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I' REFACE 

I '" In 111rcs here collected between two covers do not 
, , , .1 ' '111secutive discourse; with exception of the three 

• t , " I 11 111· Lectures, grouped under the general title of 
1 • ·. , ,i .ti < :011cepts in the Philosophy of Art," these were all 

,, , " 11c :1ddresscs (to which is added one pubilshed essay, 
' 1 · 11 .11 1 io11 in Science and Abstraction in Art"). Each lee-

• ·· · ".1·. r:iven to a different audience. For this reason, the 
,,J..:1s -the "pivotal concepts" on which my whole art 

· · ·' 1 111 rns-had to be expounded, or at least sketched, on 
· ·, .1 , 1cry occasion. In a book such reiteration would, of 
"' • . lie intolerable; hence the deletions and backward ref
."'•" 111 the text. 
\ l1 l11111gh the various audiences-dancers, music students, 

· ! J, , · • ., 111 dents, learned societies-usually represented some 
, ... ' 1 I 1111 e rest or attitude to be met by the evening's talk, 

.. • 1I11 lectures when put together prove to have a com
" • 11 1l1rn 1c, dictated by those central concepts that direct 
• ·. • 1 1 special inquiry. Art has many problems, and every 
1.,,,l,Jrn1 has many facets. But the basic issues-what is ere
." . I. 11 lt:1t is expressed, what is experienced-underlie them 

111d all special solutions are developments of the crucial 
"' . " 1 is. The single lectures, therefore, may seem to be on 
· '" 111 v single subjects, but they are really somewhat arbi

" 1 st11:dl spotlights turned on the same great topic, the 
"'" ,. of Art. 

I I 11· I )ynamic Image" was published in Dance Observer 
\ 111. \XIII, No. 6), July, 1956. 
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1 
THE DYNAMIC IMAGE: SOME 

PHILOSOPHICAL REFLECTIONS 

ON DANCE 

< b1cE upon a time a student, paging through a college 
c:1ralogue, asked me in evident bewilderment: "What is 
'philosophy of art'? How in the world can art be 
I il1ilosophical?" 

Art is not philosophical at all; philosophy and art are 
two different things. But there is nothing one cannot 
philosophize about-that is, there is nothing that does 
11ot offer some philosophical problems. Art, in particu-
1.t r, presents hosts of them. Artists do not generally moot 
\11ch matters explicitly, though they often have fairly 
good working notions of a philosophical sort-notions 
1 hat only have to be put into the right words to answer 
111Ir questions, or at least to move them along toward 
1 heir answers. 

What, exactly, is a philosophical question? 
A philosophical question is always a demand for the 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

meaning of what we are saying. This makes it different 
from a scientific question, which is a question of fact; 
in a question of fact, we take for granted that we know 
what we mean-that is, what we are talking about. If 
one asks: "How far from here is the sun?" the answer 
is a statement of fact, "About ninety million miles." We 
assume that we know what we mean by "the sun" and 
by "miles" and "being so-and-so far from here." Even 
if the answer is wrong-if it fails to state a fact, as it 
would if you answered "twenty thousand miles" -we 
still know what we are talking about. We take some 
measurements and find out which answer is true. But 
suppose one asks: "What is space?" "What is meant by 
'here'?" "What is meant by 'the distance' from here to 
somewhere else?" The answer is not found by taking 
measurements or by making experiments or in any way 
discovering facts. The answer can only be found by 
thinking-reflecting on what we mean. This is some
times simple; we analyze our meanings and define each 
word. But more often we find that we have no clear 
concepts at all, and the fuzzy ones we have conflict with 
each other so that as soon as we analyze them, i.e., make 
them clear, we find them contradictory, senseless, or 
fantastic. Then logical analysis does not help us; what 
we need then is the more difficult, but also more interest
ing part of philosophy, the part than can not be taught 
by any rule-logical construction. We have to figure 
out a meaning for our statements, a way to think about 
the things that interest us. Science is not possible unless 
we can attach some meaning to "distance" and "point" 
and "space" and "velocity," and other such familiar 
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11111 really quite slippery words. To establish those funda-
111t·11tal meanings is philosophical work; and the philoso-
1 d1y of modem science is one of the most brilliant 
11llcllectual works of our time. 

'I 'he philosophy of art is not so well developed, but 
11 is full of life and ferment just now. Both professional 
1d1ilosophers and intellectually gifted artists are asking 
•111cstions about the meaning of "art," of "expression," 
• ,f "artistic truth," "form," "reality," and dozens of 
• •t her words that they hear and use, but find-to their 
·,11rprise-they cannot define, because when they analyze 
" hat they mean it is not anything coherent and tenable. 

· rhe construction of a coherent theory-a set of con
llLTted ideas about some whole subject-begins with 
1 he solution of a central problem; that is, with the es
r .dilishing of a key concept. There is no way of know-
111g, by any general rule, what constitutes a central 
11roblem; it is not always the most general or the most 
ftindamental one you can raise. But the best sign that 
\ < m have broached a central philosophical issue is that in 
-,olving it you raise new interesting questions. The 
rnncept you construct has implications, and by implica
tion builds up funher ideas, that illuminate other con
cepts of the whole subject, to answer other questions, 
s< >metimes before you even ask them. A key concept 
solves more problems than it was designed for. 

In philosophy of art, one of the most interesting prob
lems-one that proves to be really central-is the mean-
111g of that much-used word, "creation." Why do we 
say an artist creates a work? He does not create oil 
pigments or canvas, or the structure of tonal vibrations, 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

or words of a language if he is a poet, or, in the case 
of a dancer, his body and its mobility. He finds all these 
things and uses them, as a cook uses eggs and flour and 
so forth to make a cake, or a manufacturer uses wool 
to make thread, and thread to make socks. It is only 
in a mood of humor or extravagance that we speak of the 
cake Mother "created." But when it comes to works 
of art, we earnestly call them creations. This raises the 
philosophical question: What do we mean by that word? 
What is created? 

If you pursue this issue, it grows into a complex of 
closely related questions: what is created in art, what 
for, and how? The answers involve just about all the 
key concepts for a coherent philosophy of art: such 
concepts as apparition, or the image, expressiveness, feel
ing, motif, transformation. There are others, but they are 
all interrelated. 

It is impossible to talk, in one lecture, about all the 
arts, and not end with a confusion of principles and 
illustrations. Since we are particularly concerned, just 
now, with the dance, let us narrow our discussion and 
center it about this art. Our first question, then, be
comes: What do dancers create? 

Obviously, a dance. As I pointed out before, they do 
not create the materials of the dance-neither their own 
bodies, nor the cloth that drapes them, nor the floor, 
nor any of the ambient space, light, musical tone, the 
forces of gravity, nor any other physical provisions; all 
these things they use, to create something over and 
above what is physically there: the dance. 

What, then, is the dance? 
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I he dance is an appearance; if you like, an apparition. 
Ir ·.prings from what the dancers do, yet it is something 
• 1 .. 1·. In watching a dance, you do not see what is 
1•li\ sically before you-people running around or twist-
111:: r heir bodies; what you see is a display of interacting 
t "r n·s, by which the dance seems to be lifted, driven, 
•Ir .1 \\'11, closed, or attenuated, whether it be solo or 
• l111ric, whirling like the end of a dervish dance, or slow, 
• • 11 r ned, and single in its motion. One human body 
,,,,,. put the whole play of mysterious powers before 
'' 111. But these powers, these forces that seem to operate 
111 r he dance, are not the physical forces of the dancer's 
11111scles, which actually cause the movements taking 
I ii.ice. The forces we seem to perceive most directly 
1'' 'I convincingly are created for our perception; and 
r I 11·.\ exist only for it. 

