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UNPOPULARITY OF THE NEW ART

mong the many excellent, though inadequately de-
veloped, ideas of the eminent French philosopher J. M.
Guyau we must count his intention to study art from a
- sociological point of view.* The subject may at first ap-
pear unprofitable. Approaching art from the side of its
social effects looks very much like putting the cart be-
fore the horse, or studying a man by his shadow. The
social effects of art seem such an accidental thing, so
remote from the aesthetic essence that it does not quite
appear how, starting from them, we can ever hope to
penetrate into the inner frame of styles. Guyau doubt-
less failed to make the best of his ingenious idea. His
short life and tragic rushing toward death prevented
him from clarifying his insight and distinguishing the
obvious aspects from the hidden but more relevant ones.
We may almost say that of his book Art from a Socio-
logical Point of View only the title exists; the rest is yet
to be written.

The fruitfulness of a sociology of art was revealed to
me unexpectedly when, a few years ago, I wrote a brief
study on the new epoch in music which begins with De-
bussy.T My purpose was to define as clearly as possible
the difference of style between the new music and tradi-
tional music. The problem was strictly aesthetic, and
yet it turned out that the shortest way of tackling it

* Jean Marie Guyau, L’art au point de vue sociologique. Paris:
F. Alcan, 1897.

+ Cf. the author’s essay “Musicalia” in El Espectador (Ma-
drid: Calpe, 1921), vol. m1, 25.
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started from a sociological fact: the unpopularity of
the new music.

In the following I will speak more in general and
consider all the arts that are still somewhat alive in the
Western world—that is, not only music, but also paint-
ing, poetry, and the theater. It is amazing how compact
a unity every historical epoch presents throughout its
various manifestations. One and the same inspiration,
one and the same biological style, are recognizable in
the several branches of art. The young musician—him-
self unaware of it—strives to realize in his medium the
same aesthetic values as his contemporary colleagues—
the poet, the painter, the playwright—in theirs. And
this identity of artistic purpose necessarily produces
identical sociological consequences. In fact, the unpop-
ularity of the new music has its counterpart in a similar
unpopularity of the other Muses. All modern art is un-
popular, and it is so not accidentally and by chance, but
essentially and by fate.

It might be said that every newcomer among styles
passes through a stage of quarantine. The battle of Her-
nani comes to mind, and all the other skirmishes con-
nected with the advent of Romanticism. However, the
unpopularity of present-day art is of a different kind.
A distinction must be made between what is not pop-
ular and what is unpopular. A new style takes some
time in winning popularity; it is not popular, but it is
not unpopular either. The break-through of Romanti-
cism, although a frequently cited example, is, as a so-
ciological phenomenon, exactly the opposite of the pres-
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ent situation of art. Romanticism was very quick in
winning ‘“‘the people” to whom the old classical art had
never appealed. The enemy with whom Romanticism
had to fight it out was precisely a select minority irre-
trievably sold to the classical forms of the “ancien ré-
gime” in poetry. The works of the romanticists were the
first, after the invention of printing, to enjoy large edi-
tions. Romanticism was the prototype of a popular
style. First-born of democracy, it was coddled by the
masses.

Modern art, on the other hand, will always have the
masses against it. It is essentially unpopular; more-
over, it is antipopular. Any of its works automatically
produces a curious effect on the general public. It di-
vides the public into two groups: one very small, formed
by those who are favorably inclined towards it; an-
other very large—the hostile majority. (Let us ignore
that ambiguous fauna—the snobs.) Thus the work of
art acts like a social agent which segregates from the
shapeless mass of the many two different castes of men.

Which is the differentiating principle that creates
these two antagonistic groups? Every work of art
arouses differences of opinion. Some like it, some don’t;
some like it more, some like it less. Such disagreements
have no organic character, they are not a matter of prin-
ciples. A person’s chance disposition determines on
which side he will fall. But in the case of the new art
the split occurs in a deeper layer than that on which dif-
ferences of personal taste reside. It is not that the ma-
jority does not like the art of the young and the minor-
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ity likes it, but that the majority, the masses, do not
understand it. The old bigwigs who were present at
the performance of Hernani understood Victor Hugo’s
play very well; precisely because they understood it
they disliked it. Faithfully adhering to definite aes-
thetic norms, they were disgusted at the new artistic
values which this piece of art proposed to them.
“From a sociological point of view” the character-
istic feature of the new art is, in my judgment, that it
divides the public into the two classes of those who un-
derstand it and those who do not. This implies that one
group possesses an organ of comprehension denied to
the other—that they are two different varieties of the
human species. The new art obviously addresses itself
not to everybody, as did Romanticism, but to a specially
gifted minority. Hence the indignation it arouses in the
masses. When a man dislikes a work of art, but under-
stands it, he feels superior to it; and there is no reason
for indignation. But when his dislike is due to his fail-
ure to understand, he feels vaguely humiliated and this
rankling sense of inferiority must be counterbalanced
by indignant self-assertion. Through its mere presence,
the art of the young compels the average citizen to re-
alize that he is just this—the average citizen, a creature
incapable of receiving the sacrament of art, blind and
deaf to pure beauty. But such a thing cannot be done
after a hundred years of adulation of the masses and
apotheosis of the people. Accustomed to ruling supreme,
the masses feel that the new art, which is the art of a
privileged aristocracy of finer senses, endangers their
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rights as men. Whenever the new Muses present them-
selves, the masses bristle.

