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SECTION 1






TRAGEDY AND THE WHOLE TRUTH

There were six of them, the best and bravest of the hero’s com-
panions. Turning back from his post in the bows, Odysseus
was in time to see them lifted, struggling, into the air, to hear
their screams, the desperate repetition of his own name. The
survivors could only look on, helplessly, while Scylla “at the
mouth of her cave devoured them, still screaming, still stretch-
ing out their hands to me in the frightful struggle.” And
Odysseus adds that it was the most dreadful and lamentable
sight he ever saw in all his “explorings of the passes of the
sea.” We can believe it; Homer’s brief description (the too
poetical simile is a later interpolation) convinces us.

Later, the danger passed, Odysseus and his men went
ashore for the night, and, on the Sicilian beach, prepared
their supper — prepared it, says Homer, “expertly.” The
Twelfth Book of the Odyssey concludes with these words:
“When they had satisfied their thirst and hunger, they thought
of their dear companions and wept, and in the midst of their
tears sleep came gently upon them.”

The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth —
how rarely the older literatures ever told it! Bits of the truth,
yes; every good book gives us bits of the truth, would not be
a good book if it did nor. But the whole truth, no. Of the
great writers of the past incredibly few have given us that.
Homer — the Homer of the Odyssey — is one of those few.

“Truth?” you question. “For example, 2 + 2 = 4?7 Or
Queen Victoria came to the throne in 18377 Or light travels
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at the rate of 187,000 miles a second?” No, obviously, you
won’t find much of that sort of thing in literature. The
“truth” of which I was speaking just now is in fact no more
than an acceptable verisimilitude. When the experiences
recorded in a piece of literature correspond fairly closely with
our own actual experiences, or with what I may call our
potential experiences — experiences, that is to say, which
we feel (as the result of a more or less explicit process of
inference from known facts) that we might have had — we say,
inaccurately no doubt: “This piece of writing is true.” But
this, of course, is not the whole story. The record of a case
in a text-book of psychology is scientifically true, in so far as
it is an accurate account of particular events. But it might
also strike the reader as being “true” with regard to himself —
that is to say, acceptable, probable, having a correspondence
with his own actual or potential experiences. But a text-
book of psychology is not a work of art — or only secondarily
and incidentally a work of art. Mere verisimilitude, mere
correspondence of experience recorded by the writer with
experience remembered or imaginable by the reader, is not
enough to make a work of art seem “true.” Good art possesses
a kind of super-truth — is more probable, more acceptable,
more convincing than fact itself. Naturally; for the artist is
endowed with a sensibility and a power of communication,
a capacity to “put things across,” which events and the
majority of people to whom events happen, do not possess.
Experience teaches only the teachable, who are by no means
as numerous as Mrs. Micawber’s papa’s favourite proverb
would lead us to suppose. Artists are eminently teachable
and also eminently teachers. They receive from events much
more than most men receive and they can transmit what
they have received with a peculiar penetrative force, which
drives their communication deep into the reader’s mind. One
of our most ordinary reactions to a good piece of literary art
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is expressed in the formula: “This is what I have always felt
and thought, but have never been able to put clearly into
words, even for myself.”

We are now in a position to explain what we mean, when
we say that Homer is a writer who tells the Whole Truth.
We mean that the experiences he records correspond fairly
closely with our own actual or potential experiences — and
correspond with our experiences not on a single limited sector,
but all along the line of our physical and spiritual being. And
we also mean that Homer records these experiences with a
penetrative artistic force that makes them seem peculiarly
acceptable and convincing.

So much, then, for truth in literature. Homer’s, I repeat,
is the Whole Truth. Consider how almost any other of the
great poets would have concluded the story of Scylla’s attack
on the passing ship. Six men, remember, have been taken
and devoured before the eyes of their friends. In any other
poem but the Odyssey, what would the survivors have done?
They would, of course, have wept, even as Homer made them
weep. But would they previously have cooked their supper,
and cooked it, what’s more, in a masterly fashion? Would
they previously have drunk and eaten to satiety? And after
weeping, or actually while weeping, would they have dropped
quietly off to sleep? No, they most certainly would not have
done any of these things. They would simply have wept,
lamenting their own misfortune and the horrible fate of their
companions, and the Canto would have ended tragically on
their tears.

Homer, however, preferred to tell the Whole Truth. He
knew that even the most cruelly bereaved must eat; that
hunger is stronger than sorrow and that its satisfaction takes
precedence even of tears. He knew that experts continue
to act expertly and to find satisfaction in their accomplish-
ment, even when friends have just been eaten, even when the
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accomplishment is only cooking the supper. He knew that,
when the belly is full (and only when the belly is full), men
can afford to grieve, and that sorrow after supper is almost
a luxury. And finally he knew that, even as hunger takes
precedence of grief, so fatigue, supervening, cuts short its
career and drowns it in a sleep all the sweeter for bringing
forgetfulness of bereavement. In a word, Homer refused to
treat the theme tragically. He preferred to tell the Whole
Truth.

Another author who preferred to tell the Whole Truth
was Fielding. Tom Jones is one of the very few Odyssean
books written in Europe between the time of Aeschylus and
the present age; Odyssean, because never tragical; never —
even when painful and disastrous, even when pathetic and
beautiful things are happening. For they do happen; Fielding,
like Homer, admits all the facts, shirks nothing. Indeed, it
is precisely because these authors shirk nothing that their
books are not tragical. For among the things they don’t shirk
are the irrelevancies which, in actual life, always temper the
situations and characters that writers of tragedy insist on
keeping chemically pure. Consider, for example, the case
of Sophy Western, that most charming, most nearly perfect
of young women. Fielding, it is obvious, adored her (she is
said to have been created in the image of his first, much-
loved wife). But in spite of his adoration, he refused to
turn her into one of those chemically pure and, as it were,
focussed beings who do not suffer in the world of tragedy.
That innkeeper who lifted the weary Sophia from her horse
— what need had he to fall? In no tragedy would he (nay,
could he) have collapsed beneath her weight. For, to begin
with, in the tragical context weight is an irrelevance; heroines
should be above the law of gravitation. But that is not all;
let the reader now remember what were the results of his
fall. Tumbling flat on his back, he pulled Sophia down on top
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of him — his belly was a cushion, so that, happily she came
to no bodily harm — pulled her down head first. But head
first is necessarily legs last; there was a momentary display
of the most ravishing charms; the bumpkins at the inn door
grinned and guffawed; poor Sophia, when they picked her up,
was blushing in an agony of embarrassment and wounded
modesty. There is nothing intrinsically improbable about
this incident, which is stamped, indeed, with all the marks
of literary truth. But however true, it is an incident which
could never, never have happened to a heroine of tragedy.
It would never have been allowed to happen. But Fielding
refused to impose the tragedian’s veto; he shirked nothing —
neither the intrusion of irrelevant absurdities into the midst
of romance or disaster, nor any of life’s no less irrelevantly
painful interruptions of the course of happiness. He did not
want to be a tragedian. And, sure enough, that brief and
pearly gleam of Sophia’s charming posterior was sufficient to
scare the Muse of Tragedy out of Tom Jones just as, more
than five and twenty centuries before, the sight of stricken
men first eating, then remembering to weep, then forgetting
their tears in slumber had scared her out of the Odyssey.

In his Principles of Literary Criticism Mr. I. A. Richards
affirms that good tragedy is proof against irony and irrel-
evance — that it can absorb anything into itself and still
remain tragedy. Indeed, he seems to make of this capacity
to absorb the untragical and the anti-tragical a touchstone
of tragic merit. Thus tried, practically all Greek, all French
and most Elizabethan tragedies are found wanting. Only the
best of Shakespeare can stand the test. So, at least, says
Mr. Richards. Is he right? I have often had my doubts. The
tragedies of Shakespeare are veined, it is true, with irony
and an often terrifying cynicism; but the cynicism is always
heroic idealism turned neatly inside out, the irony is a kind
of photographic negative of heroic romance. Turn Troilus’s
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white into black and all his blacks into white and you have
Thersites. Reversed, Othello and Desdemona become Iago.
White Ophelia’s negative is the irony of Hamlet, is the ingen-
uous bawdry of her own mad songs; just as the cynicism of
mad King Lear is the black shadow-replica of Cordelia. Now,
the shadow, the photographic negative of a thing is in no
sense irrelevant to it. Shakespeare’s ironies and cynicisms
serve to deepen his tragic world, but not to widen it. If
they had widened it, as the Homeric irrelevancies widened
out the universe of the Odyssey — why, then, the world of
Shakespearean tragedy would automatically have ceased to
exist. For example, a scene showing the bereaved Macduff
eating his supper, growing melancholy, over the whisky, with
thoughts of his murdered wife and children, and then, with
lashes still wet, dropping off to sleep, would be true enough to
life; but it would not be true to tragic art. The introduction
of such a scene would change the whole quality of the play;
treated in this Odyssean style, Macbeth would cease to be
a tragedy. Or take the case of Desdemona. Iago’s bestially
cynical remarks about her character are in no sense, as we
have seen, irrelevant to the tragedy. They present us with
negative images of her real nature and of the feelings she has
for Othello. These negative images are always hers, are always
recognizably the property of the heroine-victim of a tragedy.
Whereas, if, springing ashore at Cyprus, she had tumbled,
as the no less exquisite Sophia was to tumble, and revealed
the inadequacies of sixteenth-century underclothing, the play
would no longer be the Othello we know. lago might breed
a family of little cynics and the existing dose of bitterness
and savage negation be doubled and trebled; Othello would
still remain fundamentally Othello. But a few Fieldingesque
irrelevancies would destroy it — destroy it, that is to say, as
a tragedy; for there would be nothing to prevent it from
becoming a magnificent drama of some other kind. For the
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fact is that tragedy and what I have called the Whole Truth
are not compatible; where one is, the other is not. There
are certain things which even the best, even Shakespearean
tragedy, cannot absorb into itself.