\nything that exists only for perception, and plays 
''' 1 ordinary, passive part in nature as common objects 
'J, '· is a virtual entity. It is not unreal; where it confronts 
'• 111, you really perceive it, you don't dream or imagine 
1 1r.1 t you do. The image in a mirror is a virtual image. A 
1 1i11liow is a virtual object. It seems to stand on the 
' .1 rt h or in the clouds, but it really "stands" nowhere; 
11 is only visible, not tangible. Yet it is a real rainbow, 
11rnduced by moisture and light for any normal eye 
l111iking at it from the right place. We don't just dream 
il1:1r we see it. If, however, we believe it to have the 
'1rdinary properties of a physical thing, we are mistaken; 
11 is an appearance, a virtual object, a sun-created image. 

\ Vhat dancers create is a dance; and a dance is an 
'I >parition of active powers, a dynamic image. Everything 
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a dancer actually does serves to create what we really 
see; but what we really see is a virtual entity. The 
physical realities are given: place, gravity, body, muscu
lar strength, muscular control, and secondary assets such 
as light, sound, or things (usable objects, so-called 
"properties"). All these are actual. But in the dance, they 
disappear; the more perfect the dance, the less we see 
its actualities. What we see, hear, and feel are the virtual 
realities, the moving forces of the dance, the apparent 
centers of power and their emanations, their conflicts 
and resolutions, lift and decline, their rhythmic life. 
These are the elements of the created apparition, and 
are themselves not physically given, but artistically 

created. 
Here we have,. then, the answer to our first question: 

what do dancers create? The dynamic image, which is 

the dance. 
This answer leads naturally to the second question: 

for what is this image created? 
Again, there is an obvious answer: for our enjoyment. 

But what makes us enjoy it as intensely as we do? We do 
not enjoy every virtual image, just because it is one. A 
mirage in the desert is intriguing chiefly because it is 
rare. A mirror image, being common, is not an object 
of wonder, and in itself, just as an image, does not thrill 
us. But the dynamic image created in dancing has a 
different character. It is more than a perceivable entity; 
this apparition, given to the eye, or to the ear and eye, 
and through them to our whole responsive sensibility, 
strikes us as something charged with feeling. Yet this 
feeling is not necessarily what any or all of the dancers 
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fed. lt belongs to the dance itself. A dance, like any 
11rl1rr work of art, is a perceptible form that expresses 
r lie nature of human feeling-the rhythms and con
r 1<Tt ions, crises and breaks, the complexity and richness 
11f what is sometimes called man's "inner life," the 
·.r re:un of direct experience, life as it feels to the living. 
I >.111cing is not a symptom of how the dancer happens 
r,, feel; for the dancer's own feelings could not be pre
-.ni licd or predicted and exhibited upon request. Our 
11wn feelings simply occur, and most people do not care 
111 have us express them by sighs or squeals or gesticula
r 11111. If that were what dancers really did, there would 
11111 be many balletomaniacs to watch them. 

\ Vhat is expressed in a dance is an idea; an idea of the 
11 :1_v feelings, emotions, and all other subjective ex-
1 •nicnces come and go-their rise and growth, their 
rrrtricate synthesis that gives our inner life unity and 
1 •nsonal identity. What we call a person's "inner life" 
'" the inside story of his own history; the way living in 
r lie world feels to him. This kind of experience is 
11\11ally but vaguely known, because most of its com-
1" 111cnts are nameless, and no matter how keen our ex-
1 •cricnce may be, it is hard to form an idea of anything 
ti 1:1 t has no name. It has no handle for the mind. This 
l1:1s led many learned people to believe that feeling is a 
f 11rmless affair, that it has causes which may be deter-
111i11cd, and effects that have to be dealt with, but that 
111 itself it is irrational-a disturbance in the organism, 
w i r h no structure of its own. 

Y ct subjective existence has a structure; it is not only 
111 ct from moment to moment, but can be conceptually 

7 

11 

11 

I 

l1 



PROBLEMS OF ART 

known, reflected on, imagined and symbolically ex
pressed in detail and to a great depth. Only it is not our 
usual medium, discourse-communication by language 
-that serves to express what we know of the life of 
feeling. There are logical reasons why language fails 
to meet this purpose, reasons I will not try to explain 
now. The important fact is that what language does not 
readily do-present the nature and patterns of sensitive 
and emotional life-is done by works of art. Such works 
are expressive forms, and what they express is the nature 
of human feeling. 

So we have played our second gambit, answering the 
second question: What is the work of art for-the dance, 
the virtual dynamic image? To express its creator's ideas 
of immediate, felt, emotive life. To set forth directly 
what feeling is like. A work of art is a composition of 
tensions and resolutions, balance and unbalance, rhyth
mic coherence, a precarious yet continuous unity. Life 
is a natural process of such tensions, balances, rhythms; 
it is these that we feel, in quietness or emotion, as the 
pulse of our own living. In the work of art they are 
expressed, symbolically shown, each aspect of feeling 
developed as one develops an idea, fitted together for 
clearest presentation. A dance is not a symptom of a 
dancer's feeling, but an expression of its composer's 
knowledge of many feelings. 

The third problem on the docket-how is a dance 
created?-is so great that one has to break it down into 
several questions. Some of these are practical questions 
of technique-how to produce this or that effect. They 
concern many of you but not me, except in so far as 

8 

1111. DYNAMIC IMAGE 

·. 11 l11rions of artistic problems always intrigue me. The 
1 ·ltilosophical question that I would peel out of its many 
11 1.1ppings is: What does it mean to express one's idea of 
·.11111t: inward or "subjective" process? 

Ir means to make an outward image of this inward 
1•111tTss, for oneself and others to see; that is, to give the 
·.1il1jt:ctive events an objective symbol. Every work of 
11 r is such an image, whether it be a dance, a statue, a 
111l·rure, a piece of music, or a work of poetry. It is an 
• "1 t ward showing of inward nature, an objective presen-
1.11 ion of subjective reality; and the reason that it can 
"' 111bolize things of the inner life is that it has the same 
J, i11ds of relations and elements. This is not true of the 
11 u t t:rial structure; the physical materials of a dance do 
11< 11 have any direct similarity to the structure of emotive 
l 1 ft·; it is the created image that has elements and patterns 
Jd,t: the life of feeling. But this image, though it is a 
nt":tted apparition, a pure appearance, is objective; it 
·.1·1·ms to be charged with feeling because its form ex-
111·csses the very nature of feeling. Therefore, it is an 
1 1 / 1jectification of subjective life, and so is every other 
11 ork of art. 

If works of art are all alike in this fundamental respect, 
11 liy have we several great domains of art, such as paint-
111g- and music, poetry and dance? Something makes them 
"' 1 distinct from each other that people with superb talent 
I' 1r one may have none for another. A sensible person 
\\'( mld not go to Picasso to learn dancing or to Hindemith 
111 be taught painting. How does dancing, for instance, 
differ from music or architecture or drama? It has rela
r ions with all of them. Yet it is none of them. 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

What makes the distinction among the several great 
orders of art is another of those problems that arise in 
their turn, uninvited, once you start from a central ques
tion; and the fact that the question of what is created 
leads from one issue to another in this natural and sys
tematic way makes me think it really is central. The dis
tinction between dancing and all of the other great arts 
-and of those from each other-lies in the stuff of which 
the virtual image, the expressive form, is made. We can
not go into any discussion of other kinds, but only re
flect a little further on our original query: What do 
dancers create? What is a dance? 

