JOHN DEWEY

-Art as Experience*

THE L1vE CREATURE

By one of the ironic perversities that ofien attend the course of affairs, the

existence of the works of art upon which formation of an esthetic theory

depends has hecome an obstruction to theoty about them. For'one reason,
these works are products that exist externally and physically. In common con-
ception, the work of art is often identified with the building, book, painting, or
statue in its existence apart from human experience. Since the actual work of
art is what the product does with and in experience, the result is not favorable
to understanding. In addition, the very perfection.of some of these products,
the prestige they possess because of a long history of unquestioned admira-
tion, creates conventions that get in the way of fresh insight. When an art
product once attains classic status, it somehow becomes isolated from the
human conditions under which it was brought into being and from the human
consequences it engenders in actual life-experience.

When artistic objects are separatcd from both conditions of origin and

' operation in experience, a wall is built around them that renders almost
opaque their general significance, with which esthetic theory deals. Art is
remitted to a separate realm, where it is cut off from that association with the
materials and aims of every, other form of human effort, undergoing, and
achievement. A primary task is thus imposed upon one who undertakes to
write upon the philosophy of the fine arts. This task is to restore continuity
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between the refined and intensified forms of experience that are works of art
and the everyday events, domgs, and sufferings that are universally recog-
nized to constitute experience. .

HAVING AN EXPERIENCE .

. | - . . . o a R .
Experience occurs continuously, because the interaction of live creature and
environing conditions is involved in the very process of living. Under condi-

* tions of resistance and conflict, aspects and elements of the self and the world

that are implicated in this interaction qualify experience with emotions and
ideas so that conscious intent emerges. Oftentimes, however, the experience
had is inchoate. ThmgSfare experienced but not in such a way that they are

composed into an experience. There is distraction and dispersion; what we .
observe and what we think, what we desire and what we get, are at odds with .
each other. We put our hands to the plow and turn back; we start-and then we,

stop, not because the-experience has reached the end for the sake of which it
was initiated but because of extraneous interruptions or of inner-lethargy.

In contrast with such experience, we have an experience when the'mate--
rial experienced runs its course to fulfillment. Then and then only is it inte- .

grated within and dernarcated in the general stream of experience from other
expenences A piece of work is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem
reccwes its solutlon, a game is played through; a situation, whether that of eat-

‘ing a meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conversatlon, writing a

book, or taking part in a political campaign, is so rounded out that its close is
a consummation and not a cessation. Such an experience is a whole and car-
ries with it its own mdmdualxzmg quality and self-sufficiency. It is an expen—
ence. -
Phllosophers, even empirical ph]losophcrs, have spoken for the most
part of experience at large. Idiomatic speech, however, refers to experlcnces
each of which is singular, having its own bcgmnmg and end. For life is no-uni-
form uninterrupted march or flow. It is a thing of histories, cach with.its
own plot, its gwn inception and movement toward its close, each having-its
own particular rhythmic movement; each with its own unrepeated quality
pervading it throughout. A flight of stairs, mechanical as it is, proceeds by indi-
vidualized steps, not by undifferentiated progression,and an inclined plane is
at least marked off from other thmgs by abrupt discreteness. :
_Experience in this vital sense-is défined by those situations and eplsodes
that we spontaneously refer to as being ‘real experxences ; those things .of

* which we say in recalling them, “that was an experience.” It may have been

something of tremendous importance—a quarrel with one who was once an
intimate, a catastrophe finally averted by a hair’s-breadth, Or it may have
been something that in comparison was slight—and which pcrhaps because-of
itsvery slightness illustrates all the better what is'to be an experience. There is
that meal in a Paris restaurant of which one says “that was an experience.” It
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stands out as an enduring memorial of what food may be. Then there is that
Storm one went through in crossing the Atlantic—the storm that seemed in its

fury, as it was experienced, to sum up in itself all that a storm can be, com-

plete in itself, standing out because marked out from what went before and
what came after. ) :

In such experiences, every successive part flows freely, without seam
and without unfilled blanks, into what ensues. At the same time there is no
sacrifice of the selfidentity of the parts. A river, as distinct from a pond,
flows. But its flow gives a definiteness and interest to its successive portions
greater than exist in the homogenous portions of a pond. In an experience,
flow is from something to something. As one part leads into another and as
one part carrics on what went before, each gains distinctness in itself, The
enduring whole is diversified by successive phases that are emphases of its var-
ied colors. : ;

Because of continuous merging, there are no holes, mechanical junc-
tions, and dead centers when we have an experience. There are pauses, places
of rest, but they punctuate and define the quality of movement. They sum up
what has been undergone and prevent its dissipation and idle evaporation,
Continued acceleration is breathless and prevents parts from gaining distinc-
tion. In a work of art, different acts, cpisodes, occurrences melt and fuse into
unity, and yet do not disappear and lose their own character as they do so—
Jjust as in a genial conversation there is a continuous interchange and blend-
ing, and yet each speaker not only retains his own character but manifests it
more clearly than is his wont. .