To make a tragedy the artist must isolate a single element
out of the totality of human experience and use that exclu-
sively as his material. Tragedy is something that is separated
out from the Whole Truth, distilled from it, so to speak,
as an essence is distilled from the living flower. Tragedy is
chemically pure. Hence its power to act quickly and intensely
on our feelings. All chemically pure art has this power to act
upon us quickly and intensely. Thus, chemically pure pornog-
raphy (on the rare occasions when it happens to be written
convincingly, by some one who has the gift of “putting things
across”) is a quick-acting emotional drug of incomparably
greater power than the Whole Truth about sensuality, or even
(for many people) than the tangible and carnal reality itself.
It is because of its chemical purity that tragedy so effectively
performs its function of catharsis. It refines and corrects and
gives a style to our emotional life, and does so swiftly, with
power. Brought into contact with tragedy, the elements of
our being fall, for the moment at any rate, into an ordered
and beautiful pattern, as the iron filings arrange themselves
under the influence of the magnet. Through all its individual
variations, this pattern is always fundamentally of the same
kind. From the reading or the hearing of a tragedy we rise
with the feeling that

Our friends are exultations, agonies,
And love, and man’s unconquerable mind;

with the heroic conviction that we too would be unconquer-
able if subjected to the agonies, that in the midst of the
agonies we too should continue to love, might even learn to
exult. It is because it does these things to us that tragedy is
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felt to be so valuable. What are the values of Wholly-Truthful
art? What does it do to us that seems worth doing? Let us
try to discover.

Wholly-Truthful art overflows the limits of tragedy and
shows us, if only by hints and implications, what happened
before the tragic story began, what will happen after it
is over, what is happening simultaneously elsewhere (and
“elsewhere” includes all those parts of the minds and bodies
of the protagonists not immediately engaged in the tragic
struggle). Tragedy is an arbitrarily isolated eddy on the
surface of a vast river that flows on majestically, irresistibly,
around, beneath, and to either side of it. Wholly-Truthful art
contrives to imply the existence of the entire river as well as
of the eddy. It is quite different from tragedy, even though it
may contain, among other constituents, all the elements from
which tragedy is made. (The “same thing” placed in different
contexts, loses its identity and becomes, for the perceiving
mind, a succession of different things.) In Wholly-Truthful art
the agonies may be just as real, love and the unconquerable
mind just as admirable, just as important, as in tragedy. Thus,
Scylla’s victims suffer as painfully as the monster-devoured
Hippolytus in Phédre; the mental anguish of Tom Jones when
he thinks he has lost his Sophia, and lost her by his own
fault, is hardly less than that of Othello after Desdemona’s
murder. (The fact that Fielding’s power of “putting things
across” is by no means equal to Shakespeare’s, is, of course,
merely an accident.) But the agonies and indomitabilities
are placed by the Wholly-Truthful writer in another, wider
context, with the result that they cease to be the same as the
intrinsically identical agonies and indomitabilities of tragedy.
Consequently, Wholly-Truthful art produces in us an effect
quite different from that produced by tragedy. Our mood,
when we have read a Wholly-Truthful book, is never one
of heroic exultation; it is one of resignation, of acceptance.

10
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(Acceptance can also be heroic.) Being chemically impure,
Wholly-Truthful literature cannot move us as quickly and
intensely as tragedy or any other kind of chemically pure art.
But I believe that its effects are more lasting. The exultations
that follow the reading or hearing of a tragedy are in the
nature of temporary inebriations. Our being cannot long
hold the pattern imposed by tragedy. Remove the magnet
and the filings tend to fall back into confusion. But the
pattern of acceptance and resignation imposed upon us by
Wholly-Truthful literature, though perhaps less unexpectedly
beautiful in design, is (for that very reason perhaps) more
stable. The catharsis of tragedy is violent and apocalyptic;
but the milder catharsis of Wholly-Truthful literature is
lasting.

In recent times literature has become more and more
acutely conscious of the Whole Truth — of the great oceans
of irrelevant things, events and thoughts stretching endlessly
away in every direction from whatever island point (a char-
acter, a story) the author may choose to contemplate. To
impose the kind of arbitrary limitations, which must be im-
posed by any one who wants to write a tragedy, has become
more and more difficult — is now indeed, for those who are at
all sensitive to contemporaneity, almost impossible. This does
not mean, of course, that the modern writer must confine
himself to a merely naturalistic manner. One can imply the
existence of the Whole Truth without laboriously cataloguing
every object within sight. A book can be written in terms
of pure phantasy and yet, by implication, tell the Whole
Truth. Of all the important works of contemporary literature
not one is a pure tragedy. There is no contemporary writer
of significance who does not prefer to state or imply the
Whole Truth. However different one from another in style, in
ethical, philosophical and artistic intention, in the scales of
values accepted, contemporary writers have this in common,

11
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that they are interested in the Whole Truth. Proust, D. H.
Lawrence, André Gide, Kafka, Hemingway — here are five
obviously significant and important contemporary writers.
Five authors as remarkably unlike one another as they could
well be. They are at one only in this: that none of them
has written a pure tragedy, that all are concerned with the
Whole Truth.

I have sometimes wondered whether tragedy, as a form
of art, may not be doomed. But the fact that we are still
profoundly moved by the tragic masterpieces of the past —
that we can be moved, against our better judgment, even by
the bad tragedies of the contemporary stage and film — makes
me think that the day of chemically pure art is not over.
Tragedy happens to be passing through a period of eclipse,
because all the significant writers of our age are too busy
exploring the newly discovered, or re-discovered, world of the
Whole Truth to be able to pay any attention to it. But there
is no good reason to believe that this state of things will last
for ever. Tragedy is too valuable to be allowed to die. There
is no reason, after all, why the two kinds of literature — the
Chemically Impure and the Chemically Pure, the literature of
the Whole Truth and the literature of Partial Truth — should
not exist simultaneously, each in its separate sphere. The
human spirit has need of both.

12
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From pure sensation to the intuition of beauty, from pleasure
and pain to love and the mystical ecstasy and death — all
the things that are fundamental, all the things that, to the
human spirit, are most profoundly significant can only be
experienced, not expressed. The rest is always and everywhere
silence.

After silence that which comes nearest to expressing the
inexpressible is music. (And, significantly, silence is an inte-
gral part of all good music. Compared with Beethoven’s or
Mozart’s, the ceaseless torrent of Wagner’s music is very poor
in silence. Perhaps that is one of the reasons why it seems so
much less significant than theirs. It “says” less because it is
always speaking.)

In a different mode, on another plane of being, music is
the equivalent of some of man’s most significant and most
inexpressible experiences. By mysterious analogy it evokes in
the mind of the listener, sometimes the phantom of these ex-
periences, sometimes even the experiences themselves in their
full force of life — it is a question of intensity; the phantom is
dim, the reality, near and burning. Music may call up either;
it is chance or providence which decides. The intermittences
of the heart are subject to no known law. Another peculiarity
of music is its capacity (shared to some extent by all the
other arts) to evoke experiences as perfect wholes (perfect
and whole, that is to say, in respect to each listener’s capac-
ity to have any given experience), however partial, however

13
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obscurely confused may have been the originals thus recalled.
We are grateful to the artist, especially the musician, for
“saying clearly what we have always felt, but never been able
to express.” Listening to expressive music, we have, not of
course the artist’s original experience (which is quite beyond
us, for grapes do not grow on thistles), but the best expe-
rience in its kind of which our nature is capable — a better
and completer experience than in fact we ever had before
listening to the music.