As I said before (so long before that you have probably 
forgotten), what we see when we watch a dance is a 
display of interacting forces; not physical forces, like 
the weight that tips a scale or the push that topples a 
column of books, but purely apparent forces that seem 
to move the dance itself. Two people in a pas de deux 
seem to magnetize each other; a group appears to be 
animated by one single spirit, one Power. The stuff of 
the dance, the apparition itself, consists of such non
physical forces, drawing and driving, holding and shap
ing its life. The actual, physical forces that underlie it 
disappear. As soon as the beholder sees gymnastics and 
arrangements, the work of art breaks, the creation fails. 

As painting is made purely of spatial volumes-not 
actual space-filling things but virtual volumes, created 
solely for the eye-and music is made of passage, move
ments of time, created by tone-so dance creates a world 
of powers, made visible by the unbroken fabric of ges-
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r 111 c. That is what makes dance a different art from all 
dw others. But as Space, Events, Time, and Powers are 
1 I I i 11 t errelated in reality, so all the arts are linked by 

11111 ic1tc relations, different among different ones. That 
1 .. 1 I> ig subject. 

\ rwther problem which naturally presents itself here 
1. r liL· meaning of dance gesture; but we shall have to skip 
11 \ \ 'e have had enough pursuit of meanings, and I know 
t 11 >111 experience that if you don't make an end of it, there 
1 . 111 > end. But in dropping the curtain on this peep-show 
"' 1il1ilosophy, I would like to call your attention to one 
'ol r liose unexpected explanations of puzzling facts that 
· ... 111nimes arise from philosophical reflection. 

< :ll rt Sachs, who is an eminent historian of music and 
.I 111cc, remarks in his World History of Dance that, 
.11.111gc as it may seem, the evolution of the dance as a 
l11::li art belongs to pre-history. At the dawn of civiliza-
111111, dance had already reached a degree of perfection 
1I1.11 no other art or science could match. Societies lim-
111 d to savage living, primitive sculpture, primitive archi
'' "' urc, and as yet no poetry, quite commonly present 
1I11· astonished ethnologist with a highly developed tradi~ 
111 >11 of difficult, beautiful dancing. Their music apart 
r 1 ' 1111 the dance is nothing at all; in the dance it is elabo
' 11 L·. Their worship is dance. They are tribes of dancers. 

I f you think of the dance as an apparition of interactive 
1 •.,,,·crs, this strange fact loses its strangeness. Every art 
1111.1gc is a purified and simplified aspect of the outer 
'' '1rld, composed by the laws of the inner world to ex-
1'1 l'ss its nature. As one objective aspect of the world 
ii I LT another comes to people's notice, the arts arise. 
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Each makes its own image of outward reality to objectify 
inward reality, subjective life, feeling. 

Primitive men live in a world of demonic Powers. 
Subhuman or superhuman, gods or spooks or impersonal 
magic forces, good or bad luck that dwells in things like 
an electric charge, are the most impressive realities of the 
savage's world. The drive to artistic creation, which 
seems to be deeply primitive in all human beings, first 
begets its forms in the image of these all-surrounding 
Powers. The magic circle around the altar or the totem 
pole, the holy space inside the Kiwa or the temple, is the 
natural dance floor. There is nothing unreasonable about 
that. In a world perceived as a realm of mystic Powers, 
the first created image is the dynamic image; the first 
objectification of human nature, the first true art, is 
Dance. 

12 
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EXPRESSIVENESS 

\\'1rnN we talk about "Art" with a capital "A"-that is, 
ii 1out any or all of the arts: painting, sculpture, architec-

111 re, the potter's and goldsmith's and other designers' 
.t 11 s, music, dance, poetry, and prose fiction, drama and 
t 1I111-it is a constant temptation to say things about 
··.\rt" in this general sense that are true only in one 
"l'L-cial domain, or to assume that what holds for one 
11 t must hold for another. For instance, the fact that 
1111isic is niade for performance, for presentation to the 
• .1r, and is simply not the same thing when it is given 
1111ly to the tonal imagination of a reader silently perusing 
1I1e score, has made some aestheticians pass straight to 
1I1c conclusion that literature, too, must be physically 
l1l':trd to be fully experienced, because words are origin
.illy spoken, not written; an obvious parallel, but a 
1 .1rdess and, I think, invalid one. It is dangerous to set 
1111 principles by analogy, and generalize from a single 
, , •nsideration. 

But it is natural, and safe enough, to ask analogous 
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questions: "What is the function of sound in music? 
What is the function of sound in poetry? What is the 
function of sound in prose composition? What is the 
function of sound in drama?" The answers may be quite 
heterogeneous; and that is itself an important fact, a 
guide to something more than a simple and sweeping 
theory. Such findings guide us to exact relations and 
abstract, variously exemplified basic principles. 

At present, however, we are dealing with principles 
that have proven to be the same in all the arts, when each 
kind of art-plastic, musical, balletic, poetic, and each 
major mode, such as literary and dramatic writing, or 
painting, sculpturing, building plastic shapes-has been 
studied in its own terms. Such candid study is more 
rewarding than the usual passionate declaration that all 
the arts are alike, only their materials differ, their prin
ciples are all the same, their techniques all analogous, etc. 
That is not only unsafe, but untrue. It is in pursuing the 
differences among them that one arrives, finally, at a 
point where no more differences appear; then one has 
found, not postulated, their unity. At that deep level 
there is only one concept exemplified in all the different 
arts, and that is the concept of Art. 

The principles that obtain wholly and fundamentally 
in every kind of art are few, but decisive; they determine 
what is art, and what is not. Expressiveness, in one 
definite and appropriate sense, is the same in all art works 
of any kind. What is created is not the same in any two 
distinct arts-this is, in fact, what makes them distinct
but the principle of creation is the same. And "living 
form" means the same in all of them. 
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.\ work of art is an expressive form created for our 
I'' 1 ccption through sense or imagination, and what it 
1 '1 • rcsses is human feeling. The word "feeling" must be 
r ii, rn here in its broadest sense, meaning everything that 
• . 111 /Jc felt, from physical sensation, pain and comfort, 
• "·ircment and repose, to the most complex emotions, 
1 1r1·llcctual tensions, or the steady feeling-tones of a 
'1111scious human life. In stating what a work of art is, I 
'11 \c just used the words "form," "expressive," and 
' 1t·:1red"; these are key words. One at a time, they will 

l.1 1 · p us engaged. 
I .ct us consider first what is meant, in this context, by 

1 I rinn. The word has many meanings, all equally legiti-
111 1 t c for various purposes; even in connection with art 
11 l1:1s several. It may, for instance-and often does-de
"" rt' rhe familiar, characteristic structures known as the 
"' '1111er form, the sestina, or the ballad form in poetry, 
'ill' sonata form, the madrigal, or the symphony in music, 
'ill' rnntredance or the classical ballet in choreography, 
111.! so on. This is not what I mean; or rather, it is only a 
'''-\' small part of what I mean. There is another sense 
111 ,,·hich artists speak of "form" when they say, for 
111 .. unce, "form follows function," or declare that the 
• ,,ll. quality shared by all good works of art is "significant 
f.,1111," or entitle a book The Problem of Form in Paint-
111:: and Sculpture, or The Life of Forms in Art, or 
\, .rrch for Form. They are using "form" in a wider 
"' 11-,c, which on the one hand is close to the commonest, 
i'"l111lar meaning, namely just the shape of a thing, and 
"" the other hand to the quite unpopular meaning it has 
111 ,cicnce and philosophy, where it designates something 
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more abstract; "form" in its most abstract sense means 
structure, articulation, a whole resulting from the rela
tion of mutually dependent factors, or more precisely, 
the way that whole is put together. 