An experience has a unity that gives it its name, that meal, that storm,
that rupture of friendship. The existence of this unity is constituted by a single
quality that pervades the entire experience in spite of the variation of its con-
stituent parts. This unity is neither emotional, practical, nor intellectual, for
these terms name distinctions that reflection can make within it. In discourse
about an experience, wé must make use of these adjectives of interpretation. In
‘going over an experience in mind affer its occurrence, we may find that one
property rather than another was sufficiently dominant so that it characterizes
the experience as a whole. There are absorbing inquiries and speculations
which 2 scientific man and philosopher will recall as “experiences” in the
emphatic sense. In final import they are intellectual. But in their actual occur-
rence they were emotional as well; they were purposive and volitional, Yet the
experience was not 2 sum of these different characters; they were lost in it as
distinctive traits. No thinker can ply his occupation save as he is lured and
rewarded by total integral experiences that are intrinsically worth while. With-
out them he would never know what it is really to think and would be com-
pletely at a loss in distinguishing real thought from the spurious article. Think-
ing goes on in trains of ideas, but the ideas form a train only because they are
much more than what an analytic psychology calls ideas. They ave phases,

emotionally and practically distinguished, of a developing underlying quality;
they are its moving variations, not separate and independent like Locke’s |

L . _ Art as Experience 207
and Hume's so-called ideas'and imprré:ssions, but aré subtle shadings of a per-
vading and developing hue. . .. ,

Art denotes a process of doing or making. This. is as true of fine as of
technological art. Art involves molding of clay, chipping of marble, casting of
bronze, laying on of pigments, construction of buildings, singing of songs,
playing of instruments, enacting réles on the stage, going through rhythmic
miovements in the dance. Every art does something with some physical mate-
rial, the body or something outside the body, with or without the use of inter-
vening tools, and with a view to production of something visible, audible, or
tangible. So marked is the active or “doing” phase of art, that the dictionaries
usually define it in terms of skilled action, ability in execution. The Oxford
Dictionary illustrates by a quotation from John Stuart Mill: “Art is an endeavor
after perfection in execution” while Matthew Arnold calls it “pure and flawless
workmanship.” ) ‘ '

. The word “esthetic” refers, as-we have already noted, to experience as
appreciative, perceiving, and enjoying. It denotes the consumer’s rather than
the producer’s standpoint. It is Gusto, taste; and, as with cooking, overt skill-
ful action is on the side of the cook who prepares, while taste is on the side of

the consumer, as in gardening there s a distinction between the gardener who .

plants and tills and the householder who enjoys the finistied product.
These very illustrations; however, as well as the relation that exists in hav-
ing an experience between doing and undergoing, indicate.that the distinction
between esthetic and artistic cannot be pressed so far as fo become a separa-
tion, Perfection in execution cannot be measured or defined in terms of exe-
cution; it implies those who perceive and enjoy the product that is executed.
The cook prepares food for the consumer and the measure of the value of
what is prepared is found in consumption. Mere perfection.in execution,

Jjudged in its own terms in isolation, can probably be attained better by a

machine than by human art. By itself, it is at most technique, and there are
'grcat artists who are not in the ﬁrl.lsp ranks as technicians (witness Cézanne),
Just as there are great performers on the piano who are not great estheti-
cally, and as Sargent is not a great painter. :

Craftsmanship to be artistic in the final sense must be “Joving?; it
must care deeply for the subject matter upon which skill is exercised. A
sculptor comes to mind whose busts are marvelously exact. It .might be
difficult to tell in the presence of a photograph of one of them and of a
photograph of the original which was of the person himself. For virtuosity
they are remarkable. But one doubts whether the maker of the busts had an
experience of his own that he was concerned to have those share who look
at his products. To be truly artistic, a work must also be esthetic—that is,
framed for enjoyed receptive perception. Constant observation is, of
course, necessary for the maker while he is producing. But if his perception
is not also esthetic in nature, it is a colorless and cold recognition of what
has'been done, used as a stimulus to the next step in a process that is
essentially mechanical. ' n .
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In short, art, in its form, unites the very same relation of doing and
undergoing, outgoing and incoming energy, that makes an experience to be
an experience. Because of climination of all that does not contribute to
mutual organization of the factors of both action and reception into one
another, and because of selection of just the aspects and traits that contribute
to their interpenctration of each other, the product is a work of esthetic art.
Man whittles, carves, sings, dances, gestures, molds, draws and paints. The
doing or making is artistic when the perceived result is of such a nature that its
qualities as perceived have controlled the question of production. The act of
producing that is directed by intent to produce something that is enjoyed in
the immediate experience of perceiving has qualities that a spontaneous or
uncontrolled activity does not have. The artist embodies in himself the atti-
tude of the perceiver while he works. . ..