Music’s ability to express the inexpressible was recognized
by the greatest of all verbal artists. The man who wrote
Othello and The Winter’s Tale was capable of uttering in
words whatever words can possibly be made to signify. And
yet (I am indebted here to a very interesting essay by Mr.
Wilson Knight) and yet whenever something in the nature
of a mystical emotion or intuition had to be communicated,
Shakespeare regularly called upon music to help him to “put it
across.” My own infinitesimally small experience of theatrical
production convinces me that, if he chose his music well, he
need never have called upon it in vain.

In the last act of the play which was drawn from my novel,
Point Counter Point, selections from the slow movement of
the Beethoven A minor quartet take their place as an integral
part of the drama. Neither the play nor the music is mine;
so that I am at liberty to say that the effect of the Heilige
Dankgesang, when actually played during the performance,
was to my mind, at least, prodigious.

“Had we but world enough and time...” But those are
precisely the things that the theatre cannot give us. From the
abbreviated play it was necessary to omit almost all the im-
plied or specified “counter” which, in the novel, tempered, or
at least was intended to temper, the harshness of the “points.”
The play, as a whole, was curiously hard and brutal. Bursting
suddenly into this world of almost unmitigated harshness, the

14
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Heilige Dankgesang seemed like the manifestation of some-
thing supernatural. It was as though a god had really and
visibly descended, awful and yet reassuring, mysteriously
wrapped in the peace that passes all understanding, divinely
beautiful.

My novel might have been the Book of Job and its adapter,
Mr. Campbell Dixon, the author of Macbeth; but whatever
our capacities, whatever pains we might have taken, we should
have found it absolutely impossible to express by means of
words or dramatic action what those three or four minutes
of violin playing made somehow so luminously manifest to
any sensitive listener.

When the inexpressible had to be expressed, Shakespeare
laid down his pen and called for music. And if the music
should also fail? Well, there was always silence to fall back
on. For always, always and everywhere, the rest is silence.

15



ART AND THE OBVIOUS

All great truths are obvious truths. But not all obvious
truths are great truths. Thus it is to the last degree obvious
that life is short and destiny uncertain. It is obvious that,
to a great extent, happiness depends on oneself and not on
external circumstances. It is obvious that parents generally
love their children and that men and women are attracted one
to another in a variety of ways. It is obvious that many people
enjoy the country and are moved by the varying aspects of
nature to feel elation, awe, tenderness, gaiety, melancholy.
It is obvious that most men and women are attached to
their homes and countries, to the beliefs which they were
taught in childhood and the moral code of their tribe. All
these, I repeat, are obvious truths and all are great truths,
because they are universally significant, because they refer
to fundamental characteristics of human nature.

But there is another class of obvious truths — the obvious
truths which, lacking eternal significance and having no refer-
ence to the fundamentals of human nature, cannot be called
great truths. Thus, it is obvious to any one who has ever
been there or even remotely heard of the place, that there
are a great many automobiles in New York and a number
of very lofty buildings. It is obvious that evening frocks are
longer this year and that very few men wear top hats or high
starched collars. It is obvious that you can fly from London
to Paris in two and a half hours, that there is a periodical
called the Saturday Evening Post, that the earth is round,

16
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and that Mr. Wrigley makes chewing-gum. In spite of their
obviousness, at any rate at the present time — for a time may
come when evening frocks, whether long or short, will not
be worn at all and when the motor car will be a museum
curiosity, like the machines in Erewhon — these truths are not
great truths. They might cease to be true without human
nature being in the least changed in any of its fundamentals.

Popular art makes use, at the present time, of both classes
of obvious truths — of the little obviousnesses as well as of
the great. Little obviousnesses fill (at a moderate computa-
tion) quite half of the great majority of contemporary novels,
stories, and films. The great public derives an extraordinary
pleasure from the mere recognition of familiar objects and
circumstances. It tends to be somewhat disquieted by works
of pure phantasy, whose subject-matter is drawn from other
worlds than that in which it lives, moves, and has its daily
being. Films must have plenty of real Ford cars and gen-
uine policemen and indubitable trains. Novels must contain
long descriptions of exactly those rooms, those streets, those
restaurants and shops and offices with which the average man
and woman are most familiar. Each reader, each member of
the audience must be able to say — with what a solid satisfac-
tion! — “Ah, there’s a real Ford, there’s a policeman, that’s a
drawing-room exactly like the Browns’ drawing-room.” Rec-
ognizableness is an artistic quality which most people find
profoundly thrilling.

Nor are small obvious truths the only obviousnesses ap-
preciated by the public at large. It also demands the great
obvious truths. It demands from the purveyors of art the
most definite statements as to the love of mothers for chil-
dren, the goodness of honesty as a policy, the uplifting effects
produced by the picturesque beauties of nature on tourists
from large cities, the superiority of marriages of affection to
marriages of interest, the brevity of human existence, the

17
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beauty of first love and so forth. It requires a constantly re-
peated assurance of the validity of these great obvious truths.
And the purveyors of popular art do what is asked of them.
They state the great, obvious, unchanging truths of human
nature — but state them, alas, in most cases with an emphatic
incompetence, which, to the sensitive reader, makes their af-
firmations exceedingly distasteful and even painful. Thus, the
fact that mothers love their children is, as I have pointed out,
one of the great obvious truths. But when this great obvious
truth is affirmed in a nauseatingly treacly mammy-song, in
a series of soulful close-ups, in a post-Wilcoxian lyric or a
page of magazine-story prose, the sensitive can only wince
and avert their faces, blushing with a kind of vicarious shame
for the whole of humanity.

The great obvious truths have often, in the past, been
stated with a repellent emphasis, in tones that made them
seem — for such is the almost magical power of artistic in-
competence — not great truths, but great and frightful lies.
But never in the past have these artistic outrages been so
numerous as at present. This is due to several causes. To
begin with, the spread of education, of leisure, of economic
well-being has created an unprecedented demand for popular
art. As the number of good artists is always strictly limited,
it follows that this demand has been in the main supplied
by bad artists. Hence the affirmations of the great obvious
truths have been in general incompetent and therefore odious.
It is possible, also, that the break-up of all the old traditions,
the mechanization of work and leisure (from both of which
creative effort has now, for the vast majority of civilized men
and women, been banished), have had a bad effect on popu-
lar taste and popular emotional sensibility. But in any case,
whatever the causes, the fact remains that the present age has
produced a hitherto unprecedented quantity of popular art
(popular in the sense that it is made for the people, but not

18
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— and this is the modern tragedy — by the people), and that
this popular art is composed half of the little obvious truths,
stated generally with a careful and painstaking realism, half
of the great obvious truths, stated for the most part (since
it is very hard to give them satisfactory expression) with an
incompetence, which makes them seem false and repellent.

On some of the most sensitive and self-conscious artists of
our age, this state of affairs has had a curious and, I believe,
unprecedented effect. They have become afraid of all obvi-
ousness, the great as well as the little. At every period, it is
true, many artists have been afraid — or, perhaps it would
be more accurate to say, have been contemptuous — of the
little obvious truths. In the history of the arts naturalism is
a relatively rare phenomenon; judged by any standard of sta-
tistical normality, Caravaggio and the Victorian academician
were artistic freaks. The unprecedented fact is this: some of
the most sensitive artists of our age have rejected not merely
external realism (for which we may be rather thankful), but
even what I may call internal realism; they refuse to take
cognizance in their art of most of the most significant facts of
human nature. The excesses of popular art have filled them
with a terror of the obvious — even of the obvious sublimities
and beauties and marvels. Now, about nine-tenths of life
are made up precisely of the obvious. Which means that
there are sensitive modern artists who are compelled, by their
disgust and fear, to confine themselves to the exploitation of
only a tiny fraction of existence.

The most self-conscious of contemporary artistic centres is
Paris, and it is, as we should expect, in Paris that this strange
new fear of the obvious has borne the most striking fruits.
But what is true of Paris is also true of the other artistic
capitals of the world. Either because they are deliberately
imitating French models, or else because they have been
driven by similar circumstances to make a similar reaction.

19
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The advanced art of other countries differs from the advanced
art of France only in being rather less deliberate and less
thorough-going. In every country, but in France a little
more clearly than elsewhere, we see how the same fear of the
obvious has produced the same effects. We see the plastic
arts stripped of all their “literary” qualities, pictures and
statues reduced to their strictly formal elements. We listen
to a music from which almost every expression of a tragical, a
mournful, a tender sentiment has been excluded — a music that
has deliberately confined itself to the expression of physical
energy, of the lyricism of speed and mechanical motion. Both
music and the visual arts are impregnated to a greater or
less extent with that new topsy-turvy romanticism, which
exalts the machine, the crowd, the merely muscular body, and
despises the soul and solitude and nature. Advanced literature
is full of the same reversed romanticism. Its subject-matter is
arbitrarily simplified by the exclusion of all the great eternal
obviousnesses of human nature. This process is justified
theoretically by a kind of philosophy of history which affirms
— quite gratuitously and, I am convinced, quite falsely — that
human nature has radically changed in the last few years and
that the modern man is, or at least ought to be, radically
different from his ancestors. Nor is it only in regard to
subject-matter that the writer’s fear of the obvious manifests
itself. He has a terror of the obvious in his artistic medium —
a terror which leads him to make laborious efforts to destroy
the gradually perfected instrument of language. Those who
are completely and ruthlessly logical parade a total nihilism
and would like to see the abolition of all art, all science, and
all organized society whatsoever. It is extraordinary to what
lengths a panic fear can drive its victims.