The abstract sense, which is sometimes called "logical 
form," is involved in the notion of expression, at least 
the kind of expression that characterizes art. That is 
why artists, when they speak of achieving "form," use 
the word with something of an abstract connotation, 
even when they are talking about a visible and tangible 
art object in which that form is embodied. 

The more recondite concept of form is derived, of 
course, from the naive one, that is, material shape. Per
haps the easiest way to grasp the idea of "logical form" 
is to trace its derivation. 

Let us consider the most obvious sort of form, the 
shape of an object, say a lampshade. In any department 
store you will find a wide choice of lampshades, mostly 
monstrosities, and what is monstrous is usually their 
shape. You select the least offensive one, maybe even a 
good one, but realize that the color, say violet, will not 
fit into your room; so you look about for another shade 
of the same shape but a different c;61~,-perhaps green. 
In recognizing this same shape in another object, possi
bly of another material as well as another color, you 
have quite naturally and easily abstracted the concept of 
this shape from your actual impression of the first lamp
shade. Presently it may occur to you that this shade is 
too big for your lamp; you ask whether they have this 
same shade (meaning another one of this shape) in a 
smaller size. The clerk understands you. 
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But what is the same in the big violet shade and the 
Ii ttle green one? Nothing but the interrelations among 
their respective various dimensions. They are not "the 
same" even in their spatial properties, for none of their. 
actual measures are alike; but their shapes are congruent. 
· 1 ·heir respective spatial factors are put together in the 
same way, so they exemplify the same form. 

It is really astounding what complicated abstractions 
we make in' our ordinary dealing with forms-that is 
t < > say, through what twists and transformations we 
recognize the same logical form. Consider the similarity 
<>f your two hands. Put one on the table, palm down, 
superimpose the other, palm down, as you may have 
superimposed cut-out geometric shapes in school-they 
:ire not alike at all. But their shapes are exact opposites. 
·I 'heir respective shapes fit the same description, provided 
that the description is modified by a principle of applica
tion whereby the measures are read one way for one 
hand and the other way fot the other-like a timetable 
in which the list of stations is marked: "Eastbound, read 
down; Westbound, read up." 

As the two hands exemplify the same form with a 
principle of reversal understood, so the list of stations 
describes two ways of moving, indicated by the advice to 
"read down" for one and "read up" for the other. We 
can all abstract the common element in these two 
respective trips, which is called the route. With a return 
ticket we may return only by the same route. The same 
principle relates a mold to the form of the thing that 
is cast in it, and establishes their formal correspondence, 
or common logical form. 
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So far we have considered only objects-lampshades, 
hands, or regions of the earth-as having forms. These 
have fixed shapes; their parts ~emain in fairly stable 
relations to each other. But there are also substances that 
have no definite shapes, such as gases, mist, and water, 
which take the shape of any bounded space that contains 
them. The interesting thing about such amorphous 
fluids is that when they are put into violent motion they 
do exhibit visible forms, not bounded by any container. 
Think of the momentary efflorescence of a bursting 
rocket, the mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb, the 
funnel of water or dust screwing upward in a whirl
wind. The instant the motion stops, or even slows beyond 
a certain degree, those shape's collapse and the apparent 
"thing" disappears. They are not shapes of things at all, 
but forms of motions, or dynamic forms. 

Some dynamic forms, however, have more permanent 
manifestations, because the stuff that moves and makes 
them visible is constantly replenished. A waterfall seems 
to hang from the cliff, waving streamers of foam. Actu
ally, of course, nothing stays there in mid-air; the water 
is always passing; but there is more and more water 
taking the same paths, so we have a lasting shape made 
and maintained by its passage-a permanent dynamic 
form. A quiet river, too, has dynamic form; if it stopped 
flowing it would either go dry or become a lake. Some 
twenty-five hundred years ago, Heracleitos was struck 
by the fact that you cannot step twice into the same '' 
river at the same place-at least, if the river means the 
water, not its dynamic form, the flow. 

When a river ceases to flow because the water is 
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deflected or dried up, there remains the river bed, some
' i111es cut deeply in solid stone. That bed is shaped by the 
flow, and records as graven lines the currents that have 
ceased to exist. Its shape is static, but it expresses the 
dynamic form of the river. Again, we have two con-
1•,ruent forms, like a cast and its mold, but this time the 
( ·1 mgruence is more remarkable because it holds between 
:1 dynamic form and a static one. That relation is im-
111 >rtant; we shall be dealing with it again when we come 
to consider the meaning of "living form" in art. 

The congruence of two given perceptible forms is not 
:dways evident upon simple inspection. The common 
logical form they both exhibit may become apparent 
1111ly when you kn~w the principle whereby to relate 
them, as you compare the shapes of your hands not by 
direct correspondence, but by correspondence of op
posite parts. Where the two exemplifications of the 
:-,ingle logical form are unlike in most other respects one 
needs a rule for matching up the relevant factors of one 
'' ith the relevant factors of the other; that· is to say, a 
mle of translation, whereby one instance of the logical 
form is shown to correspond formally to the other. 

The logical form itself is not another thing, but an 
:1hstract concept, or better an abstractable concept. We 
11sually don't abstract it deliberately, but only use it, 
:1s we use our vocal cords in speech without first learning 
.di about their operation and then applying our knowl
edge. Most people perceive intuitively the similarity of 
their two hands without thinking of them as conversely 
related; they can guess at the shape of the hollow inside 
:1 wooden shoe from the shape of a human foot, without 
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any abstract study of topology. But the first time they 
see a map in the Mercator projection-with parallel lines 
of longitude, not meeting at the poles-they find it hard 
to believe that this corresponds logically to the circular 
map they used in school, where the meridians bulged 
apart toward the equator and met at both poles. The 
visible shapes of the continents are different on the two 
maps, and it takes abstract thinking to match up the 
two representations of the same earth. If, however, they 
have grown up with both maps, they will probably see 
the geographical relationships either way with equal 
ease, because these relationships are not copied by either 
map, but expressed, and expressed equally well by both; 
for the two maps are different projections of the same 
logical form, which the spherical earth exhibits in still _ 
another-that is, a spherical-projection. 

An expressive form is any perceptible or imaginable 
whole that exhibits relationships of parts, or points, or 
even qualities or aspects within the whole, so that it 
may be taken to represent some other whole whose ele
ments have analogous relations. The reason for using 
such a form as a symbol i; usually that the thing it 
represents is not perceivable or readily imaginable. We 
cannot see the earth as an object. We let a map or a 
little globe express the relationships of places on the earth, 
and think about the earth by means of it. The under
standing of one thing through another seems to be a 
deeply intuitive process in the human brain; it is so natu
ral that we often have difficulty in distinguishing the sym
bolic expressive form from what it conveys. The symbol 
seems to be the thing itself, or contain it, or be contained 
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i 11 it. A child interested in a globe will not say: "This 
111cans the earth," but: "Look, this is the earth." A 
'i111ilar identification of symbol and meaning underlies 
1 l1c widespread conception of holy names, of the physical 
dllcacy of rites, and many other primitive but culturally 
11crsistent phenomena. It has a bearing on our perception 
11f artistic import; that is why I mention it here. 