THE EXPRESSIVE OBJECT

Expression, like construction, signifies both an action and its result. The last
chapter considered it as an act. We are now concerned with the product, the
object that is expressive, that says something to us. If the two meanings are
separated, the object is viewed in isolation from the to;piarationl which pro-
duced it, and thercfore apart from individuality of vision, since the act pro-
ceeds from an individual live creature. Theories which seize upon “expres-
sion,” as if it denoted simply the object, always insist to the uttermost that the
object of art is purely representative of other objects already in existence.
They ignore the individual contribution which makes the object something
new. They dwell upon its “universal” character, and upon its meaning—an
ambiguous term, as we shall see. On the other hand, isolation of the act of
expressing from the expressiveness possessed by the object leads to the notion
that expression is merely a process of discharging personal emotion—the con-
ception criticized in the last chapter. : : :
The juice expressed by the wine press is what it is because of a prior act,
,and it is something new and distinctive. It does not merely represent other
things. Yet it has something in common with other objects and it is made to
appeal to other persons than the one who produced it. A pocm and picture
present material passed through the alembic of personal experience. They
have ho precedents in existence or in universal being. But, nonetheless, their
material came from the public world and so has qualities in common with the
material of other experiences, while the product awakens in other persons
new perceptions of the meanings of the common world. ‘The oppositions of
individual and universal, of subjective and objective, of freedom and order, in
which philosophers have reveled, have no place in the work of art, Expression
as personal act and as objective result are organically connected with each
other.
_ It is not necessary, therefore, to go into these metaphysical questions.
We may approach the matter directly. What does it mean to say that a work of
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art is representative, since it must be representative in some sense if it is
expressive? To say in general that a work of art is or is not representative is
meaningless. For the word has many meanings. An affirmation of represen-
tative quality may be false in one sense and true in another, If literal repro-

- duction is signified by “representative” then the work of art is not of that
nature, for such a view ignores the uniqueness'of the work due to the personal

medium through which scenes and events have passed. Matisse said that the
camcra was a great boon to painters, since it relieved them from any apparent
necessity of copying objects. But representation iay also mean that the work
of art tells something to those who enjoy it about the nature of their own
experience of the world: that it presents the world in a new experience which
they undergo. C

A similar ambiguity attends the question of meaning in a work of art.
Words are symbols which represent objects and actions in the sense of stand-
ing for them; in that sense they have meaning. A signboard has meaning
when it says so many miles to such and such a place, with an arrow pointing
the direction. But meaning in these two cases has a purely external refer-
ence; it stands for something by pointing to it. Meaning does not belong to
the word and signboard of its own intrinsic right. They have meaning in the

sense in which an algebraic formula or a cipher code has it. But there are

other meanings that present themselves directly as possessions of objects
which are experienced. Here there is no need for a code or convention of -
‘interpretation; the meaning is as inherent in immediate experience as is that
of a flower garden, Denial of meaning to a work of art thus has two radically
different significations. It may signify that a work of art has not the kind of
meaning that belongs to signs and symbols in mathematics—a contention that
is just. Or it may signify that the work of art is without meaning as nonsense is
without it. The work of art certainly does not have that which is. had by flags
when used to signal another ship. But it does have that possessed by flags
when they are used to decorate the deck of a ship for 2 dance.

Since there are presumably none who intend to assert that works of art
are without meaning in the sense of being senseless, it might seem as if they
simply intended to exclude external meaning, meaning that resides outside
the work of art itself. Unfortunately, however, the case is not so simple. The
denial of meaning to art usually rests upon the assumption that the kind of
value (and meaning) that a work of art possesses is so unique that it is without
community or connection with the contents of othier modes of experience
than the esthetic. It is, in'short, another way of upholding what I have called
the esoteric idea of fine art. The conception implied in the treatment of
esthetic experience set forth in the previous chapters is, indeed, that the work.’
of art has a unique qualily, but that it is that of clarifying and concentrating
meanings contained in scattered and weakened ways in the material of other
éxperiences. .

The problem in hand may be approached by drawing a distinction
between expression and statement. Science states meanings; art expresses
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them. It is possible that this remark will itself illustrate the difference [ have in
mind better than will any amount of explanatory comment. Yet I venture
upon some degree of amplification. The instance of a signboard may help. It
directs one’s course to a place, say a city. It does not in any way supply expe-
rience of that city even in a vicarious way. What it does do is to set forth
some of the conditions that must be fulfilled in order to procure. that experi-
ence. What holds in this instance may be generalized. Statement sets forth the
conditions under which an experience of an object or situation may be had. It
is a good, that is, effective, statement in the degree in which these conditions
are stated in such a way that they can be used as directions by which one may
arrive at the experience. It is a bad statement, confused and false, if it scts
forth these conditions in such a way that when they are used as' directions,
they mislead or take one to the object in a wasteful way.

“Science” signifies just that mode of statement that is most helpful as
direction. To-take the old standard case~which science today seems bent
upon modifying—the statement that water is H,O is primarily a statement of
the conditions under which water comes into existence, But it is also for
those who understand it 2 direction for producing pure water and for testing

anything that s likely to be taken for water. It is a “better” statement than pop-

ular and pre-scientific ones just because in stating the conditions for the exis-
tence of water comprehensively and exactly, it scts them forth in a way that
gives direction concerning generation of water. Such, however, is the newness
of scientific statement and its present prestige (due ultimately to its directive
‘efficacy) that scientific statement is often thought to possess more than a
signboard function and to disclose or be “éxpressive” of the inner nature of
things. If it did, it would come into competition with art, and we should have

to take sides and decide which of the two promulgates the more genuine rev-: *

elation. .