For a century and a half the masses have claimed to
be the whole of society. Stravinski’s music or Piran-
dello’s drama have the sociological effect of compelling
the people to recognize itself for what it is: a component
among others of the social structure, inert matter of the
historical process, a secondary factor in the cosmos of
spiritual life. On the other hand, the new art also helps
the elite to recognize themselves and one another in the
drab mass of society and to learn their mission which
consists in being few and holding their own against the
many.

A time must come in which society, from politics to
art, reorganizes itself into two orders or ranks: the illus-
trious and the vulgar. That chaotic, shapeless, and un-
differentiated state without discipline and social struc-
ture in which Europe has lived these hundred and fifty
years cannot go on. Behind all contemporary life lurks
the provoking and profound injustice of the assumption
that men are actually equal. Each move among men so
obviously reveals the opposite that each move results in
a painful clash.

If this subject were broached in politics the passions
aroused would run too high to make oneself under-
stood. Fortunately the aforementioned unity of spirit
within a historical epoch allows us to point out serenely
and with perfect clarity in the germinating art of our
time the same symptoms and signals of a moral revision

{71

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

that in politics present themselves obscured by low pas-
sions.

“Nolite fieri,”” the evangelist exhorts us, “sicut equus
et mulus quibus non est intellectus’—do not act like
horses and mules that lack understanding. The masses
kick and do not understand. Let us try to do better and
to extract from modern art its essential principle. That
will enable us to see in what profound sense modern art
is unpopular.

ARTISTIC ART

([ If the new art is not accessible to every man this im-
plies that its impulses are not of a generically human
kind. It is an art not for men in general but for a spe-
cial class of men who may not be better but who evi-
dently are different.

One point must be clarified before we go on. What is
it the majority of people call aesthetic pleasure? What
happens in their minds when they “like” a work of art;
for instance, a theatrical performance? The answer is
easy. A man likes a play when he has become interested
in the human destinies presented to him, when the love
and hatred, the joys and sorrows of the personages so
move his heart that he participates in it all as though it
were happening in real life. And he calls a work “good”’
if it succeeds in creating the illusion necessary to make
the imaginary personages appear like living persons.
In poetry he seeks the passion and pain of the man be-
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hind the poet. Paintings attract him if he finds on them
figures of men or women whom it would be interesting
to meet. A landscape is pronounced ‘“pretty” if the
country it represents deserves for its loveliness or its
grandeur to be visited on a trip.

It thus appears that to the majority of people aes-
thetic pleasure means a state of mind which is essen-
tially undistinguishable from their ordinary behavior.
It differs merely in accidental qualities, being perhaps
less utilitarian, more intense, and free from painful
consequences. But the object towards which their at-
tention and, consequently, all their other mental activi-
ties are directed is the same as in daily life: people and
passions. By art they understand a means through
which they are brought in contact with interesting hu-
man affairs. Artistic forms proper—figments, fantasy—
are tolerated only if they do not interfere with the per-
ception of human forms and fates. As soon as purely
aesthetic elements predominate and the story of John
and Mary grows elusive, most people feel out of their
depth and are at a loss what to make of the scene, the
book, or the painting. As they have never practiced any
other attitude but the practical one in which a man’s
feelings are aroused and he is emotionally involved, a
work that does not invite sentimental intervention leaves
them without a cue.

Now, this is a point which has to be made perfectly
clear. Not only is grieving and rejoicing at such human
destinies as a work of art presents or narrates a very
different thing from true artistic pleasure, but preoccu-
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pation with the human content of the work is in prin-
ciple incompatible with aesthetic enjoyment proper.

We have here a very simple optical problem. To see
a thing we must adjust our visual apparatus in a cer-
tain way. If the adjustment is inadequate the thing is
seen indistinctly or not at all. Take a garden seen
through a window. Looking at the garden we adjust our
eyes in such a way that the ray of vision travels through
the pane without delay and rests on the shrubs and
flowers. Since we are focusing on the garden and our
ray of vision is directed toward it, we do not see the
window but look clear through it. The purer the glass,
the less we see it. But we can also deliberately disregard
the garden and, withdrawing the ray of vision, detain
it at the window. We then lose sight of the garden; what
we still behold of it is a confused mass of color which
appears pasted to the pane. Hence to see the garden and
to see the windowpane are two incompatible operations
which exclude one another because they require differ-
ent adjustments.