The most astounding and developed symbolic device 
li11manity has evolved is language. By means of language 
\1 c can conceive the intangible, incorporeal things we 
c1Il our ideas, and the equally inostensible elements of 
'•t1r perceptual world that we call facts. It is by virtue of 
l;111guage that we can think, remember, imagine, and 
Ii nally conceive a universe of facts. We can describe 
r hings and represent their relations, express rules of their 
i ntcractions, speculate and predict and carry on a long 
'} mbolizing process known as reasoning. And above 
.ill, we can communicate, by producing a serried array 
11f audible or visible words, in a pattern commonly 
1, nown, and readily understood to reflect our multi
Lirious concepts and percepts and their interconnections. 
This use of language is discourse; and the pattern of dis
course is known as discursive form. It is a highly versa-
1 ilc, amazingly powerful pattern. It has impressed itself 
'111 our tacit thinking, so that we call all systematic re
tlcction "discursive thought." It has made, far more than 
111ost people know, the very frame of our sensory ex-
11crience-the frame of objective facts in which we 
carry on the practical business of life. 

Yet even the discursive pattern has its limits of use
f 11 lness. An expressive form can express any complex of 
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conceptions that, via some rule of projection, appears 
congruent with it, that is, appears to be of that form. 
Whatever there is in experience that will not take the 
impress-directly or indirectly-of discursive form, is 
not discursively communicable or, in the strictest sense, 
logically thinkable. It is unspeakable, ineffable; accord
ing to practically all serious philosophical theories today, 
it is unknowable. 

Yet there is a great deal of experience that is knowable, 
not only as immediate, formless, meaningless impact, 
but as one aspect of the intricate web of life, yet defies 
discursive formulation, and therefore verbal expression: 
that is what we sometimes call the subjective aspect of 
experience, the direct feeling of it-what it is like to be 
waking and moving, to be drowsy, slowing down, or to 
be sociable, or to feel self-sufficient but alone; what it 
feels like to pursue an elusive thought or to have a big 
idea. All such directly felt experiences usually have no 
names-they are named, if at all, for the outward condi
tions that normally accompany their occurrence. Only 
the most striking ones have names like "anger," "hate," 
"love," "fear," and are collectively called "emotion." 
But we feel many things that never develop into any 
designable emotion. The ways we are moved are as 
various as the lights in a forest; and they may intersect, 
sometimes without cancelling each other, take shape and 
dissolve, conflict, explode into passion, or be transfigured. 
All these inseparable elements of subjective reality com
pose what we call the "inward life" of human beings. 
The usual factoring of that life-stream into mental, emo
tional, and sensory units is an arbitrary scheme of 
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":rr1plification that makes scientific treatment possible to 
.1 ( ·1 msiderable extent; but we may already be close to the 
l1111it of its usefulness, that is, close to the point where 
rt'> simplicity becomes an obstacle to further question-
111;'. and discovery instead of the revealing, ever-suitable 
J, ·1~ical prbjection it was expected to be. 

\ Vhatever resists projection into the discursive form 
•>I hnguage is, indeed, hard to hold in conception, and 
111rhaps impossible to communicate, in the proper and 
·.r rict sense of the word "communicate." But fortunately 
.. 11r logical intuition, or form-perception, is really much 
11111rc powerful than we commonly believe, and our 
Lr 111wledge-genuine knowledge, understanding-is con
"1.lcrably wider than our discourse. Even in the use of 
l111guage, if we want to name something that is too new 
r'' have a name (e.g., a newly invented gadget or a 
11nvly discovered creature), or want to express a rela
r 11111ship for which there is no verb or other connective 
"11rd, we resort to metaphor; we mention it or describe 
r r as something else, something analogous. The principle 
',f metaphor is simply the principle of saying one thing 
.111d meaning another, and expecting to be understood 
r' • mean the other. A metaphor is not language, it is an 
1.lc:1 expressed by language, an idea that in its turn func
' 11111s as a symbol to express something. It is not dis-
1 11 rsive and therefore does not really make a statement 
•if the idea it conveys; but it formulates a new con
, 1 ption for our direct imaginative grasp. 

Sometimes our comprehension of a total experience is 
111nliated by a metaphorical symbol because the experi,.. 
r 11cc is new, and language has words and phrases only for 
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familiar notions. Then an extension of language will 
gradually follow the wordless insight, and discursive 
expression will supersede the non-discursive pristine 
symbol. This is, I think, the normal advance of human 
thought and language in that whole realm of knowledge 
where discourse is possible at all. 

But the symbolic presentation of subjective reality for 
contemplation is not only tentatively beyond the reach 
of language-that is, not merely beyond the words we 
have; it is impossible in the essential frame of language. 
That is why those semanticists who recognize only dis
course as a symbolic form must regard the whole life 
of feeling as formless, chaotic, capable only of sympto
matic expression, typified in exclamations like "Ah!" 
"Ouch!" "My sainted aunt!" They usually do believe 
that art is an expression of feeling, but that "expression" 
in art is of this sort, indicating that the speaker has an 
emotion, a pain, or other personal experience, perhaps 
also giving us a clue to the general kind of experience it 
is-pleasant or unpleasant, violent or mild-but not 
setting that piece of inward life objectively before us so 
we may understand its intricacy, its rhythms and shifts 
of total appearance. The differences in feeling-tones or 
other elements of subjective experience are regarded as 
differences in quality, which must be felt to be appre
ciated."Furthermore, since we have no intellectual access 
to pure subjectivity, the only way to study it is to study 
the sympt0ms of the person who is having subjective 
experiences. This leads to physiological psychology-a 
very important and interesting field. But it tells us noth-
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ing about the phenomena of subjective life, and some
times simplifies the problem by saying they don't exist. 

Now, I believe the expression of feeling in a work of 
;1rt-the function that makes the work an expressive 
form-is not symptomatic at all. An artist working on a 
tragedy need not be in personal despair or violent up
heaval; nobody, indeed, could work in such a state of 
111ind. His mind would be occupied with the causes of 
his emotional upset. Self-expression does not require 
composition and lucidity; a screaming baby gives his 
feeling far more release than any musician, but we don't 
go into a concert hall to hear a baby scream; in fact, if 
that baby is brought in we are likely to go out. We don't 
want self-expression. 

A work of art presents feeling (in the broad sense I 
mentioned before, as everything that can be felt) for our 
contemplation, making it visible or audible or in some 
way perceivable through a symbol, not inferable from a 
symptom. Artistic form is congruent with the dynamic 
forms of our direct sensuous, mental, and emotional life; 
works of art are projections of "felt life," as Henry 
Jam es called it, into spatial, temporal, and poetic struc
tures. They are images of feeling, that formulate it for 
our cognition. What is artistically good is whatever 
;irticulates and presents feeling to our understanding. 

Artistic forms are more complex than any other sym
bolic forms we know. They are, indeed, not abstractable 
from the works that exhibit them. We may abstract a 
shape from an object that has this shape, by disregarding 
color, weight and texture, even size; but to the total 
effect that is an artistic form, the color matters, the 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

thickness of lines matters, and the appearance of texture 
and weight. A given triangle is the same in any position, 
but to an artistic form its location, balance, and sur
roundings are not indifferent. Form, in the sense in which 
artists speak of "significant form" or "expressive form," 
is not an abstracted structure, but an apparition; and the 
vital processes of sense and emotion that a good work 
of art expresses seem to the beholder to be directly con
tained in it, not symbolized but really presented. The 
congruence is so striking that symbol and meaning appear 
as one reality. Actually, as one psychologist who is also 
a musician has written, ".Music sounds as feelings feel." 
And like~ise, in good painting, sculpture, or building, 
balanced shapes and colors, lines and masses look as emo
tions, vital tensions and their resolutions feel. 