The poetic as distinct from the prosaic, esthetic art as distinct from
scientific, expression as distinct from statement, does something different
from leading to an experience. It constitutes one. A traveler who follows
the statement or direction of a signboard finds himself in the city that has
been pointed towards. He then may have in his own experience some of the
meaning which the city possesses. We may have it to such an extent that the
city has expressed itself to him—as Tintern Abbey expresscd itself to
Wordsworth in and through his poem. The city might, indeed, be trying to
express itself in a celebration atterided with pageantry and all other resources
that would render its history and spirit perceptible. Then there is, if the vis-
itor has himself the experience that permits him to participate, an expressive

object, as different from the statements of a gazetteer, however full and cor- .

rect they might be, as Wordsworth's poem is-different from the account of
Tintern Abbey given by an antiquarian. The poem, or painting, does not
operate in the dimension of correct descriptive- statement but in that of
experience itself. Poetry and prose, literal photograph and painting, operate
in different media to distinct ends. Prose is set forth in propositions. The
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logic of poetry is superpropositional even when it uses what are, grammati-

" cally speaking, propositions. The latter have intent; art is an immediate real-

ization of intent. . ..

SUBSTANCE AND FORM

Because objects of art are expressive, they are a language. Ratlfer they are
many languages. For each art has its own medium and that medium is espe-
cially fitted for one kind of communication, Each medium says something that

- cannot be uttered as well or as completely in any other tongue. The needs of

daily life have given superior practical importance to one mode of commu-
nication, that of speech. This fact has unfortunately given rise to a‘.p.opl..xlar
impression that the yneanings expressed in architecture, sculpture, painting, -
and music can be translated into words with little if any loss. In fact, each art
speaks an idiom that conveys what cannot be said in another language and yet
remains the same. : . :
Language exists only when it is listened to as well as spoken. The hearer
is an indispensable partner. The work of art is complete only as it works in the
-experience of others than the one who created it. Thus language ir.wolves
what logicians call a triadic relation. There is the speaker, the thing said, a_nd_
the one spoken to. The external object, the. product of art, is the connecting
link between artist and audience. Even when the artist works in solitude all
three terms are present. The work is there in progress, and the artist has to
become vicariously the receiving audience. He can speak only as his work
appeals to him as one spoken to through what he perceives. He! observes and
understands asa third person rnight note and interpret. Matisse is réported to
have said: “When a painting is finished, it is like a new-born child. The artist
himself must have time for understanding it.” It must be lived with as a child
is lived with, if we are to grasp the meaning of his being. o
All language, whatever its medium, involves wkat is said and kow it is
said, or substance and form. The great question concerning substance and
form is: Does matter come first ready-made, and search for a discovery of
form in which to embody it come afterwards? Or is the whole creative:-effort
of the artist an endeavor to form material so that it will be.in actuality the
authentic substance of a work of art? The question goes far and deep. The
answer given it determines the issue of many other controverted points in
esthetic criticism. Is there one esthetic value belonging to sense materials
and another to a form that renders them expressive? Are all subjects fit for
.esthetic treatment or only a few which are set aside for that end by their
intrinsically superior character? Is “beauty” another name for .fo.rm descend-
ing from withou, as a transcendent essence, upon material, or is it a name for
the esthetic quality that appears whenever material is formed in a way that ren-

* ders it adequately expressive? Is form, in its esthetic sense, something that,

uniquely marks off as esthetic from the beginning a certain realm of objects,
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corplete development? ‘

- All of these questions have been implicit in the discussions of the three
Prcvious. chapters, and by implication have been answered. If'an art product
is taken to be one of self-expression and the self is regarded as something
complete and self-contained in isolation, then of course substance and form
fall apart. That in which a self-revelation is clothed, is, by the underlying
assumption, external to the things expressed. The externality persists no mat-
ter which of the two is regarded as form and which as substance. It is also clear
that if there be o self-expression, no free play of individuality, the product will
of necessity be but an instance of a species; it will lack the freshness and orig-
" inality found only in things that are individual on their own account. Here is

a point from which the relation of form and substance may be approached.

The material out of which a work of art is composed belongs to the
common world rather than to the self, and yet there is self-expression in art
because the self assimilates that material in a distinctive way to reissue it into
the public world in a form that builds a new object. This new object may
have as its consequence similar reconstructions, recreations, of old and com-

~mon material on the-part of those who perceive it, and thus in time come to
be established as part of the acknowledged world—as “univérsal.” The material
expressed cannot be private; that is the state of the mad-house. But the manner
of saying it is individual, and, if the product is to be a work of art, induplica-
ble. Identity of mode of production defines the work of a machine, the
esthetic counterpart of which is the academic. The quality of a work of art is
sui generis because the manner in which gencral material is rendered trans-
formms it into a substance that is fresh and vital.