Similarly a work of art vanishes from sight for a be-
holder who seeks in it nothing but the moving fate of
John and Mary or Tristan and Isolde and adjusts his
vision to this. Tristan’s sorrows are sorrows and can
evoke compassion only in so far as they are taken as
real. But an object of art is artistic only in so far as it
is not real. In order to enjoy Titian’s portrait of Charles
the Fifth on horseback we must forget that this is
Charles the Fifth in person and see instead a portrait—
that is, an image, a fiction. The portrayed person and
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his portrait are two entirely different things; we are in-
terested in either one or the other. In the first case we
“live’” with Charles the Fifth, in the second we look at
an object of art.

But not many people are capable of adjusting their
perceptive apparatus to the pane and the transparency
that is the work of art. Instead they look right through
it and revel in the human reality with which the work
deals. When they are invited to let go of this prey and
to direct their attention to the work of art itself they will
say that they cannot see such a thing, which indeed they
cannot, because it is all artistic transparency and with-
out substance.

During the nineteenth century artists proceeded in
all too impure a fashion. They reduced the strictly aes-
thetic elements to a minimum and let the work consist
almost entirely in a fiction of human realities. In this
sense all normal art of the last century must be called
realistic. Beethoven and Wagner were realistic, and so
was Chateaubriand as well as Zola. Seen from the
vantage-point of our day Romanticism and Naturalism
draw closer together and reveal their common realistic
root.

Works of this kind are only partially works of art,
or artistic objects. Their enjoyment does not depend
upon our power to focus on transparencies and images,
a power characteristic of the artistic sensibility; all they
require is human sensibility and willingness to sympa-
thize with our neighbor’s joys and worries. No wonder
that nineteenth century art has been so popular; it is
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made for the masses inasmuch as it is not art but an ex-
tract from life. Let us remember that in epochs with
two different types of art, one for minorities and one for
the majority, the latter has always been realistic.*

I will not now discuss whether pure art is possible.
Perhaps it is not; but as the reasons that make me in-
clined to think so are somewhat long and difficult the
subject better be dropped. Besides, it is not of major
importance for the matter in hand. Even though pure
art may be impossible there doubtless can prevail a
tendency toward a purification of art. Such a tendency
would effect a progressive elimination of the human,
all too human, elements predominant in romantic and
naturalistic production. And in this process a point can
be reached in which the human content has grown so
thin that it is negligible. We then have an art which can
be comprehended only by people possessed of the pecul-
iar gift of artistic sensibility—an art for artists and not
for the masses, for “quality” and not for hoi polloi.

That is why modern art divides the public into two
classes, those who understand it and those who do not
understand it—that is to say, those who are artists and
those who are not. The new art is an artistic art.

I do not propose to extol the new way in art or to con-
demn the old. My purpose is to characterize them as the
zoologist characterizes two contrasting species. The new
art is a world-wide fact. For about twenty years now

* For instance in the Middle Ages. In accordance with the di-
vision of society in the two strata of noblemen and commoners,
there existed an aristocratic art which was ‘“conventional” and
“idealistic,” and a popular art which was realistic and satirical.
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the most alert young people of two successive genera-
tions—in Berlin, Paris, London, New York, Rome,
Madrid—have found themselves faced with the unde-
niable fact that they have no use for traditional art;
moreover, that they detest it. With these young people
one can do one of two things: shoot them, or try to un-
derstand them. As soon as one decides in favor of the
latter it appears that they are endowed with a perfectly
clear, coherent, and rational sense of art. Far from be-
ing a whim, their way of feeling represents the inevi-
table and fruitful result of all previous artistic achieve-
ment. Whimsical, arbitrary, and consequently unprofit-
able it would be to set oneself against the new style and
obstinately remain shut up in old forms that are ex-
hausted and the worse for wear. In art, as in morals,
what ought to be done does not depend on our personal
judgment; we have to accept the imperative imposed by
the time. Obedience to the order of the day is the most
hopeful choice open to the individual. Even so he may
achieve nothing; but he is much more likely to fail if he
insists on composing another Wagnerian opera, another
naturalistic novel.

In art repetition is nothing. Each historical style can
engender a certain number of different forms within a
generic type. But there always comes a day when the
magnificent mine is worked out. Such, for instance, has
been the fate of the romantico-naturalistic novel and
theater. It is a naive error to believe that the present in-
fecundity of these two genres is due to lack of talent.
What happens is that the possible combinations within
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these literary forms are exhausted. It must be deemed
fortunate that this situation coincides with the emer-
gence of a new artistic sensibility capable of detecting
other untouched veins.

When we analyze the new style we find that it con-
tains certain closely connected tendencies. It tends (1)
to dehumanize art, (2) to avoid living forms, (3) to
see to it that the work of art is nothing but a work of art,
(4) to consider art as play and nothing else, (5) to be
essentially ironical, (6) to beware of sham and hence to
aspire to scrupulous realization, (7) to regard art as a
thing of no transcending consequence.

In the following I shall say a few words about each
of these features of modern art.