An artist, then, expresses feeling, but not in the way a 
politician blows off steam or a baby laughs and cries. He 
formulates that elusive aspect of reality that is commonly 
taken to be amorphous and chaotic; that is, he objectifies 
the subjective realm. What he expresses is, therefore, 
not his own actual feelings, but what he knows about 
human feeling. Once he is in possession of a rich sym
bolism, that kno~ledge may actually exceed his entire 
personal experience.. A work of art expresses a con
ception of life, emotion, inward reality. But it is neither 
a confessional nor a frozen tantrum; it is a developed 
metaphor, a non-discursive symbol that articulates what 
is verbally ineffable-the logic of consciousness itself. 
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Ir is customary to speak of an artist's work as "creation." 
A painter "creates" a painting. A dancer "creates" a 
dance, a poet "creates" a poem. If he slumps and gets 
nothing done he is apt to worry about not being "crea
tive" (which usually makes him even more uncreative). 

But when a factory worker, say a candy dipper or a 
weaver, has a sore throat and stays away from work he 
is not called "uncreative"; in fact, he may take that 
professionally idle day at home to play piano-which 
doesn't produce any material object at all-and then he 
is said to be creating music. Why? Why is a piece of 
music a creation and a shoe usually just a product? The 
1 I istinction, though it is protested by some philosophers 
who are anxious champions of democracy, like John 
I )cwey, is a commonly accepted one. An automobile is 
not created on the conveyor belt, but manufactured. We 
don't create bricks, aluminum pots, or toothpaste; we 
simply make such things. But we create works of art. 
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There is a special justification for the term; the distinc
tion has nothing to do with undemocratic valuations. 
Creation is not properly a value-concept, as it is taken 
to be by milliners and caterers who speak of their 
products as "creations." Some pathetic artists create 
mediocre or even quite vulgarly sentimental pictures, 
banal songs, stupid dances, or very bad poems; but they 
create them. 

The difference between creation and other productive 
work is this: an ordinary object, say a shoe, is made by 
putting pieces of leather together; the pieces were there 
before. The shoe is a construction of leather. It has a 
special shape and use and name, but it is still an article 
of leather, and is thought of as such. A picture is made 
by deploying pigments on a piece of canvas, but the 
picture is not a pigment-and-canvas structure. The 
picture that emerges from the process is a structure of 
space, and the space itself is an emergent whole of shapes, 
visible colored volumes. Neither the space nor the things 
in it were in the room before. Pigments and canvas are 
not in the pictorial space; they are in the space of the 
room, as they were before, though we no longer find 
them there by sight without a great effort of attention. 
For touch they are still there. But for touch there is no 
pictorial space. 

The picture, in short, is an apparition. It is there for 
our eyes but not for our hands, nor does its visible space, 
however great, have any normal accoustical properties 
for our ears. The apparently solid volumes in it do not 
meet our common-sense criteria for the existence of 
objects; they exist for vision alone. The whole picture 
is a piece of purely visual space. It is nothing but a vision. 
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There are certain merely apparent objects in nature: 
rainbows, mirages, and simple reflections in still water 
or on other shiny surfaces. The most familiar instances 
:1 re images, in mirrors which we construct for the pur
pose of getting reflections. It is the mirror that has made 
physicists recognize and describe this sort of space, 
which by the usual standard of practical experience is 
illusory; they call it virtual space. Let us borrow that 
technical term, "virtual." 

A picture is an apparition of virtual objects (whether 
they be "things" in the ordinary sense or just colored 
rnlumes), in a virtual space. But it differs from a re
llcction in a quite radical way: there is nothing in actual 
space (by actual space I mean our normal space, in which 
we act) related to the painting as a physical object is 
related to its own mirror image. The space behind the 
mirror is really an indirect appearance of actual space. 
But the virtual space of a painting is created. The canvas 
existed before, the pigments existed before; they have 
only been moved about, arranged to compose a new 
physical object, that the painter calls "my big canvas" 
or "that little new canvas." But the picture, the spatial-
illusion, is new in the sense that it never existed before, 
anywhere, nor did any of its parts. The illusion of space 
is created. 

As soon as you mention the word "illusion" in connec
tion with art you are likely to start a storm of protests 
against things you haven't said, but are assumed to think 
:md expected to say. "But art isn't mere illusion! It's 
rhe highest Reality!" "But art isn't mere make-believe!" 
"Beauty is Truth, not mere fancy!" "But art as illusion 
means mere escapism!" And so forth. Naturally, I should 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

like to avoid a word that conjures up so much mereness. 
Yet I have to talk about the subject, for illusion is an 
important principle in art-a cardinal principle, whereby 
artistic abstraction is achieved without any process of 
generalization such as we use in reaching scientific 
abstractions. The role of illusion is an interesting one, 
and has nothing to do with make-believe, deception, or 
escape from truth. It serves the serious, paramount pur
pose of art, which Flaubert declared to be "expression 
of the Idea." He could not further define what he 
meant by "the Idea"; but, as I sought to demonstrate 
in the preceding lecture, this elusive "Idea" is the con
ception of subjective experience, the life of feeling. 

There, also, I remarked that when artists speak of 
form they mean something abstract, though a work of 
art is a concrete, unique entity. They mean something 
more than physical shape, even where shape happens to 
be its chief element. The form created by a sculptor is 
deeply influenced by the color and texture of the 
material he has shaped. A casting has to be carefully 
toned and finished if it is to be more than a shape-if it 
is to present itself as an expressive form. We have to 
see in it the symbolic possibilities of "form" in the 
larger sense, logical form. But logical form is not 
visible, it is conceptual. It is abstract; yet we do not 
abstract it from the work of art that embodies it. Some
how in perceiving the work, we see it not as having an 
expressive form, but as being one. If we see with an 
artist's eye, as appreciative people do, we see this con
crete entity abstractly. How is that brought about? 

Ordinarily, we see the shapes, configurations, colors, 
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movements, in short: the appearances of things without 
being aware of them as particular appearances. We use 
them only as indications of the things in question. If 
you come into a room in normal indoor daylight, you 
may see that it contains, say, a red-covered sofa, but you 
do not notice the gradations of red or even the appear
:mce of other colors caused by the way the light strikes 
that sofa at that moment. An eminent art critic, the late 
Roger Fry, noted this fact many years ago, and expressed 
it so well that I shall read you what he said: 

"The needs of our actual life are so imperative that 
the sense of vision becomes highly specialized in their 
service. With an admirable economy we learn to see 
only so much as is needful for our purposes; but this is 
in fact very little. . . . In actual life the normal person 
really only reads the labels as it were, on the objects 
around him and troubles no further. Almost all the 
things which are useful in any way put on more or less 
this cap of invisibility. It is only when an object exists 
in our lives for no other purpose than to be seen that we 
really look at it, as for instance at a China ornament or 
a precious stone, and towards such even the most normal 
person adopts to some extent the artistic attitude of pure 
vision abstracted from necessity." 

The surest way to abstract the element of sensory 
appearance from the fabric of actual life and its complex 
interests, is to create a sheer vision, a datum that is 
nothing but appearance and is, indeed, clearly and 
avowedly an object only for sight (let us limit our
selves, for the moment, to pictorial art). That is the 
purpose of illusion in art: it effects at once the abstrac-
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tion of the visual form and causes one to see it as such. 
What prevents us from treating the volumes of light 
and color that we see in a picture chiefly as "labels" of 
things, is that there are no things, and we know it. That 
knowledge liberates us, without any effort on our part, 
from what Coleridge called "the world of selfish solici
tude and anxious interest" and makes it natural for the 
beholder of a work to see what it really looks like. In 
looking at a picture, we neither believe nor make believe 
that there is a person or a bridge or a basket of fruit in 
front of us. We do not pass intellectually beyond the 
vision of space at all, but understand it as an apparition. 
The normal use of vision, which Fry talked about, is 
suspended by the circumstance that we know this space 
to be virtual, and neither believe nor disbelieve in the 
existence of the objects in it. So we see it as a pure 
perceptual form, created and articulated by all the 
visible elements in it: an autonomous, formed space. 