What is true of the producer is true of the perceiver. He may perceive
academically, looking for identities with which he already is familiar; or
leatnedly, pedantically, looking for material to fit into a history or article he
wishes to write, or sentimentaily for illustrations of some theme emotionally
dear. But if he perceives esthetically, he will create an experience of which the
intrinsic subject matter, the substance, is ncw. Ah'EninSh critic, Mr, A. C.
Bradley, has said that “poetry being poems, we are to think of a poem as it
actually exists; and an actual poem is a succession of expcriences—sounds,
images, thought—through which we pass when we read a poem. . . . A poem
exists in unnumberable degrees.” And it also truc that it exists in unnumber-
able qualities or kinds, no two readers having exactly the same experience,
according to the “forms,” or manners of response brought to it. A new poem
is created by every one who reads poetically—not that its rew material is orig-

inal for, after all, we live in the same old world, but that every individual

brings with him, when he exercises his individuality, a way of secing and feel-
ing that in its interaction with old material creates something new, some-
thing previously not existing in experience.

A work of art no matter how old and classic is actually, not just poten-

tially, 2 work of art only when it lives in some individualized experience. Asa

s

or is it the abstract name for what emerges whenever an experience attains
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piece of parchment, of marble, of canvas, it remains (subject to the ravages of
time) self-identical throughout the ages. But as a work of art, it is recreated

. every time it is esthetically experienced. No one doubts this fact in the ren-

dering of a musical score; no one supposes that the lines and dots on paper
are more than the recorded means of evoking the work of art. But what is true
of it is equally true of the Parthenon as a building. It is absurd to ask what an
artist “really” meant by his product; he himsélf would find different meanings
in it at different days and hours and in different stages of his own develop-
ment. If he could be articulate, he would say “I meant just:that, and that
means whatever you or any one can honestly, that is in virtue of your own-vital
experience, get out of it.” Any other jdea makes the boasted “universality” of
the work of art a synonym for monotonous identity. The Parthenon, or what-
ever, is universal because it can continuously inspire new personal realiza-
tions in experience.« ' - : ‘

It is simply an impossibility that any one today should experience the

! Parthenon as the devout Athenian contemporary citizen experienced it, any
" more- than the religious statuary of the twelfth century.can-mean, esthet-

cally, even to a good Catholic today just what it meant to the worshippers of
the old period. The “works” that fail to become new are not those which are
universal but those which are “dated.” The enduring ari-product may -have :
been, and probably was, called forth by something occasional, something
having its own date and place. But what was evoked is a substance so formed
that it can enter into the experiences of others and enable them to have more
intense and more fully rounded out experiences of their own, o
This is what it is to have form. It marks a way of envisaging, of feeling,
and of presenting experienced matter so that it most readily and effectively
becomes material for the construction of adequate experience on the part of
those less gifted than the original creator. Hence there can be no distinction
drawn, save in reflection, between form and substance. The work itself is
matter formed into esthetic substance. The critic, the theorist, as a reflective
student of the art product, however, not only may but must draw a distiriction
between them. Any skilled observer of a pugilist or a golf-player will,"J; sup-
pose, institute distinctions between what is done and how it is done—between
the knockout and the manner of the delivery of a blow; between.the ball
driven so many yards to such and such a linc and the way the drive was exe-
cuted. The artist, the one engaged in doing, will effect a similar distinction
when he is interested in correcting an habitual error, or learning how better-to
secure a given effect. Yet the act itself is exactly what it is because of how it is

"done. In the act there is no distinction, but perfect integration of manner and

content, form and substance. ... - Co . T

The undefined pervasive quality of an experience is that which binds
together all the defined elements, the objects of which we are focally aware,
making them a whole. The best evidence that such is the caseis.our constant
sense of things as belonging or not belonging, of relevancy, a sense which is
immediate. It.cannot be a product of reflection, even though it requires
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reflection to find out whether some particular consideration is pertinent to
what we are doing or thinking. For unless the sense were immediate, we
should have no guide to our reflection. The sense of an extensive and under-
lying whole is the context of every experience and it is the essence of sanity.
For the mad, the insane, thing to us is that which is torn from the common
context and which stands alone and isolated, as anything must which.occuts in
a world totally different from ours. Without an indeterminate and undeter-
mined setting, the material of any experience is incoherent. - :

- A work of art elicits and accentuates this quality of being a whole and of
belonging to the larger, all-inclusive, whole which is the universe in which
we live. This fact, 1 think, is the explanation of that fecling of exquisite intel-
ligibility and clarity we have in the presence of an object that is experienced
with esthetic intensity. It explains also the religious feeling that accompanies
intense csthetic perception. We are, as it were, introduced into a world
beyond this world which is nevertheless the deeper reality of the world in
which we live in our ordinary experiences. We are carried out beyond our-
selves to find ourselves, T can see no psychological ground for such propertics
of an experience save that, somehow, the work of art operates to deepen and
fo raise to great clarity that sense of an enveloping undefined whole that

. accompanies every normal experience. This whole is then felt as an expansion

of ourselves. I'or only one frustrated in a particular object of desire upon
which he had staked himself, like Macbeth, finds that life is a tale told by an

. idiot, full of sound and.fury, signifying nothing. Where egotism is not made .

the measure of reality and value, we arc citizens of this vast world beyond our-
selves, and any intense realization of its presence with and in us brings a
peculiarly satisfying sense of unity in itself and with ourselves. . . .