A FEW DROPS OF PHENOMENOLOGY

([ A great man is dying. His wife is by his bedside. A
doctor takes the dying man’s pulse. In the background
two more persons are discovered : a reporter who is pres-
ent for professional reasons, and a painter whom mere
chance has brought here. Wife, doctor, reporter, and
painter witness one and the same event. Nonetheless,
this identical event—a man’s death—impresses each of
them in a different way. So different indeed that the
several aspects have hardly anything in common. What
this scene means to the wife who is all grief has so little
to do with what it means to the painter who looks on
impassively that it seems doubtful whether the two can
be said to be present at the same event.
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It thus becomes clear that one and the same reality
may split up into many diverse realities when it is be-
held from different points of view. And we cannot help
asking ourselves: Which of all these realities must then
be regarded as the real and authentic one? The answer,
no matter how we decide, cannot but be arbitrary. Any
preference can be founded on caprice only. All these
realities are equivalent, each being authentic for its cor-
responding point of view. All we can do is to classify
the points of view and to determine which among them
seems, in a practical way, most normal or most spon-
taneous. Thus we arrive at a conception of reality that
is by no means absolute, but at least practical and nor-
mative.

As for the points of view of the four persons present
at the deathbed, the clearest means of distinguishing
them is by measuring one of their dimensions, namely
the emotional distance between each person and the
event they all witness. For the wife of the dying man
the distance shrinks to almost nothing. What is hap-
pening so tortures her soul and absorbs her mind that
it becomes one with her person. Or to put it inversely,
the wife is drawn into the scene, she is part of it. A
thing can be seen, an event can be observed, only when
we have separated it from ourselves and it has ceased
to form a living part of our being. Thus the wife is not
present at the scene, she is in it. She does not behold it,
she “lives” it.

The doctor is several degrees removed. To him this is
a professional case. He is not drawn into the event with
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the frantic and blinding anxiety of the poor woman.
However it is his bounden duty as a doctor to take a
serious interest, he carries responsibility, perhaps his
professional honor is at stake. Hence he too, albeit in a
less integral and less intimate way, takes part in the
event. He is involved in it not with his heart but with
the professional portion of his self. He too “lives” the
scene although with an agitation originating not in the
emotional center, but in the professional surface, of his
existence.

When we now put ourselves in the place of the re-
porter we realize that we have traveled a long distance
away from the tragic event. So far indeed that we have
lost all emotional contact with it. The reporter, like the
doctor, has been brought here for professional reasons
and not out of a spontaneous human interest. But while
the doctor’s profession requires him to interfere, the re-
porter’s requires him precisely to stay aloof; he has to
confine himself to observing. To him the event is a
mere scene, a pure spectacle on which he is expected to
report in his newspaper column. He takes no feeling
part in what is happening here, he is emotionally free,
an outsider. He does not “live’’ the scene, he observes it.
Yet he observes it with a view to telling his readers
about it. He wants to interest them, to move them, and
if possible to make them weep as though they each had
been the dying man’s best friend. From his schooldays
he remembers Horace’s recipe: “Si vis me flere dolen-
dum est primum ipsi tibi”’—if you want me to weep
you must first grieve yourself.
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Obedient to Horace the reporter is anxious to pretend
emotion, hoping that it will benefit his literary perform-
ance. If he does not “live” the scene he at least pretends
to “live” it.

The painter, in fine, completely unconcerned, does
nothing but keep his eyes open. What is happening here
is none of his business; he is, as it were, a hundred
miles removed from it. His is a purely perceptive atti-
tude; indeed, he fails to perceive the event in its en-
tirety. The tragic inner meaning escapes his attention
which is directed exclusively toward the visual part—
color values, lights, and shadows. In the painter we find
a maximum of distance and a minimum of feeling in-
tervention.

The inevitable dullness of this analysis will, I hope,
be excused if it now enables us to speak in a clear and
precise way of a scale of emotional distances between
ourselves and reality. In this scale, the degree of close-
ness is equivalent to the degree of feeling participation;
the degree of remoteness, on the other hand, marks the
degree to which we have freed ourselves from the real
event, thus objectifying it and turning it into a theme
of pure observation. At one end of the scale the world—
persons, things, situations—is given to us in the aspect
of “lived” reality; at the other end we see everything in
the aspect of “observed” reality.

At this point we must make a remark that is essential
in aesthetics and without which neither old art nor new
art can be satisfactorily analyzed. Among the diverse
aspects of reality we find one from which all the others
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derive and which they all presuppose: “lived” reality.
If nobody had ever “lived” in pure and frantic aban-
donment a man’s death, the doctor would not bother,
the readers would not understand the reporter’s pathos,
and the canvas on which the painter limned a person on
a bed surrounded by mourning figures would be mean-
ingless. The same holds for any object, be it a person,
a thing, or a situation. The primal aspect of an apple
is that in which I see it when I am about to eat it. All its
other possible forms—when it appears, for instance, in
a Baroque ornament, or on a still life of Cézanne’s, or
in the eternal metaphor of a girl’s apple cheeks—pre-
serve more or less that original aspect. A painting or a
poem without any vestiges of “lived” forms would be
unintelligible, i.e., nothing—as a discourse is nothing
whose every word is emptied of its customary meaning.