To create a sensory illusion is, then, the artist's normal 
way of making us see abnormally, abstractly. He ab
stracts the visual elements of experience by cancelling 
out all other elements, leaving us nothing to notice 
except what his virtual space looks like. This way of 
achieving abstraction is different from the usual way 
practiced in logic, mathematics, or science. In those 
realms, i.e., the realms of discursive thinking, the cus
tomary way to pass from concrete experience to concep
tions of abstract, systematic relation patterns is through 
a process of generalization-letting the concrete, di
rectly known thing stand for all things of its kind. Even 
when scientific thought has not reached the abstract 
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level-when it still deals with quite concrete things, 
like apples or cubes of wood-it is always general. 
I )iscursive language-or better, with prudent regard for 
the theory of poetry, language used for discourse-is 
intrinsically general. Wider and wider generalization 
is the method of scientific abstraction. I cannot eluci
date that statement any further without digressing from 
our present theme, and it is not necessary in this con-
11ection to understand it; the point I wish to make is 
simply that in science one attains abstract concepts by 
way of more and more general ideas. 

Art does not generalize. If an artist is to abstract a 
"significant form" (to use Clive Bell's famous phrase) 
he has to make the abstraction directly by means of one 
concrete incarnation. This concrete entity is going to 
lie the sole symbol of its import. He must, then, have 
very powerful means to emphasize the expressive form, 
which makes the work a symbol, and to show up that 
form so forcibly that we perceive it, without seeing it 
repeated from instance to instance, but just in this one 
exemplification, this organized unit of space. To make 
us not construe it, but see it as a form expressing vital 
;tnd emotive conceptions, he has to uncouple it from 
nature, which we see in a different way, namely the way 
Roger Fry so aptly described. He does it by creating a 
pure image of space, a virtual space that has no con-
1 inuity with the actual space in which he stands; its 
< mly relation to actual space is one of difference, other
ness. 

This characteristic way in which the artist presents 
his formal structure in a single exemplification is, I 
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think, what makes it impossible to divorce the logical 
form from its one embodiment or expression. We never 
pass beyond the work of art, the vision, to something 
separately thinkable, the logical form, and from this to 
the meaning it conveys, a feeling that has this same 
form. The dynamic form of feeling is seen in the picture, 
not through it mediately; the feeling itself seems to be 
in the picture. Symbolic form, symbolic function, and 
symbolized import are all telescoped into one experience, 
a perception of beauty and an intuition of significance. 
It is unfortunate for epistemology that a mental process 
can be so complex and concentrated; but perception 
of artistic import, or what we commonly call "apprecia
tion," certainly seems to be such a distillate of intuition, 
and the heroic feat of making logical form evident in 
a single presentation accounts for the fact that we feel 
rather than know it, conceive vital experience in terms 
of it, without completing any conscious logical abstrac

tion. 
All this explanation of the role played by illusion in 

artistic abstraction has undoubtedly seemed very difficult 
(which it is); the upshot of it, however, is that illusion 
in the arts is not pretense, make-believe, improvement 
on nature, or flight from reality; illusion is the "stuff" 
of art, the "stuff" out of which the semi-abstract yet 
unique and often sensuous expressive form is made. To 
call the art-image illusory is simply to say that it is not 
material; it is not cloth and paint-smooches, but space 
organized by balanced shapes with dynamic relations, 
tensions and resolutions, among them. Actual space is 
not like that; it has no organic form, like pictorial space. 
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Pictorial space is a symbolic space, and its visual organi-
1 :irion is a symbol of vital feeling. 

This brings us to the second point of major interest 
in dealing with the problem of creation: the question of 
'' hat makes the different arts as different as we find 
them. That question naturally arises as soon as we try 
to apply the theory of illusion which I have just pre
srnted, to other than plastic arts. How can one extend 
the concept of "virtual space" to music? Or to poetry? 
To the novelist's art? What role does it play there? 

The concept of "virtual space" is not simply trans
f crable from the aesthetics of painting to the aesthetics 
of music. There is such a thing as virtual space in music, 
hut it does not hold the position of central importance 
there that it holds in the visual arts. But we have a 
corresponding central concept; music also has its unreal, 
created "stuff" of which its forms are made. 

In painting, virtual space may be called the primary 
illusion, not because it is what the artist makes first, 
l>cfore he creates forms in it-it comes with the lines 
:md colors, not before them-but because it is what is 
always created in a work of pictorial art. Even bad 
pictures create a picture space, otherwise we would not 
see them as pictures, but as spotted surfaces. A spotted 
surface is "bad" only if we feel called upon to clean it 
up. A picture is bad if it is inexpressive, dead. 

So far we have considered only pictures as plastic art; 
there are, of course, other plastic works, notably sculp
rnres and buildings. These forms do not so obviously 
create an illusion as pictures do. Yet they do exist for 
"ision in their own space, unrelated to the space of 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

science or practicality; and without representing any
thing, they present themselves so forcibly to vision that 
they seem to exist for that sense alone. The virtual space 
they create is not pictorial space, but a different mode of 
spatial apparition. We cannot possibly go into that matter 
here. I merely mention it so as to forestall a misgiving 
that would surely arise in every critic's mind were I to 
treat pictorial space as the sum and substance of all 
plastic art. 

Virtual space, however, in its various modes, is the 
primary illusion of all such art. It is created in every 
work that we recognize as plastic expression, and its 
primary character defines the realm of plastic art. 

Music, too, has its primary illusion, which is created 
whenever tonal materials beget a musical impression. A 
hasty sketch of so large a subject as the nature of music 
cannot sound very convincing, especially when it is 
presented in parallel to a theory of painting; it is apt 
to seem like a simple, somewhat pat analogy. Actually, 
this whole theory of art stems from the problem of 
"meaning" in music. 

Music also presents us with an obvious illusion, which 
is so strong that despite its obviousness it is sometimes 
unrecognized because it is taken for a real, physical 
phenomenon: that is the appearance of movement. Music 
flows; a melody moves; a succession of tones is heard as 
a progression. The differences between successive tones 
are steps, or jumps, or slides. Harmonies arise, and shift, 
and move to resolutions. A complete section of a sonata 
is quite naturally called a "movement." 

People have often tried to explain this inescapable 
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illlpression of motion by the fact that sound is caused 
hy vibrations, which are physical motions. But the 
111otions of strings, membranes, or tubes are extremely 
\111all, rapid, and repetitious; they are no more like the 
111ovement of a simple melody toward its keynote than 
the spatial relations of pigments on a canvas are like 
the relations of sky and breakers in a seascape. We do 
110t hear vibratory motions in music, but large linear 
111ovements, mounting harmonies, rhythms that are not 
:1r all like physical oscillations. We hear marching, flow
ing, or driving progressive motion. Yet in a musical 
progression there is nothing that is displaced, that has 
gone from somewhere to somewhere else. Musical move-
111ent is illusory, like volumes in pictorial space. 

By means of this purely apparent movement, music 
presents an auditory apparition of time; more precisely, 
of what one might call "felt time." Instead of vaguely 
sensing time as we do through our own physical life
processes, we hear its passage. But this passage is not a 
simple one-dimensional trickle of successive moments, 
:is it is in the conceptual framework of classical physics 
with which we usually operate in practical life. Musical 
rime is not at all like clock-time. It has a sort of volumi
nousness and complexity and variability that make it 
utterly unlike metrical time. That is because our direct 
experience of time is the passage of vital functions and 
lived events, felt inwardly as tensions-somatic, emo
tional, and mental tensions, which have a characteristic 
pattern. They grow from a beginning to a point of 
highest intensity, mounting either steadily or with vary
ing acceleration to a climax, then dissolving, or letting 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

go· abruptly in sudden deflation, or merging with the 
rise or fall of some other, encroaching tension. 