- THE COMMON SUBSTANCE OF THE ARTS

- . . Every work of art has a particular medium by which, among other things,
the qualitative pervasive whole is carried. In every experience we touch the
world through some particular tentacle; we carry on our intercourse with it, it
comes home to us, through a specialized organ. The entire organism with all
its charge of the past and varied resources operates through a particular
medium, that of eye, as it interacts with eyc, car, and touch. The fine arts lay
hold of this fact and push it to its maximum of significance. In any ordinary

 visual perception, we'see by means of light; we distinguish by means of

reflected and refracted colors: that is a truism. But in ordinary perceptions,
this medium of color is mixed, adulterated. While we see, we also hear; we feel
pressures, and heat or cold. In a painting, color renders the scene without
these alloys and impurities. They are part of the dross that is squeezed out and
left behind in an act of intensified expression. The medium becomes color
alone, and since color alone must now carry the qualities of movement, touch,
sound, etc., that are present physically on their own account in ordinary
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vision, the expressiveness and energy of color are enhanced.

Photographs to primitive folk have, so it is said, a fearful magical quality.
It is uncanny that solid and living things should be thus presented. There is
evidence that when pictures of any kind first made their appearance, magical
power was imputed to them. Thejr power of representation could come only
from a supernatural source.. To one who is not rendered callous by common
contact with pictorial representations there is still something miraculous in the
power of a contracted, flat, uniform thing to depict the wide and diversified
universe of animate and inanimate things: it is possibly for this reason that
popularly “art” tends to denote painting, and “artist” one who paints. Primi-

o

tive man also imputed to sounds when used as words the power to control -

supernaturally the acts and secrets of men and to command, provided the
right word was there, the forces of nature. The power of mere sounds to
express in literature all gvents and objects is equally marvelous.

Such facts as these seem to me to suggest the role and significance of
media for art. At first sight, it scems a fact not worth recording that every
art has a medium of its own. Why put it down in biack and white that
painting cannot exist without color, music without sound, architecture
without stone and wood, statuary without marble and bronze, literature
without words, dancing without the living-body? The answer has, I believe,
been indicated. In every experience, there is the pervading underlying
qualitative whole that corresponds to and manifests the whole organization
of activities which constitute the mysterious human frame. But in every
experience, this complex, this differentiated and recording, mechanism

operates through special structures that take the lead, not in dispersed dift

fusion through all organs at once—save in panic when, as we truly.say, one
has lost one’s head. “Medium” in fine art denotes the fact that this special-
ization and individualization of a particular organ of experience is carried
to the point wherein all its possibilitics are exploited. The eye or ear that is
centrally active does not lose its specific character and its special fitness-as
the bearer of an experience that it uniquely makes possible. In art, the
seeing or hearing that is dispersed and mixed in ordinary perceptions is
concentrated until the peculiar office of the special medium operates with
full energy, free from distraction. -
“Medium” signifies first of all an intermediary. The import of the word
“means” is the same. They are the middle, the intervening, things through
which something now remote is brought to pass. Yet not all means are media.

. There are two kinds of means. One kind is external to that which is accom-
plished; th¢ other kind is taken up into the consequences produced and

remains immanent in them. There are ends which are merely welcome ces-
sations and there are ends that are fulfillments of what went before. The toil
of a laborer is too often only an antecedent to the wage he receives, as con-
sumption of gasoline is merely a means to transportation. The means cease to
act when the “end” is reached; one would be glad, as a rule, to get the result
without having to employ the means. They are but a scaffolding.

N
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Such external or mere means, as we properly term them, are usually of
such a sort that others can be substituted for them; the particular ones
employed are determined by some extraneous consideration, like cheapness.
But the moment we say “mecdia,” we refer to means that are incorporated in the
outcome. Even bricks and mortar become a part of the house they are
employed to build; they arc not mere means to its. erection. Colors-are the
painting; tones are the music. A picture painted with watcr colors has a quality
different from that painted with oil. Esthetic effects belong intrinsically to their
medium; when another medinm is substituted, we have a stunt rather than an
object of art. Even when substitution is practiced with the utmost virtuosity or
for any reason outside the kind of end desired, the product is mechanical or a
tawdry sham—like boards painted to resemble stone in the construction of a
cathedral, for stonc'is integral not just physically, but to the esthetic effect.
The difference between external and intrinsic operations runs through
all the affairs of life. One student studies to pass an examination, to get pro-
motion. To another, the means, the activity of learning, is completely one
with-what results from it. The consequence, instruction, illumination, is one
with the process. Sometimes we journey to get somewhere else because we
have business at the latter point and would gladly, were it possible, cut'out the
traveling. At other times we journey for the delight of moving about and see-
ing what we sec, Means and end coalesce. If we run over in mind a number of

such cases we quickly scc that all the cases in which means and ends are exter-

nal to one another are non-esthetic. This externality may even be regarded as
a definition of the non-esthetic,