That is to say, in the scale of realities ‘‘lived” reality
holds a peculiar primacy which compels us to regard it
as “‘the” reality. Instead of “lived” reality we may say
“human” reality. The painter who impassively wit-
nesses the death scene appears “inhuman.” In other
words, the human point of view is that. in which we
“live” situations, persons, things. And, vice versa, re-
alities—a woman, a countryside, an event—are human
when they present the aspect in which they are usually
“lived.”

As an example, the importance of which will appear
later, let us mention that among the realities which con-
stitute the world are our ideas. We use our ideas in a
“human” way when we employ them for thinking
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things. Thinking of Napoleon, for example, we are
normally concerned with the great man of that name. A
psychologist, on the other hand, adopts an unusual, “in-
human” attitude when he forgets about Napoleon and,
prying into his own mind, tries to analyze his idea of
Napoleon as such idea. His perspective is the opposite
of that prevailing in spontaneous life. The idea, in-
stead of functioning as the means to think an object
with, is itself made the object and the aim of thinking.
We shall soon see the unexpected use which the new art
has made of this “inhuman” inversion.

FIRST INSTALLMENT ON THE
DEHUMANIZATION OF ART

(| With amazing swiftness modern art has split up into
a multitude of divergent directions. Nothing is easier
than to stress the differences. But such an emphasis on
the distinguishing and specific features would be point-
less without a previous account of the common fund
that in a varying and sometimes contradictory manner
asserts itself throughout modern art. Did not Aristotle
already observe that things differ in what they have in
common? Because all bodies are colored we notice that
they are differently colored. Species are nothing if not
modifications of a genus, and we cannot understand
them unless we realize that they draw, in their several
ways, upon a common patrimony.

I am little interested in special directions of modern
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art and, but for a few exceptions, even less in special
works. Nor do I, for that matter, expect anybody to be
particularly interested in my valuation of the new artis-
tic produce. Writers who have nothing to convey but
their praise or dispraise of works of art had better ab-
stain from writing. They are unfit for this arduous task.

The important thing is that there unquestionably
exists in the world a new artistic sensibility.* Over
against the multiplicity of special directions and indi-
vidual works, the new sensibility represents the generic
fact and the source, as it were, from which the former
spring. This sensibility it is worth while to define. And
when we seek to ascertain the most general and most
characteristic feature of modern artistic production we
come upon the tendency to dehumanize art. After what
we have said above, this formula now acquires a tol-
erably precise meaning.

Let us compare a painting in the new style with one
of, say, 1860. The simplest procedure will be to begin by
setting against one another the objects they represent:
a man perhaps, a house, or a mountain. It then appears
that the artist of 1860 wanted nothing so much as to
give to the objects in his picture the same looks and airs
they possess outside it when they occur as parts of the
“lived” or “human’ reality. Apart from this he may
have been animated by other more intricate aesthetic

* This new sensibility is a gift not only of the artist proper but
also of his audience. When I said above that the new art is an art
for artists I understood by ‘‘artists” not only those who produce

this art but also those who are capable of perceiving purely artistic
values.

{20}

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

ambitions, but what interests us is that his first concern
was with securing this likeness. Man, house, mountain
are at once recognized, they are our good old friends;
whereas on a modern painting we are at a loss to recog-
nize them. It might be supposed that the modern painter
has failed to achieve resemblance. But then some pic-
tures of the 1860’s are ‘“poorly” painted, too, and the
objects in them differ considerably from the correspond-
ing «©bjects outside them. And yet, whatever ‘the differ-
ences, the very blunders of the traditional artist point
toward the “human” object; they are downfalls on the
way toward it and somehow equivalent to the orienting
words ‘“This is a cock” with which Cervantes lets the
painter Orbanejo enlighten his public. In modern paint-
ings the opposite happens. It is not that the painter is
bungling and fails to render the natural (natural = hu-
man) thing because he deviates from it, but that these
deviations point in a direction opposite to that which
would lead to reality.

Far from going more or less clumsily toward reality,
the artist is seen going against it. He is brazenly set on
deforming reality, shattering its human aspect, dehu-
manizing it. With the things represented on traditional
paintings we could have imaginary intercourse. Many
a young Englishman has fallen in love with Gioconda.
With the objects of modern pictures no intercourse is
possible. By divesting them of their aspect of “lived”
reality the artist has blown up the bridges and burned
the ships that could have taken us back to our daily
world. He leaves us locked up in an abstruse universe,
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surrounded by objects with which human dealings are
inconceivable, and thus compels us to improvise other
forms of intercourse completely distinct from our ordi-
nary ways with things. We must invent unheard-of ges-
tures to fit those singular figures. This new way of life
which presupposes the annulment of spontaneous life
is precisely what we call understanding and enjoyment
of art. Not that this life lacks sentiments and passions,
but those sentiments and passions evidently belong to
a flora other than that which covers the hills and dales
of primary and human life. What those ultra-objects*
evoke in our inner artist are secondary passions, spe-
cifically aesthetic sentiments.