Since living beings are indescribably complex, the 
tensions that compose the vital process are not simply 
successive, but have multiple, often incommensurable 
relations. They form a dense fabric in which most of 
them are obscured; only a few dominant strains can 
exist consciously in any given phase. The others compose 
a qualitative rather than quantitative ingredient of 
temporal experience. That is why subjective time seems 
to have density and volume as well as length, and force 
as well as rate of passage. The one-dimensional time , 
of Newtonian physics, and its derivative, the time- II 
dimension in modern physical theory, are abstractions 
from our experience of time. They have tremendous 
social and intellectual advantages, but they are very 
specialized abstractions, and leave many aspects of our 
direct knowledge outside the realm of discursive thought 
which they dominate. 

This theory of musical creation has an interesting coun
terpart, namely the theory of musical (as against actual) 
hearing. If music is indeed time made audible, then that 
is what the auditor ought to hear: virtual movement, 
motion that exists only for the ear. No tangible thing is 
actually going from one place to another. But the 
listener hears musical figures that move through a defi
nite tonal range, from points of origin to points of 
relative rest; he hears tonal qualities as intense as colors, 
steadily or briefly holding places in the stream. Melodies 
and harmonic masses within it build up tensions like 
growing emotions, and resolve them or merge them into 
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11rn· tensions. Also, in clearest demonstration of the <lif
t nmce between materials and elements, we hear some-
1Iii11 g in music that does not exist outside of it at all: 
·.11stained rest. If a figure ascends to a resting tone, the 
.1< ·t ual motion of the air is faster on that resting tone than 
111ywhere else in the passage; but what we hear is 
• '1:111geless continuity in time, sustained rest. 

Sonorous moving forms-"tonend bewegte Formen," 
·" I Ianslick said-are the elements of music. The 
111.rterials of music, on the other hand, are sounds of a 
c nrain pitch, loudness, overtone mixture, and metro-
11 "111 ic length. In artistic production, the composer's 
111:1rcrials must be completely swallowed up in the illu
.,j, in they create, in which henceforth we find only 
illusory elements, but not-except through technical 
111tl:rest and workmanlil{e attention-the arrangement of 
111:1rcrials. The illusory elements are figures, motions, and 
'' hat we call "colors," "spaces," tensions and resolutions, 
1 l·sring tones, emptiness, beginnings and ends. 

I think the confusion between materials and elements 
i\ the crux of most difficulties in art theory, and even 
the cause of some practical errors that arise from super-
1 i cial theory. As long as you think of music in terms of 
.1rTanged tonal material, you are ridden with all the 
1 r:1ditional problems of what to allow or not to allow, 
'if pure or impure music, hybrid arts, classical patterns 
.111d free combinations, and so on. But as soon as you 
r hink of it as moving tonal forms creating an organic, 
purely virtual image of subjective time in its passage, 
r licse problems evaporate. Anything belongs to music 
1 liat helps to make, sustain, and articulate the illusion; 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

noises as well as tones, words, even dramatic actions. 
There is no impure music, but only good and bad music. 
Bad music may be made of pure tones in quite orthodox 
arrangement; good and absolutely pure music may need 
the support of words, as plain chant does, or completely 
swallow actions and scenes, persons and decor, as Mo
zart's operas do. 

Furthermore, the belief that in order to express 
"modern feeling" you need new tone-producing devices, 
and that the modern composer has some obligation to 
explore all the new sonorous possibilities that science 
puts at his disposal, seems to me to be fallacious. He has 
the right to use any materials he likes; but even if he 
wants to express emotional conditions of which his 
forbears knew nothing, he may or may not need new 
sounds. His purpose is to create new elements, and how 
he will do it is a problem for his tonal imagination and 
his conception of feeling. 

But the moral of this disquisition is not for the com
poser alone. The audience, too, is prone to be misled by 
the reverberations of incoherent art theory that one gets 
in program notes and criticism. Most auditors at con
certs are sure they cannot understand the way modem 
music is "put together." They think that in order to 
appreciate it they must be able to detect the structure, 
name the chords, recognize all its devices, and spot the 
instruments that are used in each passage. Such percep
tion is really a natural result of shopwork, and also to 
some extent of much concert-going; but it is not a 
requisite for musical intuition. What the audience should 
hear is musical elements-created moving forms, or 

40 

CREATION 

even, with apparent immediacy, a flow of life, feeling, 
and emotion in audible passage. Often the actual tonal 
materials are blended so as not to be separately heard, to 
create a tone-quality in which strings and winds, for 
instance, are secret ingredients. The listener, untroubled 
by self-consciousness and an intellectual inferiority
complex, should hear what is created to be heard. I think 
the greater part of a modem audience listening to con
temporary music tend to listen so much for new har
monies and odd rhythms and for new tone-mixtures that 
they never receive the illusion of time made audible, and 
of its great movement and subordinate play of tensions, 
naively and musically at all. 

Now in conclusion, let us return to our main topic. 
Music unfolds in a virtual time created by sound, a 

dynamic flow given directly and, as a rule, purely to the 
car. This virtual time, which is an image not of clock
time, but of lived time, is the primary illusion of music. 
In it melodies move and harmonies grow and rhythms 
prevail, with the logic of an organic living structure. 
Virtual time is to music what virtual space is to plastic 
art: its very stuff, organized by the tonal forms that 
create it. 

Every great order of art has its own primary illusion; 
that is what sets the great orders apart. There are many 
criss-cross relations among them-relations between 
music and poetry, between poetry and plastic design, and 
so forth. To insist ab initio that the fundamental distinc
tions among the several art genders are unimportant 
does not make their close interrelations more evident or 
more lucid; on the contrary, it makes them inscrutable. 
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PROBLEMS OF ART 

The unity of art is then asserted as an article of faith, 
instead of a reasonable proposition, as I find it to be. 

But the principle of creation is the same in all the arts, 
even if that which is created differs from one to an
other. Every work of art is wholly a creation; it does 
not have illusory and actual elements commingling in 
it. Materials are actual, but art elements are always 
virtual; and it is elements that an artist composes into an 
apparition, an expressive form. 

Because this form is given either to just one sense, or 
to imagination (as poetry is), or is given so forcibly 
to sense that its other properties become irrelevant (as 
a fine vase or a beautiful building presents itself so 
emphatically to the eye that it acts like a vision), we 
see this sensuous or poetic form in abstracto, that is, we 
really perceive the form, instead of merely using it in 
a half-conscious way as an indication of a physical thing 
or a fact. The artistic abstraction of form for experience 
is made by creating a pure apparition that has, or seems 
to have, no practical involvements at all. That is the 
cardinal function of illusion. Such illusion is neither 
deception nor make-believe; it is exactly the opposite, 
make-not-believe, though it does not invite unbelief, 
either. It just cancels the usual process of factual judg
ment, and with it all inclination to go beyond the vision, 
the expressive form, to something else. 

Once the work is seen purely as a form, its symbolic 
character-its logical resemblance to the dynamic forms 
of life-is self-evident. We need not even take discursive 
account of it; we see or hear unity, organic integrity, 
development, growth, and feeling "expressed" in the 
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apparition before us. We perceive them when we see or 
hear or read the work, and they seem to be directly 
contained in it, not symbolized by it. The work itself 
takes on the semblance of life: when artists speak of 
"living form" they mean something in art, not in biology. 
But that is tomorrow's problem. 
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