Almost all that is most daring in contemporary art is
thus seen to be the fruit of terror — the terror, in an age
of unprecedented vulgarity, of the obvious. The spectacle
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of so much fear-inspired boldness is one which I find rather
depressing. If young artists really desire to offer proof of
their courage they should attack the monster of obviousness
and try to conquer it, try to reduce it to a state of artistic
domestication, not timorously run away from it. For the
great obvious truths are there — facts. Those who deny
their existence, those who proclaim that human nature has
changed since August 4, 1914, are merely rationalizing their
terrors and disgusts. Popular art gives a deplorably beastly
expression to the obvious; sensitive men and women hate
this beastly expression; therefore, by a natural but highly
unscientific process, they affirm that the things so hatefully
expressed do not exist. But they do exist, as any dispassionate
survey of the facts makes clear. And since they exist, they
should be faced, fought with, and reduced to artistic order.
By pretending that certain things are not there, which in
fact are there, much of the most accomplished modern art is
condemning itself to incompleteness, to sterility, to premature
decrepitude and death.
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“AND WANTON OPTICS
ROLL THE MELTING EYE”

The sunrise was magnificent. The luminary of day,
like a disc of metal gilded by the Tuolz process, came
up from the Ocean, as from an immense voltaic bath.
JULES VERNE.

Poetry and Science: a marriage has been arranged — again
and again, in the minds of how many ambitious young men
of letters! But either the engagement was broken off; or else,
if consummated, the marriage was fertile only of abortions.
Education, The Sugar Cane, The Loves of the Plants, Cyder,
The Fleece — their forgotten names are legion.

On what conditions is the marriage possible? Let Words-
worth answer. “The remotest discoveries of the chemist, the
botanist, or the mineralogist, will be as proper objects of
the poet’s art as any upon which he is now employed, if the
time should ever come when these things shall be manifestly
and palpably material to us as enjoying and suffering beings.”
Poetry can be made out of science, but only when the con-
templation of scientific facts has modified the pattern, not
only of the poet’s intellectual beliefs, but of his spiritual exis-
tence as a whole — his “inscape,” as Father Hopkins calls it.
Information which has modified the poet’s existence-pattern
may be expected (when skilfully “put across” in terms of
art) to modify the existence-pattern of his reader. In good
scientific poetry the science is there, not primarily for its own
sake, but because it is a modifier of existence-pattern. Bad
scientific poetry is of two kinds: that in which the science is
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meant to be a modifier of existence-patterns, but owing to
the poet’s incompetence as a communicator, fails to do what
it was meant to do; and that in which the science is there
primarily for its own sake, and not to produce an effect on
existence-patterns. Most professedly didactic poems are of
this type.

Gnomes, as you now dissect with hammers fine
The granite rock, the noduled flint calcine;

Grind with strong arm the circling Cherts betwixt,
Your pure Kaolin and Petuntses mixt.

The scientific information contained by implication in these
lines would be much more effectively communicated in the
prose of a geological text-book. Textbook prose exists for the
purpose of imparting information as accurately as possible.
To inform is only a secondary function of poetical language,
which exists primarily as an instrument for the modification
of existence-patterns.

Information about kaolin is not likely to modify the ex-
istence-pattern of any normally constituted human being,
however learned in geology — though of course a lyrical poet
who happened to be so learned might use a fact about kaolin
to illuminate a wholly non-geological theme. The univer-
sally knowledgeable Donne made use of the most “remote
discoveries” of the scientists of his time as illustrations and
enrichments. Kaolin, or its equivalents, helped him to “put
across” what he felt about love, God, death, and many other
pattern-modifying matters. It was as a suffering and enjoying
man that he made use of his knowledge. The didactic poets,
on the contrary, were, in almost all cases, primarily students.
“The Botanic Garden” and “The Economy of Vegetation” pro-
vide no internal evidence to show that Erasmus Darwin’s
general “inscape” was modified by what he had learnt about
kaolin and the like.
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There is much rhymed astronomy in the Divine Comedy;
but it is never, like Erasmus Darwin’s rhymed botany and
rhymed geology, ridiculous. Why is this? In the first place,
Dante had an incomparable capacity for “putting things
across.” And in the second place, that which he put across
was not merely scientific information; it was always scientific
information that had modified the pattern of Dante’s whole
existence. “An infidel astronomer is mad.” For Dante, it
is evident, the heavens (the ptolemaic heavens in all their
intricate detail of sphere and epicycle) proclaimed the glory
of God. The most unlikely piece of information about the
sun or the stars was never merely a piece of out-of-the-way
information; it was indissolubly a part of that religious system
which patterned the whole of Dante’s existence. Most of us
are ignorant where Dante was learned and sceptical about
what he believed. Consequently, in such lines as —

Surge at mortali per diverse foci
la lucerna del mondo; ma da quella,
che quattro cerchi giunge con tre croci,
con miglior corso e con migliore stella
esce congiunta.

we are struck only by the musically perfect language and a
certain oracular obscurity of utterance, intrinsically poetical
(for the musically incomprehensible is always charged with a
certain magical power). But this abracadabra of circles and
crosses has a scientific meaning, this riddle is a statement of
fact. Dante evidently liked conveying information in terms
of riddles. Where, as in the present case, the riddling infor-
mation is about the “remotest discoveries” of astronomy, no
one who does not know it in advance can possibly guess the
answer to the enigma. Most of the Divine Comedy cannot be
fully understood except by those who have a special culture.
(The same is true of more or less considerable parts of many
other poems.)
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Solving riddles is an occupation that appeals to almost
all of us. All poetry consists, to a greater or less extent, of
riddles, to which the answers are occasionally, as in Dante’s
case, scientific or metaphysical. One of the pleasures we
derive from poetry is precisely the crossword puzzler’s delight
in working out a problem. For certain people, this pleasure
is peculiarly intense. Nature’s puzzle solvers, they tend to
value poetry in proportion as it is obscure. I have known
such people who, too highbrow to indulge in the arduous
imbecilities of cross-word and acrostic, sought satisfaction for
an imperious yearning in the sonnets of Mallarmé and the
more eccentric verses of Gerard Hopkins.

To return to our circles and crosses: when you have suf-
ficiently mugged up the notes to your Paradiso you realize
that, when he wrote those lines, Dante was saying some-
thing extremely definite, and that he must have had before
his inward eye a very precise and (what is poetically more
important) a grandiose, a deeply impressive picture of the
entire ptolemaic universe. Six centuries have made of Dante’s
science (even as Chaucer foresaw that they would make of his
own fourteenth-century language) something “wonder nice
and strange.” Past literature is a charnel-house of dead words,
past philosophy a mine of fossil facts and theories.

And yet they spake them so,
And sped as well in love as men now do.

Chaucer protested in advance against oblivion. In vain. His
speech and Dante’s science are dead, forgotten. What readers
has the Divine Comedy now? A few poets, a few lovers of
poetry, a few strayed crossword puzzlers, and, for the rest, a
diminishing band of culture-fans and erudition-snobs. These
last feel as triumphantly superior in their exclusive learning
as would the social snob if, alone of all his acquaintance, he
had met the Prince of Wales, or could speak of Mr. Michael
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Arlen by his pet name. Even in Dante’s day the cultured
few who knew offhand that “da quella, che giunge quattro
cerchi con tre croci” was the esoteric pet name of sunrise
at the equinox must have felt a certain glow of conscious
superiority. Now, six centuries later, these knowledgeable
ones are justified in going off into positive raptures of self-
satisfaction. Deathless verse dies like all the rest. A good
dose of science can be relied on, as we see in Dante’s case, to
abbreviate its immortality.