It may be said that, to achieve this result, it would be
simpler to dismiss human forms—man, house, moun-
tain——altogether and to construct entirely original fig-
ures. But, in the first place, this is not feasible.{ Even
in the most abstract ornamental line a stubborn remi-
niscence lurks of certain ‘‘natural” forms. Secondly—
and this is the crucial point—the art of which we speak
is inhuman not only because it contains no things hu-
man, but also because it is an explicit act of dehuman-
ization. In his escape from the human world the young
artist cares less for the “terminus ad quem,” the startling
fauna at which he arrives, than for the “terminus a
quo,” the human aspect which he destroys. The ques-
tion is not to paint something altogether different from

* “Ultraism” is one of the most appropriate names that have
been coined to denote the new sensibility.

T An attempt has been made in this extreme sense—in certain
works by Picasso—but it has failed signally.
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a man, a house, a mountain, but to paint a man who
resembles a man as little as possible; a house that pre-
serves of a house exactly what is needed to reveal the
metamorphosis; a cone miraculously emerging—as the
snake from his slough—from what used to be a moun-
tain. For the modern artist, aesthetic pleasure derives
from such a triumph over human matter. That is why
he has to drive home the victory by presenting in each
case the strangled victim.

It may be thought a simple affair to fight shy of re-
ality, but it is by no means easy. There is no difficulty
in painting or saying things which make no sense what-
ever, which are unintelligible and therefore nothing.
One only needs to assemble unconnected words or to
draw random lines.* But to construct something that is
not a copy of ‘“nature’” and yet possesses substance of
its own is a feat which presupposes nothing less than
genius.

“Reality” constantly waylays the artist to prevent his
flight. Much cunning is needed to effect the sublime
escape. A reversed Odysseus, he must free himself from
his daily Penelope and sail through reefs and rocks to
Circe’s Faery. When, for a moment, he succeeds in es-
caping the perpetual ambush, let us not grudge him a
gesture of arrogant triumph, a St. George gesture with
the dragon prostrate at his feet.

* This was done by the dadaistic hoax. It is interesting to note
again (see the above footnote) that the very vagaries and abortive
experiments of the new art derive with a certain cogency from its

organic principle, thereby giving ample proof that modern art is
a unified and meaningful movement.
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INVITATION TO0 UNDERSTANDING

([ The works of art that the nineteenth century favored
invariably contain a core of “lived” reality which fur-
nishes the substance,-as it were, of the aesthetic body.
With this material the aesthetic process works, and its
working consists in endowing the human nucleus with
glamour and dignity. To the majority of people this is
the most natural and the only possible setup of a work
of art. Art is reflected life, nature seen through a tem-
perament, representation of human destinies, and so on.
But the fact is that our young artists, with no less con-
viction, maintain the opposite. Must the old always
have the last word today while tomorrow infallibly the
young win out? For one thing, let us not rant and rave.
“Dove si grida,” Leonardo da Vinci warns us, ‘“no é
vera scienza.” “Neque lugere neque indignari sed in-
telligere,” recommends Spinoza. Our firmest convic-
tions are apt to be the most suspect, they mark our lim-
its and our bonds. Life is a petty thing unless it is
moved by the indomitable urge to extend its boundaries.
Only in proportion as we are desirous of living more
do we really live. Obstinately to insist on carrying on
within the same familiar horizon betrays weakness and
a decline of vital energies. Our horizon is a biological
line, a living part of our organism. In times of fullness
of life it expands, elastically moving in unison almost
with our breathing. When the horizon stiffens it is be-
cause it has become fossilized and we are growing old.

It is less obvious than academicians assume that a
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work of art must consist of human stuff which the
Muses comb and groom. Art cannot be reduced to cos-
metics. Perception of “lived” reality and perception of
artistic form, as I have said before, are essentially in-
compatible because they call for a different adjustment
of our perceptive apparatus. An art that requires such
a double seeing is a squinting art. The nineteenth cen-
tury was remarkably cross-eyed. That is why its prod-
ucts, far from representing a normal type of art, may
be said to mark a maximum aberration in the history of
taste. All great periods of art have been careful not to
let the work revolve about human contents. The impera-
tive of unmitigated realism that dominated the artistic
sensibility of the last century must be put down as a
freak in aesthetic evolution. It thus appears that the
new inspiration, extravagant though it seems, is merely
returning, at least in one point, to the royal road of art.
For this road is called “will to style.” But to stylize
means to deform reality, to derealize; style involves de-
humanization. And vice versa, there is no other means
of stylizing except by dehumanizing. Whereas realism,
exhorting the artist faithfully to follow reality, exhorts
him to abandon style. A Zurbaran enthusiast, groping
for the suggestive word, will declare that the works of
this painter have “character.” And character and not
style is distinctive of the works of Lucas and Sorolla,
of Dickens and Galdés. The eighteenth century, on the
other hand, which had so little character was a past
master of style.