Being “good” for the sake of avoiding penalty, whether it be going to jail
or to hell, makes conduct unlovely. It is as anesthetic as is going to the dentist’s
chair 50 as to avoid a lasting injury. When the Greeks identified the good and

beéautiful in actions, they revealed, in their feeling of grace and proportion in -

right conduct, a pcrcepﬁon of fusion of means and ends. The adventures of a
pirate have at least a romantic attraction lacking in the painful acquisitions of
him who stays within the law merely because he thinks it pays better in the end
to do so. A large part of popular revulsion against utilitarianism in moral the-
ory is because of its exaggeration of sheer calculation. “Decorum” aad “pro-
priety” which once had a favorable, because esthetic, meaning are taking on a
disparaging signification because they are understood to denote a primness or
smugness assumed because of desire for an external end. In all ranges of expe-

rience, externality of means defines the mechanical. Much of what is termed |

spiritual is also unesthetic. But the unesthetic quality is because the things
denoted by the word also exemplify separation of means and end; the “ideal”
is so cut off from the realities, by which alone it can be stfiven for, that it is
vapid. The “spiritual” gets a local habitation and achieves the solidity of form

required for esthetic quality only when it is embodied in a sense of actual

things. Even angels have to be provided in imagination with bodies and wings.
" T have referred more than once to the esthetic guality that may inhere in

scientific work. To the layman the material of the éqicntist is usually forbid-
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ding. To the inquirer there exists a fulfilling and consummatory quality, for
conclusions sum up and pérfect. the conditions that lead up to them. More-
over, they have at times an elegant and even austere form. It is said that Clark
Maxwell once introduced a symbol in order to make a physical equation sym-
metrical, and that it was only later that experimental results gave the symbol
its meaning. I suppose that it is also true that if business men were the mere
money-grubbers they are often supposed to be by the unsympathetic out-
sider, business would be much less attractive than it is. In practice, it may
take on the properties of a game, and even when it is socially harmful it must
have an esthetic quality to those whom it captivates.

Means are, then, media when they are not just preparatory or prelimi-
nary..As a medium, color is a go-between for the values weak and dispersed in
ordinary experiences and the new concentrated perception occasioned by a
painting. A phonographic disk is a vehicle of an effect and nothing more.
The music which issues from it is also a vehicle but is something more; itis 2
vehicle which becomes one with what it carries; it coalesces with. what it con-
veys. Physically, a brush and the movement of the hand in applying color.to
canvas are external to a painting. Not so artistically. Brush-strokes are an inte-
gral part of the esthetic effect of a painting when it is perceived. Some philoso-

phers have put forth the idea.that esthetic effect or beauty is a kind of ethereal -

essence which, in accommodation to flesh, is compelled to use external sen-
suous material as a vehicle. The doctrine implies that were not the soul impris-
oned in the body, pictures would exist without colors, music without sounds,
and literature without words. Except, however, for critics who tell-us how
they feel without telling or knowing in terms of media used why t.hey feel as
they do, and except for persons who identify gush with appreciation, media
and esthetic effect are completely fused. . ,

| 'Sensitiyity to a medium-as a medium is the very heart of all artistic cre-
ation and esthetic perception. Such sensitiveness does not lug in extrancous
material. When, for example, paintings are looked at as illustrations .of his-
torical scenes, of literature, of familiar scenes, they are not perceived in terms
of their media. Or, when they are looked at simply with reference to the tech-
nic employed in making them what they are, they arc not esthetically per-
ceived. For here, too, means, are separated from ends. Analysis-of the former
becomes a substitute for enjoyment of the latter. It is true that artists seem
themselves often to approach a work of art from an exclusively technical
standpoint—and the outcome is at Jeast refreshing after having had a dose of
what is regarded as “appreciation.” But in reality, for the most part, they so
feel the whole that it is not necessary to dwell upon the end, the whole, in
words, and so they are freed to consider how the latter is produced. . . . .

. THE CHALLENGE TO PHILOSOPHY

Esthetic experience is imaginative. This fact, in connection with a false idea of
the nature of imagination, has obscured the larger fact that all conscious expe-
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rience has of necessity some degree of imaginative quality. For while the
roots of every experience are found in the interaction of a live creature with its

environment, that experience becomes conscious, a matter of perception, |
only when meanings enter it that are derived from prior experiences. Imagi- -

nation is the only gateway through which these meanings'can find their way
into a present interaction; or rather, as we have just seen, the conscious adjust-
ment of the new and the old s imagination. Interaction of-a living being with

an environment is found in vegetative and animal life. But the experience -

enacted is human and conscious only as that which is given here and now is
extended by meanings and values drawn from what is absent in fact and pre-
sent only imaginatively. : _
There is always a gap between the here and now of direct interaction
and the past interactions whose funded result constitutes the meanings with
which we grasp and understand what is now occurring. Because of this gap, all
conscious perception involves a risk; it is a venture into the unknown, for as it
assimilates the present to the past it also brings about some reconstruction of
that past. When past and present fit exactly into one another, when there is
only recurrence, complete uniformity, the resulting experience is routine and

mechanical; it does not come to consciousness in perception. The inertia of °
habit overrides adaption of the meaning of the here and now with that of :
experiences, without which there is no consciousness, the imaginative phase of

experience.