An infidel astronomer is mad; but even madder is a believ-
ing and practising one. So, at any rate, Lucretius thought.
That was why he wanted to convert everyone to science. For
most men are sane; convert them, and they will automatically
cease to be pious. The spectacle of human life lying “foully
prostrate upon earth, crushed down by the weight of religion,”
was something that moved Lucretius to righteous anger. His
alm was to destroy the tyrant, to see that religion was “put
under foot and trampled on in turn.” For Dante, the heavens
in all their intricacy of detail movingly proclaimed the glory
of God; for Lucretius they no less movingly proclaimed God’s
impersonality, almost His non-existence. To both poets “the
remotest discoveries” of the scientists were profoundly and
humanly important. The centuries have passed and the sci-
ence of Lucretius and Dante is mostly obsolete and untrue.
In spite of the ardour and enthusiasm with which they wrote,
in spite of their prodigious powers of communication, it is as
students primarily, as archeologists, that we now read what
they composed as suffering and enjoying beings. Leaving
out of account the non-scientific, “human” parts of the two
poems, the only passages in De Rerum Natura and the Divine
Comedy which still move us as their authors meant them to
move, are those in which the poets generalize — those in which,
by statement or implication, they set forth the hypothesis
which their information about “remote discoveries” is sup-
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posed to prove, and proceed to show how this hypothesis, if
accepted, must affect our attitude towards the world, modify
the pattern of our being. Lucretius’s statements of the ma-
terialist and Dante’s of the spiritualist philosophy still have
power to modify our existence-pattern, even though most of
the “facts” on which they based their respective philosophies
are now no more than archeological specimens.

The facts and even the peculiar jargon of science can be of
great service to the writer whose intention is mainly ironical.
Juxtapose two accounts of the same human event, one in
terms of pure science, the other in terms of religion, aesthetics,
passion, even common sense: their discord will set up the
most disquieting reverberations in the mind. Juxtapose, for
example, physiology and mysticism (Mme. Guyon’s ecstasies
were most frequent and most spiritually significant in the
fourth month of her pregnancies); juxtapose acoustics and
the music of Bach (perhaps I may be permitted to refer to the
simultaneously scientific and aesthetic account of a concert
in my novel, Point Counter Point); juxtapose chemistry and
the soul (the ductless glands secrete among other things our
moods, our aspirations, our philosophy of life). This list of
linked incompatibles might be indefinitely prolonged. We
live in a world of non sequiturs. Or rather, we would live in
such a world, if we were always conscious of all the aspects
under which any event can be considered. But in practice,
we are almost never aware of more than one aspect of each
event at a time. Our life is spent first in one watertight
compartment of experience, then in another. The artist
can, if he so desires, break down the bulkheads between the
compartments and so give us a simultaneous view of two or
more of them at a time. So seen, reality looks exceedingly
queer. Which is how the ironist and the perplexed questioner
desire it to look. Laforgue constantly makes use of this
device. All his poetry is a mixture of remote discovery with

27



MUSIC AT NIGHT

near sentiment. Hence its pervading quality of irony. In
the remote future, when a science infinitely better informed
than ours shall have bridged the now enormous gulf between
immediately apprehended qualities, in terms of which we
live, and the merely measurable, ponderable quantities in
terms of which we do our scientific thinking, the Laforguian
method will cease to be ironical. For the juxtaposition will
then be a juxtaposition of compatibles, not of incompatibles.
There will be no curious discord, but a perfectly plain and
simple harmony. But all this is for the future. So far as we
are concerned, the bringing together of remote discoveries
and near feelings is productive of literary effects which we
recognize as ironical.
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Moonless, this June night is all the more alive with stars. Its
darkness is perfumed with faint gusts from the blossoming
lime trees, with the smell of wetted earth and the invisible
greenness of the vines. There is silence; but a silence that
breathes with the soft breathing of the sea and, in the thin
shrill noise of a cricket, insistently, incessantly harps on the
fact of its own deep perfection. Far away, the passage of a
train is like a long caress, moving gently, with an inexorable
gentleness, across the warm living body of the night.

Music, you say; it would be a good night for music. But I
have music here in a box, shut up, like one of those bottled
djinns in the Arabian Nights, and ready at a touch to break
out of its prison. I make the necessary mechanical magic, and
suddenly, by some miraculously appropriate coincidence (for
I had selected the record in the dark, without knowing what
music the machine would play), suddenly the introduction
to the Benedictus in Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis begins to
trace its patterns on the moonless sky.

The Benedictus. Blessed and blessing, this music is in
some sort the equivalent of the night, of the deep and living
darkness, into which, now in a single jet, now in a fine
interweaving of melodies, now in pulsing and almost solid
clots of harmonious sound, it pours itself, stanchlessly pours
itself, like time, like the rising and falling, falling trajectories
of a life. It is the equivalent of the night in another mode
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of being, as an essence is the equivalent of the flowers, from
which it is distilled.

There is, at least there sometimes seems to be, a certain
blessedness lying at the heart of things, a mysterious blessed-
ness, of whose existence occasional accidents or providences
(for me, this night is one of them) make us obscurely, or it
may be intensely, but always fleetingly, alas, always only for
a few brief moments aware. In the Benedictus Beethoven
gives expression to this awareness of blessedness. His music
is the equivalent of this Mediterranean night, or rather of the
blessedness at the heart of the night, of the blessedness as it
would be if it could be sifted clear of irrelevance and accident,
refined and separated out into its quintessential purity.

“Benedictus, benedictus...” One after another the voices
take up the theme propounded by the orchestra and lovingly
meditated through a long and exquisite solo (for the blessed-
ness reveals itself most often to the solitary spirit) by a single
violin. “Benedictus, benedictus...” And then, suddenly, the
music dies; the flying djinn has been rebottled. With a stupid
insect-like insistence, a steel point rasps and rasps the silence.

At school, when they taught us what was technically known
as English, they used to tell us to “express in our own words”
some passage from whatever play of Shakespeare was at the
moment being rammed, with all its annotations — particularly
the annotations — down our reluctant throats. So there we
would sit, a row of inky urchins, laboriously translating “now
silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies” into “now smart silk
clothes lie in the wardrobe,” or “To be or not to be” into “I
wonder whether I ought to commit suicide or not.” When we
had finished, we would hand in our papers, and the presiding
pedagogue would give us marks, more or less, according to
the accuracy with which “our own words” had “expressed”
the meaning of the Bard.
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He ought, of course, to have given us naught all round
with a hundred lines to himself for ever having set us the silly
exercise. Nobody’s “own words,” except those of Shakespeare
himself, can possibly “express” what Shakespeare meant. The
substance of a work of art is inseparable from its form; its
truth and its beauty are two and yet, mysteriously, one. The
verbal expression of even a metaphysic or a system of ethics
is very nearly as much of a work of art as a love poem. The
philosophy of Plato expressed in the “own words” of Jowett
is not the philosophy of Plato; nor in the “own words” of, say,
Billy Sunday, is the teaching of St. Paul St. Paul’s teaching.

“Our own words” are inadequate even to express the mean-
ing of other words; how much more inadequate, when it is
a matter of rendering meanings which have their original
expression in terms of music or one of the visual arts! What,
for example, does music “say”? You can buy at almost any
concert an analytical programme that will tell you exactly.
Much too exactly; that is the trouble. Every analyst has his
own version. Imagine Pharaoh’s dream interpreted succes-
sively by Joseph, by the Egyptian soothsayers, by Freud, by
Rivers, by Adler, by Jung, by Wohlgemuth: it would “say” a
great many different things. Not nearly so many, however, as
the Fifth Symphony has been made to say in the verbiage of
its analysts. Not nearly so many as the Virgin of the Rocks
and the Sistine Madonna have no less lyrically said.

Annoyed by the verbiage and this absurd multiplicity of
attributed “meanings,” some critics have protested that music
and painting signify nothing but themselves; that the only
things they “say” are things, for example, about modulations
and fugues, about colour values and three-dimensional forms.
That they say anything about human destiny or the universe
at large is a notion which these purists dismiss as merely
nonsensical.
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If the purists were right, then we should have to regard
painters and musicians as monsters. For it is strictly impos-
sible to be a human being and not to have views of some
kind about the universe at large, very difficult to be a human
being and not to express those views, at any rate by impli-
cation. Now, it is a matter of observation that painters and
musicians are not monsters, Therefore.... The conclusion
follows, unescapably.

It is not only in programme music and problem pictures
that composers and painters express their views about the
universe. The purest and most abstract artistic creations can
be, in their own peculiar language, as eloquent in this respect
as the most deliberately tendencious.

Compare, for example, a Virgin by Piero della Francesca
with a Virgin by Tura. Two Madonnas — and the current
symbolical conventions are observed by both artists. The
difference, the enormous difference between the two pictures
is a purely pictorial difference, a difference in the forms and
their arrangement, in the disposition of the lines and planes
and masses. To any one in the least sensitive to the eloquence
of pure form, the two Madonnas say utterly different things
about the world.

Piero’s composition is a welding together of smooth and
beautifully balanced solidities. Everything in his universe
is endowed with a kind of supernatural substantiality, is
much more “there” than any object of the actual world could
possibly be. And how sublimely rational, in the noblest,
the most humane acceptation of the word, how orderedly
philosophical is the landscape, are all the inhabitants of
this world! Tt is the creation of a god who “ever plays the
geometer.”