~
S
Oy
——

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

MORE ABOUT
THE DEHUMANIZATION OF ART

([ The young set has declared taboo any infiltration of
human contents into art. Now, human contents, the com-
ponent elements of our daily world, form a hierarchy of
three ranks. There is first the realm of persons, second
that of living beings, lastly there are the inorganic
things. The veto of modern art is more or less apodictic
according to the rank the respective object holds in this
hierarchy. The first stratum, as it is most human, is
most carefully avoided.

This is clearly discernible in music and in poetry.
From Beethoven to Wagner music was primarily con-
cerned with expressing personal feelings. The com-
poser erected great structures of sound in which to ac-
commodate his autobiography. Art was, more or less,
confession. There existed no way of aesthetic enjoy-
ment except by contagion. ‘“In music,” Nietzsche de-
clared, “‘the passions enjoy themselves.”” Wagner poured
into Tristan and Isolde his adultery with Mathilde
Wesendonck, and if we want to enjoy this work we
must, for a few hours, turn vaguely adulterous our-
selves. That darkly stirring music makes us weep and
tremble and melt away voluptuously. From Beethoven
to Wagner all music is melodrama.

And that is unfair, a young artist would say. It
means taking advantage of a noble weakness inherent
in man which exposes him to infection from his neigh-
bor’s joys and sorrows. Such an infection is no mental
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phenomenon; it works like a reflex in the same way as
the grating of a knife upon glass sets the teeth on edge.
It is an automatic effect, nothing else. We must distin-
guish between delight and titillation. Romanticism hunts
with a decoy, it tampers with the bird’s fervor in order
to riddle him with the pellets of sounds. Art must not
proceed by psychic contagion, for psychic contagion is
an unconscious phenomenon, and art ought to be full
clarity, high noon of the intellect. Tears and laughter
are, aesthetically, frauds. The gesture of beauty never
passes beyond smiles, melancholy or delighted. If it
can do without them, better still. “Toute maitrise jette
le froid” (Mallarmé).

There is, to my mind, a good deal of truth in the
young artist’s verdict. Aesthetic pleasure must be a see-
ing pleasure. For pleasures may be blind or seeing. The
drunken man’s happiness is blind. Like everything in
the world it has a cause, the alcohol; but it has no mo-
tive. A man who has won at sweepstakes is happy too,
but in a different manner; he is happy “about” some-
thing. The drunken man’s merriment is hermetically
enclosed in itself, he does not know why he is happy.
Whereas the joy of the winner consists precisely in his
being conscious of a definite fact that motivates and
justifies his contentment. He is glad because he is aware
of an object that is in itself gladdening. His is a happi-
ness with eyes and which feeds on its motive, flowing, as
it were, from the object to the subject.*

* Causation and motivation are two completely different rela-
tions. The causes of our states of consciousness are not present in
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Any phenomenon that aspires to being mental and
not mechanical must bear this luminous character of
intelligibility, of motivation. But the pleasure aroused
by romantic art has hardly any connection with its con-
tent. What has the beauty of music—something obvi-
ously located without and beyond myself in the realm
of sound—what has the beauty of music to do with that
melting mood it may produce in me? Is not this a thor-
ough confusion? Instead of delighting in the artistic
object people delight in their own emotions, the work
being only the cause and the alcohol of their pleasure.
And such a quid pro quo is bound to happen whenever
art is made to consist essentially in an exposition of
“lived” realities. “Lived” realities are too overpowering
not to evoke a sympathy which prevents us from per-
ceiving them in their objective purity.

Seeing requires distance. Each art operates a magic
lantern that removes and transfigures its objects. On its
screen they stand aloof, inmates of an inaccessible
world, in an absolute distance. When this derealization
is lacking, an awkward perplexity arises: we do not
know whether to “live” the things or to observe them.

Madame Tussaud’s comes to mind and the peculiar
uneasiness aroused by dummies. The origin of this
uneasiness lies in the provoking ambiguity with which
wax figures defeat any attempt at adopting a clear and
consistent attitude toward them. Treat them as living

these states; science must ascertain them. But the motive of a
feeling, of a volition, of a belief forms part of the act itself. Mo-
tivation is a conscious relation.
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beings, and they will sniggeringly reveal their waxen
secret. Take them for dolls, and they seem to breathe
in irritated protest. They will not be reduced to mere
objects. Looking at them we suddenly feel a misgiving:
should it not be they who are looking at us? Till in the
end we are sick and tired of those hired corpses. Wax
figures are melodrama at its purest.