Mind, that is. the body of organized meanings by means of which events
of the present have significance for us, does not always cnter into the activities
and undergoings that are going on here and now. Sometimes it is baffled
and arrested, Then the stream of meanings aroused into activity by the pre-
sent contact remain aloof, Then it forms the matter of reverie, of dream;
ideas are floating, not anchored to any existence as its property, its possession
of meanings. Emotions that are equally loose and floating cling to these ideas.
The pleasure they afford is the reason why they are entertained and are
allowed to occupy the scene; they are attached to existence only in a way
that, as long as sanity abides, is felt to be only fanciful and unreal.

In every work of art, however, these meanings are actually embodied in
a matetial which thereby becomes the medium for their expression. This fact
constitutes the peculiarity of all experience that is definitely esthetic, Its imag-
inative quality dominates, because meanings and values that are wider and

decper than the particular here and now in which they are anchored are real-

ized by way of expressions although not by way of an object that is physically
efficacious in relation to other objects. Not even a useful object is produced
except by the intervention of imagination. Some existent material was per-
ceived in the light of relations and possibilities not hitherto realized when
the steam engine was invented. But when the imagined possibilities were
embodied in a new assemblage of natural materials, the steam engine took its
place in nature as an object that has the same physical effects as those belong-
ing to any other physical object. Steam did the physical work and produced

‘
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the consequences that attend any expanding gas under definite pl?ysical con-
ditions. The sole difference is that the conditions under which it operates

‘havé been arranged by human contrivance.

The work of art, howevér,.-:unl}'ke the machine, is not only the outcome
of imagination, but operates-imaginatively rather than in the realm of physical
existences. What it does is to-concentrate and enlarge an immediate éxperi-
ence. The formed matter of esthetic experience directly expresses, in other
words, the meanings that are imaginatively evoked; it does not, like the mate-
rial brought into new relations in a machine, merely, provide means by which
purposes over and beyond the existence of the object may be f:xccuted. And
yet the meanings imaginatively summoned, assembled, and integrated are
embodied in material existence that here and now interacts with the self.
The work of art is thus a challenge to the performance of a like act of evoca-
tion and organization, thrdugh imagination, on the part of the one who expe-
riences it. It is not just a stimulus to and means of an overt course of action.

This fact constitutes the uniqueness of esthetic experience, and this
uniqueness is in, turn a challenge to thought. It is partic_ularly- a challlenge to
that systematic thought called philosophy. For esthetic experience. is experi-
ence in its integrity. Had not the term “pure” been so often abused in phllc?-
sophic literature, had it not been so often employed to suggest that there is
something alloyed, impure, in the very nature of experience agd to fienote
something beyond experience, we might say that esthetic experience is pure
experience. For it is experience freed from the forces that impede and con-
fuse its development as experience; freed, that is, from factf:)rs that subord.l-
nate an experience as it is directly had to something beyond itself. To -esthet-u:
experience, then, the philosopher must go to understand what experience is.

For this reason, while the theory of esthetics put forth by a phllosophe.r
is incidentally a test of the capacity of its author to have the experience that is

* the subject-matter of his analysis, it is also much more than that. Itis a test of

the capacity of the system he puts forth to grasp the nature of experience
itself. There is no test that so surely reveals the one-sidedness of a philosophy
as its treatment of art and esthetic experience. Imaginative vision is the power

. that unifies all the constituents of the matter of a work of art, making a who'le
" out of them in all their variety. Yet all the clements of our being that are dis-

played in special emphases and pa{tiallrealizations in other cxpcrienc‘cs are
merged in esthetic experience. And they are so completely mergcd in the
immediate wholencss of the experience that each is submerged;—it does not
present itself in consciousness as a distinct clement.

Yet philosophies of esthetics have often set out from one faf:tor that
plays a part in the constitution of experience, and have atter_npted to interpret
or “explain” the esthetic experience by a single element; in terms of sense,
emotion, reason, of activity; imagination itself is viewed not as that which
holds all other clements in solution but as a special faculty. The philosophies
of esthetics are many and diverse. It is impossible to give even a résqmé of
them in a chapter. But criticism has a clew that, if it is followed, furnishes a
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sure guide through the labyrinth. We can ask what clement, in the formation
of experience, each system has taken as central and characteristic, If we start
from this point, we find that theories fall of themselves into certain types, and
that the particular strand of experience that is offered reveals, when it is
piaced in contrast with esthetic experience itself, the weakness of the theory.
qu‘it is shown that the system in question has superimposed some precon-
ceived idea upon experience instead of encouraging or even al]oWi'ng esthetic
experience to tell its own tale.

[

SUSANNE LLANGER

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CENTURY, Susanne Langer developed a remarkable
and influential theory of art, suggesting that an enriched theory of symbols
could explain the nature of expression in art. In her earlier work, Philosophy in
a New Key, Langer develops a theory of music as a presentational symbol,
contrasting such a symbol with the discursive symbols of language and propo-
sitional thought. In her later work, especially Feeling and Form, she broadens
the theory to the other arts, developing the notion of art as a symbol of the
forms of feeling. '

The mo$t striking feature of Langer’s theory, making it fascinating if
implausible, is her suggestion that art symbolizes forms of feeling and that
there is a close parallel between the different arts and the fundamental forms
of feeling. Langer's theory offers an explanation as no other theory can of why
we have the arts we do: Each art expresses a particular form of feeling, and the
forms of feeling can be given a definite taxonomy.
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