What does she say, this Madonna from San Sepolcro? If I
have not wholly mistranslated the eloquence of Piero’s forms,
she is telling us of the greatness of the human spirit, of its
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power to rise above circumstance and dominate fate. If you
were to ask her, “How shall I be saved?” “By Reason,” she
would probably answer. And, anticipating Milton, “Not only,
not mainly upon the Cross,” she would say, “is Paradise
regained, but in those deserts of utter solitude where man
puts forth the strength of his reason to resist the Fiend.”
This particular mother of Christ is probably not a Christian.

Turn now to Tura’s picture. It is fashioned out of a sub-
stance that is like the living embodiment of flame — flame-flesh,
alive and sensitive and suffering. His surfaces writhe away
from the eye, as though shrinking, as though in pain. The
lines flow intricately with something of that disquieting and,
you feel, magical calligraphy, which characterizes certain Ti-
betan paintings. Look closely; feel your way into the picture,
into the painter’s thoughts and intuitions and emotions. This
man was naked and at the mercy of destiny. To be able to
proclaim the spirit’s stoical independence, you must be able
to raise your head above the flux of things; this man was
sunk in it, overwhelmed. He could introduce no order into his
world; it remained for him a mysterious chaos, fantastically
marbled with patches, now of purest heaven, now of the most
excruciating hell. A beautiful and terrifying world, is this
Madonna’s verdict; a world like the incarnation, the material
projection, of Ophelia’s madness. There are no certainties in
it but suffering and occasional happiness. And as for salva-
tion, who knows the way of salvation? There may perhaps
be miracles, and there is always hope.

The limits of criticism are very quickly reached. When he
has said “in his own words” as much, or rather as little, as
“own words” can say, the critic can only refer his readers to
the original work of art: let them go and see for themselves.
Those who overstep the limit are either rather stupid, vain
people, who love their “own words” and imagine that they
can say in them more than “own words” are able in the nature
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of things to express. Or else they are intelligent people who
happen to be philosophers or literary artists and who find
it convenient to make the criticism of other men’s work a
jumping-off place for their own creativity.

What is true of painting is equally true of music. Music
“says” things about the world, but in specifically musical terms.
Any attempt to reproduce these musical statements “in our
own words” is necessarily doomed to failure. We cannot
isolate the truth contained in a piece of music; for it is a
beauty-truth and inseparable from its partner. The best we
can do is to indicate in the most general terms the nature
of the musical beauty-truth under consideration and to refer
curious truth-seekers to the original. Thus, the introduction
to the Benedictus in the Missa Solemnis is a statement about
the blessedness that is at the heart of things. But this is
about as far as “own words” will take us. If we were to start
describing in our “own words” exactly what Beethoven felt
about this blessedness, how he conceived it, what he thought
its nature to be, we should very soon find ourselves writing
lyrical nonsense in the style of the analytical programme
makers. Only music, and only Beethoven’s music, and only
this particular music of Beethoven, can tell us with any
precision what Beethoven’s conception of the blessedness at
the heart of things actually was. If we want to know, we
must listen — on a still June night, by preference, with the
breathing of the invisible sea for background to the music
and the scent of lime trees drifting through the darkness, like
some exquisite soft harmony apprehended by another sense.
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The pleasures of ignorance are as great, in their way, as the
pleasures of knowledge. For though the light is good, though
it is satisfying to be able to place the things that surround one
in the categories of an ordered and comprehensible system,
it is also good to find oneself sometimes in the dark, it
is pleasant now and then to have to speculate with vague
bewilderment about a world, which ignorance has reduced
to a quantity of mutually irrelevant happenings dotted, like
so many unexplored and fantastic islands, on the face of a
vast ocean of incomprehension. For me, one of the greatest
charms of travel consists in the fact that it offers unique
opportunities for indulging in the luxury of ignorance. I am
not one of those conscientious travellers who, before they
visit a new country, spend weeks mugging up its geology, its
economics, its art history, its literature. I prefer, at any rate
during my first few visits, to be a thoroughly unintelligent
tourist. It is only later, when my ignorance has lost its
virgin freshness, that I begin to read what the intelligent
tourist would have known by heart before he bought his
tickets. I read — and forthwith, in a series of apocalypses, my
isolated and mysteriously odd impressions begin to assume
significance, my jumbled memories fall harmoniously into
patterns. The pleasures of ignorance have given place to the
pleasures of knowledge.

I have only twice visited Spain — not often enough, that
is to say, to have grown tired of ignorance. I still enjoy
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bewilderedly knowing as little as possible about all I see
between the Pyrenees and Cape Trafalgar. Another two or
three visits, and the time will be ripe for me to go to the
London Library and look up “Spain” in the subject index.
In one of the numerous, the all too numerous, books there
catalogued I shall find, no doubt, the explanation of a little
mystery that has mildly and intermittently puzzled me for
quite a number of years — ever since, at one of those admirable
Loan Exhibitions in Burlington House, I saw for the first time
a version of El Greco’s Dream of Philip 1.

This curious composition, familiar to every visitor to the
Escorial, represents the king, dressed and gloved like an
undertaker in inky black, kneeling on a well-stuffed cushion
in the centre foreground; beyond him, on the left, a crowd
of pious kneelers, some lay, some clerical, but all manifestly
saintly, are looking upwards into a heaven full of waltzing
angels, cardinal virtues and biblical personages, grouped in
a circle round the Cross and the luminous monogram of
the Saviour. On the right a very large whale gigantically
yawns, and a vast concourse, presumably of the damned, is
hurrying (in spite of all that we learned in childhood about
the anatomy of whales) down its crimson throat. A curious
picture, I repeat, and, as a work of art, not remarkably good;
there are many much better Grecos belonging even to the
same youthful period. Nevertheless, in spite of its mediocrity,
it is a picture for which I have a special weakness. I like it for
the now sadly unorthodox reason that the subject interests
me. And the subject interests me, because I do not know
what the subject is. For this dream of King Philip — what
was it? Was it a visionary anticipation of the Last Judgment?
A mystical peep into Heaven? An encouraging glimpse of the
Almighty’s short way with heretics? I do not know — do not
at present even desire to know. In the face of so extravagant
a phantasy as this of Greco’s, the pleasures of ignorance are
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peculiarly intense. Confronted by the mysterious whale, the
undertaker king, the swarming aerial saints and scurrying
sinners, I give my fancy licence and fairly wallow in the
pleasure of bewilderedly not knowing.

The fancy I like best of all that have occurred to me is
the one which affirms that this queer picture was painted as
a prophetic and symbolic autobiography, that it was meant
to summarize hieroglyphically the whole of Greco’s future
development. For that whale in the right foreground — that
great-grandfather of Moby Dick, with his huge yawn, his
crimson gullet and the crowd of the damned descending, like
bank clerks at six o’clock into the Underground — that whale,
I say, is the most significantly autobiographical object in
all El Greco’s early pictures. For whither are they bound,
those hastening damned? “Down the red lane,” as our nurses
used to say when they were encouraging us to swallow the
uneatable viands of childhood. Down the red lane into a
dim inferno of tripes. Down, in a word, into that strange
and rather frightful universe which Greco’s spirit seems to
have come more and more exclusively, as he grew older, to
inhabit. For in the Cretan’s later painting every personage is
a Jonah. Yes, every personage. Which is where The Dream
of Philip II reveals itself as being imperfectly prophetic, a
mutilated symbol. It is for the damned alone that the whale
opens his mouth. If El Greco had wanted to tell the whole
truth about his future development, he would have sent the
blessed to join them, or at least have provided his saints
and angels with another monster of their own, a supernal
whale floating head downwards among the clouds, with a
second red lane ascending, strait and narrow, towards a
swallowed Heaven. Paradise and Purgatory, Hell, and even
the common Earth — for El Greco in his artistic maturity,
every department of the universe was situated in the belly of
a whale. His Annunciations and Assumptions, his Agonies
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and Transfigurations and Crucifixions, his Martyrdoms and
Stigmatizations are all, without exception, visceral events.
Heaven is no larger than the Black Hole of Calcutta, and
God Himself is whale-engulfed.