The new sensibility, it seems to me, is dominated by a
distaste for human elements in art very similar to the
feelings cultured people have always experienced at
Madame Tussaud’s, while the mob has always been
delighted by that gruesome waxen hoax. In passing we
may here ask ourselves a few impertinent questions
which we have no intention to answer now. What is be-
hind this disgust at seeing art mixed up with life?
Could it be disgust for the human sphere as such, for
reality, for life? Or is it rather the opposite: respect for
life and unwillingness to confuse it with art, so inferior
a thing as art? But what do we mean by calling art an
inferior function—divine art, glory of civilization, fine
fleur of culture, and so forth? As we were saying, these
questions are impertinent; let us dismiss them.

In Wagner, melodrama comes to a peak. Now,
an artistic form, on reaching its maximum, is likely to
topple over into its opposite. And thus we find that in
Wagner the human voice has already ceased to be the
protagonist and is drowned in the cosmic din of the or-
chestra. However, a more radical change was to follow.
Music had to be relieved of private sentiments and puri-
fied in an exemplary objectification. This was the deed
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of Debussy. Owing to him, it has become possible to
listen to music serenely, without swoons and tears. All
the various developments in the art of music during
these last decades move on the ground of the new ultra-
worldly world conquéred by the genius of Debussy. So
decisive is this conversion of the subjective attitude into
the objective that any subsequent differentiations ap-
pear comparatively negligible.* Debussy dehuman-
ized music, that is why he marks a new era in the art
of music.

The same happened in poetry. Poetry had to be dis-
encumbered. Laden with human matter it was drag-
ging along, skirting the ground and bumping into
trees and house tops like a deflated balloon. Here Mal-
larmé was the liberator who restored to the lyrical poem
its ethereal quality and ascending power. Perhaps he
did not reach the goal himself. Yet it was he who gave
the decisive order: shoot ballast.

For what was the theme of poetry in the romantic
century? The poet informed us prettily of his private
upper-middle-class emotions, his major and minor sor-
rows, his yearnings, his religious or political preoccu-
pations, and, in case he was English, his reveries be-
hind his pipe. In one way or another, his ambition was
to enhance his daily existence. Thanks to personal
genius, a halo of finer substance might occasionally
surround the human core of the poem—as for instance

* A more detailed analysis of Debussy’s significance with re-

spect to romantic music may be found in the author’s above quoted
essay “Musicalia.”
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in Baudelaire. But this splendor was a by-product. All
the poet wished was to be human.

“And that seems objectionable to a young man?”
somebody who has ceased to be one asks with suppressed
indignation. ‘“What does he want the poet to ber A
bird, an ichthyosaurus, a dodecahedron?” .

I can’t say. However, I believe that the young poet
when writing poetry simply wishes to be a poet. We
shall yet see that all new art (like new science, new
politics—new life, in sum) abhors nothing so much as
blurred borderlines. To insist on neat distinctions is a
symptom of mental honesty. Life is one thing, art is
another—thus the young set think or at least feel—let
us keep the two apart. The poet begins where the man
ends. The man’s lot is to live his human life, the poet’s
to invent what is nonexistent. Herein lies the justifica-
tion of the poetical profession. The poet aggrandizes
the world by adding to reality, which is there by itself,
the continents of his imagination. Author derives from
auctor, he who augments. It was the title Rome be-
stowed upon her generals when they had conquered new
territory for the City.

Mallarmé was the first poet in the nineteenth century
who wanted to be nothing but a poet. He “eschewed”—
as he said himself—*the materials offered by nature”
and composed small lyrical objects distinct from the
human fauna and flora. This poetry need not be “felt.”
As it contains nothing human, it contains no cue for
emotion either. When a woman is mentioned it is “the
woman no one’’ ; when an hour strikes it is “the hour not
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marked on dials.” Proceeding by negatives, Mallarmé’s
verse muffles all vital resonance and presents us with
figures so extramundane that merely looking at them is
delight. Among such creatures, what business has the
poor face of the man who officiates as poet? None but to
disappear, to vanish and to become a pure nameless
voice breathing into the air the words—those true pro-
tagonists of the lyrical pursuit. This pure and nameless
voice, the mere acoustic carrier of the verse, is the voice
of the poet who has learned to extricate himself from the
surrounding man.

Wherever we look we see the same thing: flight from
the human person. The methods of dehumanization are
many. Those employed today may differ vastly from
Mallarmé’s; in fact, I am well aware that his pages are
still reached by romantic palpitations. Yet just as mod-
ern music belongs to a historical unity that begins with
Debussy, all new poetry moves in the direction in which
Mallarmé pointed. The landmarks of these two names
seem to me essential for charting the main line of the
new style above the indentations produced by individ-
ual inspirations.

It will not be easy to interest a person under thirty in
a book that under the pretext of art reports on the do-
ings of some men and women. To him, such a thing
smacks of sociology or psychology. He would accept it
gladly if issues were not confused and those facts were
told him in sociological and psychological terms. But
art means something else to him.

Poetry has become the higher algebra of metaphors.
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