
complete directions for performing one, but only
a rough outline of such directions, where the per-
formers, with the help, no doubt, of producer
and conductor, are not only permitted but
required to fill in the details. Every performer is
co-author of the work he performs.

This is obvious enough, but in our tradition
of the last hundred years and more we have been
constanily shutting our eyes to it. Authors and
performers have found themselves driven into a
state of mutual suspicion and hostility. Perform-
ers have been told that they must not claim the
status of collaborators, and must accept the
sacred text just as they find it; authors have tried
to guard against any danger of collaboration
from performers by making their book or their
text fool-proof. The result has been not to stop
performers from collaborating (that is impos-
sible), but to breed up a generation of performers
who are not qualified to collaborate boldly and
competently. When Mozart leaves it to his soloist
to improvise the cadenza of a concerto, he is in
effect insisting that the soloist shall be more than
a mere executant; he is to be something of a com-
poser, and therefore trained to collaborate intel-
ligently. Authors who try to produce a fool-proof
text are choosing fools as their collaborators.

9. The artist and his audience

The individualism of the artist, broken down by
collaboration with his fellow artists and still
further by collaboration with his performers,
where he has them, is not yet wholly vanquished.
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There still remains the most difficult and impor-
tant problem of all, namely, that of his relation
to his audience. We have seen in § 6 that this, too,
must in theory be a case of collaboration; but it
is one thing to argue the point in theory, and
quite another to show it at work in practice. In
order to do this, I will begin with the case where
the artist is a collaborative unit consisting of
author and performers, as in the theatre, and
consider how, as a matter of empirical fact, this
unit is related to the audience.

If one wants to answer this question for
oneself, the best way to proceed is to attend the
dress rehearsal of a play. In the rehearsal of any
given passage, scenery, lighting, and dresses may
all be exactly as they are at a public performance;
the actors may move and speak exactly as they
will ‘on the night’; there may be few interruptions
for criticism by the producer; and yet the specta-
tor will realize that everything is different. The
company are going through the motions of acting
a play, and yet no play is being acted. This is not
because there have been interruptions, breaking
the thread of the performance. A work of art
is very tolerant of interruption. The intervals
between acts at a play do not break the thread,
they rest the audience. Nobody ever read the Ilind
or the Commedia at a sitting, but many people
know what they are like. What happens at the
dress rehearsal is something quite different from
interruption. It can be described by saying that
every line, every gesture, falls dead in the empty
house. The company is not acting a play at all; it
is performing certain actions which will become
a play when there is an audience present to act as
a sounding-board. It becomes clear, then, that
the aesthetic activity which is the play is not an
activity on the part of the author and the company
together, which this unit can perform in the audi-
ence’s absence. It is an activity in which the audi-
ence is a partner.

Any one, probably, can learn this by watching
a dress rehearsal; but the principle does not apply
to the theatre alone. It applies to rehearsals by a
choir or orchestra, or to a skilled and successful
public speaker rehearsing a speech. A careful
study of such things will convince any one who
is open to conviction that the position of the
audience is very far from being that of a licensed
eavesdropper, overhearing something that would
be complete without him. Performers know it

already. They know that their audience is not
passively receptive of what they give it, but is
determining by its reception of them how their
performance is to be carried on. A person
accustomed to extempore speaking, for example,
knows that if once he can malke contact with his
audience it will somehow tell him what he is to
say, so that he finds himself saying things he had
never thought of before. These are the things
which, on that particular subject, he and nobody
else ought to be saying to that audience and no
other. People to whom this is not a familiar expe-
rience are, of course, common; but they have no
business to speak in public.

It is a weakness of printed literature that this
reciprocity between writer and reader is difficult
to maintain. The printing-press separates the
writer from his audience and fosters cross-
purposes between them. The organization of the
literary profession and the ‘technique’ of good
writing, as that is understood among ourselves,
consist to a great extent of methods for mitigating
this evil; but the evil is only mitigated and not
removed. It is intensified by every new mechani-
zation of art. The reason why gramophone music
is so unsatisfactory to any one accustomed to real
music is not because the mechanical reproduc-
tion of the sounds is bad — that could be easily
compensated by the hearer’s imagination — but
because the performers and the audience are out
of touch. The audience is not collaborating, it
is only overhearing. The same thing happens in
the cinema, where :collaboration as between
author and producer is intense, but as between
this unit and the audience non-existent. Perfor-
mances on the wireless have the same defect.
The consequence is that the gramophone, the
cinema, and the wireless are perfectly serviceable
as vehicles of amusement or of propaganda, for
here the audience’s function is merely receptive
and not concreative; but as vehicles of art they are
subject to all the defects of the printing-press in.
an aggravated form. ‘Why’, one hears it asked,
‘should not the modern popular entertainment
of the cinema, like the Renaissance popular
entertainment of the theatre, produce a new form
of great art?’ The answer is simple. In the Renais-
sance theatre collaboration between author and
actors on the one hand, and audience on the
other, was a lively reality. In the cinema it is
impossible.
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The conclusion of this chapter may be sum-
marized briefly. The work of artistic creation is
not a work performed in any exclusive or com-
plete fashion in the mind of the person whom we
call the artist. That idea is a delusion bred of
individualistic psychology, together with a false
view of the relation not so much between body
and mind as between experience at the psychical
level and experience at the level of thought. The
aesthetic activity is an activity of thought in the
form of consciousness, converting into imagina-
tion an experience which, apart from being so
converted, is sensuous. This activity is a corpo-
rate activity belonging not to any one human
being but to a community. It is performed not
only by the man whom we individualistically call
the artist, but partly by all the other artists of
whom we speak as ‘influencing’ him, where we
really mean collaborating with him. It is per-

formed not only by this corporate body of artists,
but (in the case of the arts of performance) by
executants, who are not merely acting under the
artist’s orders, but are collaborating with him to
produce the finished work. And even now the
activity of artistic creation is not complete; for
that, there must be an audience, whose function
is therefore not a merely receptive one, but col-
laborative too. The artist (although under the
spell of individualistic prejudices he may try to
deny it) stands thus in collaborative relations
with an entire community; not an ideal commu-
nity of all human beings as such, but the actual
community of fellow artists from whom he
borrows, executants whom he employs, and
audience to whom he speaks. By recognizing
these relations and counting upon them in his
work, he strengthens and enriches that work
itself; by denying them he impoverishes it.