Critics have tried to explain El Greco’s pictorial agoro-
phobia in terms of his early, Cretan education. There is no
space in his pictures, they assure us, because the typical art
of that Byzantium, which was El Greco’s spiritual home, was
the mosaic, and the mosaic is innocent of depth. A specious
explanation, whose only defect is that it happens to be almost
entirely beside the point. To begin with, the Byzantine mo-
saic was not invariably without depth. Those extraordinary
eighth-century mosaics in the Omeyyid mosque at Damascus,
for example, are as spacious and airy as impressionist land-
scapes. They are, it is true, somewhat exceptional specimens
of the art. But even the commoner shut-in mosaics have
really nothing to do with EI Greco’s painting, for the Byzan-
tine saints and kings are enclosed, or, to be more accurate,
are flatly inlaid in a kind of two-dimensional abstraction —
in a pure Euclidean, plane-geometrical Heaven of gold or
blue. Their universe never bears the smallest resemblance
to that whale’s belly in which every one of El Greco’s per-
sonages has his or her mysterious and appalling being. El
Greco’s world is no Flatland; there is depth in it — just a
little depth. It is precisely this that makes it seem such
a disquieting world. In their two-dimensional abstraction
the personages of the Byzantine mosaists are perfectly at
home; they are adapted to their environment. But, solid and
three-dimensional, made to be the inhabitants of a spacious
universe, El Greco’s people are shut up in a world where
there is perhaps just room enough to swing a cat, but no
more. They are in prison and, which makes it worse, in a
visceral prison. For all that surrounds them is organic, animal.
Clouds, rock, drapery have all been mysteriously transformed
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into mucus and skinned muscle and peritoneum. The Heaven
into which Count Orgaz ascends is like some cosmic operation
for appendicitis. The Madrid Resurrection is a resurrection
in a digestive tube. And from the later pictures we receive
the gruesome impression that all the personages, both human
and divine, have begun to suffer a process of digestion, are
being gradually assimilated to their visceral surroundings.
Even in the Madrid Resurrection the forms and texture of
the naked flesh have assumed a strangely tripe-like aspect. In
the case of the nudes in Laocoon and The Opening of the Sev-
enth Seal (both of them works of El Greco’s last years) this
process of assimilation has been carried a good deal further.
After seeing their draperies and the surrounding landscape
gradually peptonized and transformed, the unhappy Jonahs
of Toledo discover, to their horror, that they themselves are
being digested. Their bodies, their arms and legs, their faces,
fingers, toes are ceasing to be humanly their own; they are
becoming — the process is slow but inexorably sure — part
of the universal Whale’s internal workings. It is lucky for
them that El Greco died when he did. Twenty years more,
and the Trinity, the Communion of Saints and all the human
race would have found themselves reduced to hardly distin-
guishable excrescences on the surface of a cosmic gut. The
most favoured might perhaps have aspired to be taenias and
trematodes.

For myself, I am very sorry that El Greco did not live
to be as old as Titian. At eighty or ninety he would have
been producing an almost abstract art — a cubism without
cubes, organic, purely visceral. What pictures he would then
have painted! Beautiful, thrilling, profoundly appalling. For
appalling are even the pictures he painted in middle age,
dreadful in spite of their extraordinary power and beauty.
This swallowed universe into which he introduces us is one
of the most disquieting creations of the human mind. One
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of the most puzzling too. For what were El Greco’s reasons
for driving mankind down the red lane? What induced him
to take God out of His boundless Heaven and shut Him up
in a fish’s gut? One can only obscurely speculate. All that I
am quite certain of is that there were profounder and more
important reasons for the whale than the memory of the
mosaics — the wholly unvisceral mosaics — which he may have
seen in the course of a Cretan childhood, a Venetian and
Roman youth. Nor will a disease of the eye account, as some
have claimed, for his strange artistic development. Diseases
must be very grave indeed before they become completely
coextensive with their victims. That men are affected by
their illnesses is obvious; but it is no less obvious that, except
when they are almost in extremis, they are something more
than the sum of their morbid symptoms. Dostoevsky was not
merely personified epilepsy, Keats was other things besides
a simple lump of pulmonary tuberculosis. Men make use of
their illnesses at least as much as they are made use of by
them. It is likely enough that El Greco had something wrong
with his eyes. But other people have had the same disease
without for that reason painting pictures like the Laocoon
and The Opening of the Seventh Seal. To say that El Greco
was just a defective eyesight is absurd; he was a man who
used a defective eyesight.

Used it for what purpose? to express what strange feeling
about the world, what mysterious philosophy? It is hard
indeed to answer. For El Greco belongs as a metaphysician
(every significant artist is a metaphysician, a propounder of
beauty-truths and form-theories) to no known school. The
most one can say, by way of classification, is that, like most
of the great artists of the Baroque, he believed in the validity
of ecstasy, of the non-rational, “numinous” experiences out of
which, as a raw material, the reason fashions the gods or the
various attributes of God. But the kind of ecstatic experience
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artistically rendered and meditated on by El Greco was quite
different from the kind of experience which is described and
symbolically “rationalized” in the painting, sculpture and ar-
chitecture of the great Baroque artists of the seicento. Those
mass-producers of spirituality, the Jesuits, had perfected a
simple technique for the fabrication of orthodox ecstasies.
They had cheapened an experience, hitherto accessible only
to the spiritually wealthy, and so placed it within the reach
of all. What the Italian seicento artists so brilliantly and
copiously rendered was this cheapened experience and the
metaphysic in terms of which it could be rationalized. “St.
Teresa for All.” “A John of the Cross in every Home.” Such
were, or might have been, their slogans. Was it to be won-
dered at if their sublimities were a trifle theatrical, their
tendernesses treacly, their spiritual intuitions rather common-
place and vulgar? Even the greatest of the Baroque artists
were not remarkable for subtlety and spiritual refinement.
With these rather facile ecstasies and the orthodox Counter-
Reformation theology in terms of which they could be inter-
preted, El Greco has nothing to do. The bright reassuring
Heaven, the smiling or lachrymose, but always all too human
divinities, the stage immensities and stage mysteries, all the
stock-in-trade of the seicentisti, are absent from his pictures.
There is ecstasy and flamy aspiration; but always ecstasy and
aspiration, as we have seen, within the belly of a whale. El
Greco seems to be talking all the time about the physiological
root of ecstasy, not the spiritual flower; about the primary
corporeal facts of numinous experience, not the mental deriva-
tives from them. However vulgarly, the artists of the Baroque
were concerned with the flower, not the root, with the deriva-
tives and theological interpretations, not the brute facts of
immediate physical experience. Not that they were ignorant
of the physiological nature of these primary facts. Bernini’s
astonishing St. Teresa proclaims it in the most unequivocal
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fashion; and it is interesting to note that in this statue (as
well as in the very similar and equally astonishing Ludovica
Albertons in San Francesco a Ripa) he gives to the draperies
a kind of organic and, I might say, intestinal lusciousness of
form. A little softened, smoothed and simplified, the robe
of the great mystic would be indistinguishable from the rest
of the swallowed landscape inside El Greco’s whale. Bernini
saves the situation (from the Counter-Reformer’s point of
view) by introducing into his composition the figure of the
dart-brandishing angel. This aerial young creature is the
inhabitant of an unswallowed Heaven. He carries with him
the implication of infinite spaces. Charmingly and a little
preposterously (the hand which holds the fiery dart has a del-
icately crook’d little finger, like the hand of some too refined
young person in the act of raising her tea-cup), the angel
symbolizes the spiritual flower of ecstasy, whose physiological
root is the swooning Teresa in her peritoneal robe. Bernini
is, spiritually speaking, a plein-airiste.

Not so El Greco. So far as he is concerned, there is nothing
outside the whale. The primary physiological fact of religious
experience is also, for him, the final fact. He remains con-
sistently on the plane of that visceral consciousness which
we so largely ignore, but with which our ancestors (as their
language proves) did so much of their feeling and thinking.
“Where is thy zeal and thy strength, the sounding of the bowels
and of thy mercies towards me?” “My heart is turned within
me, my repentings are kindled together.” “I will bless the
Lord who hath given me counsel; my reins also instruct me in
the night season.” “For God is my record, how greatly I long
after you all in the bowels of Jesus Christ.” “For Thou hast
possessed my reins.” “Is Ephraim my dear son? ... Therefore
my bowels are troubled for him.” The Bible abounds in such
phrases — phrases which strike the modern reader as queer, a
bit indelicate, even repellent. We are accustomed to thinking
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of ourselves as thinking entirely with our heads. Wrongly, as
the physiologists have shown. For what we think and feel and
are is to a great extent determined by the state of our ductless
glands and our viscera. The Psalmist drawing instruction
from his reins, the Apostle with his yearning bowels, are
thoroughly in the modern physiological movement.

El Greco lived at a time when the reality of the primary
visceral consciousness was still recognized — when the heart
and the liver, the spleen and reins did all a man’s feeling
for him, and the four humours of blood, phlegm, choler
and melancholy determined his character and imposed his
passing moods. Even the loftiest experiences were admitted
to be primarily physiological. Teresa knew God in terms
of an exquisite pain in her heart, her side, her bowels. But
while Teresa, and along with her the generality of human
beings, found it natural to pass from the realm of physiology
into that of the spirit — from the belly of the whale out
into the wide open sky — El Greco obstinately insisted on
remaining swallowed. His meditations were all of religious
experience and ecstasy — but always of religious experience
in its raw physiological state, always of primary, immediate,
visceral ecstasy. He expressed these meditations in terms of
Christian symbols — of symbols, that is to say, habitually
employed to describe experiences quite different from the
primary physiological states on which he was accustomed to
dwell. It is the contrast between these symbols, with their
currently accepted significance, and the special private use to
which El Greco puts them — it is this strange contrast which
gives to El Greco’s pictures their peculiarly disquieting quality.
For the Christian symbols remind us of all the spiritual open
spaces — the open spaces of altruistic feeling, the open spaces
of abstract thought, the open spaces of free-floating spiritual
ecstasy. El Greco imprisons them, claps them up in a fish’s
gut. The symbols of the spiritual open spaces are compelled
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by him to serve as a language in terms of which he talks
about the close immediacies of visceral awareness, about the
ecstasy that annihilates the personal soul, not by dissolving
it out into universal infinity, but by drawing it down and
drowning it in the warm, pulsating, tremulous darkness of
the body.

Well, I have wandered far and fancifully from the under-
taker king and his enigmatic nightmare of whales and Jonahs.
But imaginative wandering is the privilege of the ignorant.
When one doesn’t know one is free to invent. I have seized
the opportunity while it presented itself. One of these days I
may discover what the picture is about, and when that has
happened I shall no longer be at liberty to impose my own
interpretations. Imaginative criticism is essentially an art of
ignorance. It is only because we don’t know what a writer or
artist meant to say that we are free to concoct meanings of
our own. If El Greco had somewhere specifically told us what
he meant to convey by painting in terms of Black Holes and
mucus, I should not now be in a position to speculate. But
luckily he never told us; I am justified in letting my fancy
loose to wander.
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MEDITATION IN ARUNDEL STREET

A walk down Arundel Street in London remains, after all, the
best introduction to philosophy. Keep your eyes to the left as
you descend towards the river from the Strand. You will ob-
serve that the Christian World is published at number seven,
and a few yards further down, at number nine, the Feathered
World. By the time you have reached the Embankment you
will find yourself involved in the most abstruse metaphysical
speculations.

The Christian World, the Feathered World — between them
a great gulf is fixed, a gulf which only St. Francis has ever
tried to bridge, and with singularly little success. His sermon
to the birds was ineffective. In spite of it, the gulf still yawns.
No Christians have grown feathers and no feathered people
are Christians. The values and even the truths current in the
world of number seven Arundel Street cease to hold good in
that of number nine.

The world of the Christians and the world of the feathered
are but two out of a swarm of humanly conceivable and hu-
manly explorable worlds. They constellate the thinking mind
like stars, and between them stretches the mental equivalent
of interstellar space — unspanned. Between, for example, a hu-
man body and the whizzing electrons of which it is composed,
and the thoughts, the feelings which direct its movements,
there are, as yet at any rate, no visible connections. The gulf
that separates the lover’s, say, or the musician’s world from
the world of the chemist is deeper, more uncompromisingly
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unbridgeable than that which divides Anglo-Catholics from
macaws or geese from Primitive Methodists. We cannot walk
from one of these worlds into another; we can only jump.
The last act of Don Giovanni is not deducible from electrons,
or molecules, or even from cells and entire organs. In relation
to these physical, chemical, and biological worlds it is simply
a non sequitur. The whole of our universe is composed of a
series of such non sequiturs. The only reason for supposing
that there is in fact any connection between the logically
and scientifically unrelated fragments of our experience is
simply the fact that the experience is ours, that we have the
fragments in our consciousness. These constellated worlds
are all situated in the heaven of the human mind. Some day,
conceivably, the scientific and logical engineers may build us
convenient bridges from one world to another. Meanwhile we
must be content to hop. Solvitur saltando. The only walking
you can do in Arundel Street is along the pavements.
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Materialism and mentalism — the philosophies of “nothing
but.” How wearily familiar we have become with that “noth-
ing but space, time, matter and motion,” that “nothing but
sex,” that “nothing but economics”! And the no less in-
tolerant “nothing but spirit,” “nothing but consciousness,”
“nothing but psychology” — how boring and tiresome they
also are! “Nothing but” is mean as well as stupid. It lacks
generosity. Enough of “nothing but.” It is time to say again,
with primitive common sense (but for better reasons), “not
only, but also.”

Outside my window the night is struggling to wake; in
the moonlight, the blinded garden dreams so vividly of its
lost colours that the black roses are almost crimson, the
trees stand expectantly on the verge of living greenness. The
white-washed parapet of the terrace is brilliant against the
dark-blue sky. (Does the oasis lie there below, and, beyond
the last of the palm trees, is that the desert?) The white walls
of the house coldly reverberate the lunar radiance. (Shall I
turn to look at the Dolomites rising naked out of the long
slopes of snow?) The moon is full. And not only full, but
also beautiful. And not only beautiful, but also. ...

Socrates was accused by his enemies of having affirmed,
heretically, that the moon was a stone. He denied the accu-
sation. All men, said he, know that the moon is a god, and
he agreed with all men. As an answer to the materialistic
philosophy of “nothing but” his retort was sensible and even
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scientific. More sensible and scientific, for instance, than the
retort invented by D. H. Lawrence in that strange book, so
true in its psychological substance, so preposterous, very of-
ten, in its pseudoscientific form, Fantasia of the Unconscious.
“The moon,” writes Lawrence, “certainly isn’t a snowy cold
world, like a world of our own gone cold. Nonsense. It is
a globe of dynamic substance, like radium or phosphorus,
coagulated upon a vivid pole of energy.” The defect of this
statement is that it happens to be demonstrably untrue. The
moon is quite certainly not made of radium or phosphorus.
The moon is, materially, a “stone.” Lawrence was angry (and
he did well to be angry) with the nothing-but philosophers
who insist that the moon is only a stone. He knew that it was
something more; he had the empirical certainty of its deep
significance and importance. But he tried to explain this em-
pirically established fact of its significance in the wrong terms
— in terms of matter and not of spirit. To say that the moon
is made of radium is nonsense. But to say, with Socrates,
that it is made of god-stuff is strictly accurate. For there is
nothing, of course, to prevent the moon from being both a
stone and a god. The evidence for its stoniness and against
its radiuminess may be found in any children’s encyclopaedia.
It carries an absolute conviction. No less convincing, however,
is the evidence for the moon’s divinity. It may be extracted
from our own experiences, from the writings of the poets,
and, in fragments, even from certain textbooks of physiology
and medicine.

But what is this “divinity”? How shall we define a “god”?
Expressed in psychological terms (which are primary — there
is no getting behind them), a god is something that gives us
the peculiar kind of feeling which Professor Otto has called
“numinous” (from the Latin numen, a supernatural being).
Numinous feelings are the original god-stuff, from which
the theory-making mind extracts the individualized gods
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of the pantheons, the various attributes of the One. Once
formulated, a theology evokes in its turn numinous feelings.
Thus, men’s terrors in face of the enigmatically dangerous
universe led them to postulate the existence of angry gods;
and, later, thinking about angry gods made them feel terror,
even when the universe was giving them, for the moment,
no cause of alarm. Emotion, rationalization, emotion — the
process is circular and continuous. Man'’s religious life works
on the principle of a hot-water system.

The moon is a stone; but it is a highly numinous stone. Or,
to be more precise, it is a stone about which and because of
which men and women have numinous feelings. Thus, there
is a soft moonlight that can give us the peace that passes
understanding. There is a moonlight that inspires a kind of
awe. There is a cold and austere moonlight that tells the soul
of its loneliness and desperate isolation, its insignificance or
its uncleanness. There is an amorous moonlight prompting
to love — to love not only for an individual but sometimes
even for the whole universe. But the moon shines on the
body as well as, through the windows of the eyes, within the
mind. It affects the soul directly; but it can affect it also by
obscure and circuitous ways — through the blood. Half the
human race lives in manifest obedience to the lunar rhythm;
and there is evidence to show that the physiological and
therefore the spiritual life, not only of women, but of men
too, mysteriously ebbs and flows with the changes of the moon.
There are unreasoned joys, inexplicable miseries, laughters
and remorses without a cause. Their sudden and fantastic
alternations constitute the ordinary weather of our minds.
These moods, of which the more gravely numinous may be
hypostasized as gods, the lighter, if we will, as hobgoblins
and fairies, are the children of the blood and humours. But
the blood and humours obey, among many other masters,
the changing moon. Touching the soul directly through the
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eyes and, indirectly, along the dark channels of the blood, the
moon is doubly a divinity. Even dogs and wolves, to judge at
least by their nocturnal howlings, seem to feel in some dim
bestial fashion a kind of numinous emotion about the full
moon. Artemis, the goddess of wild things, is identified in
the later mythology with Selene.

Even if we think of the moon as only a stone, we shall find
its very stoniness potentially a numen. A stone gone cold. An
airless, waterless stone and the prophetic image of our own
earth