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If the Spectator could enter into these Images in his
Imagination, approaching them on the Fiery Chariot of his
Contemplative Thought . .. or could make a Friend & com-
panion of one of these Images of wonder . . . then would he
arise from his Grave, then would he meet the Lord in the Air &
then he would be happy.

Here they are no longer talking of what is Good & Evil,
or of what is Right or Wrong, & puzzling themselves in
Satan’s Labyrinth, But are Conversing with Eternal Realities
as they Exist in the Human Imagination. We are in a World
of Generation & death & this world we must cast off if
we would be Painters such as Rafael, Mich. Angelo & the
Ancient Sculptors.

BLAkEe

He has made, after the manner of his kind,
Mere images.

YEATS



PREFACE

I have written this essay because I thought I could see a new way
of looking at certain assumptions which are of great importance
to contemporary poetry and criticism, Very briefly, these
assumptions are that the image is, in Wyndham Lewis’s phrase,
the ‘primary pigment’ of poetry; and that the poet who uses it is
by that very fact differentiated from other men, and seriously at
odds with the society in which he has to live. Thoroughly
Romantic they may be, but they are none the less fundamental to
much twentieth-century thinking about poetry; and this remains
true for critics and poets who are militantly anti-Romantic.
Clearly this is a complicated subject, and equally clearly my
essay is short and tentative, laying no claim to exhaustive or
specialist scholarship. Everybody agrees that dons are deplorably
specialised these days, and this is not, as they say, my ‘period’.
But I have not thrown caution to the winds, and I have accepted
scholarly assistance wherever I could get it. (I say this, of course,
without prejudice to my benefactors.) I am particularly indebted
to Professor Mario Praz’s The Romantic Agony (Oxford, 1933); to
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M. Albert Béguin's L’Ame romantique et le réve (2nd edn, Paris,
1946); to Professor A. G. Lehmann’s The Symbolist Aesthetic in France
(Oxford, 1950); and to Professor M. H. Abrams’ The Mirror and the
Lamp (Oxford, 1953).

I have also had the benefit of conversation with Professor
Lehmann, and particularly with Mr. Jain Fletcher, who most gen-
erously shared his knowledge of the poets of the 1890s, and read
the essay in an early version. Professor D. J. Gordon read a later
draft, and made valuable suggestions for its improvement. These
acknowledgments do not exhaust my indebtedness to other
books and friends. I mention only those obligations which it
would be scandalous not to confess.

Thanks are due to the following for their kind permission to
use copyright material: Mrs. W, B. Yeats, Messrs MacMillan and
Co., the Editor of The Observer, and Herr Erich Seemann.

EK.



A NOTE ON THE FRONTISPIECE

Thomas Theodor Heine (1867-1948), caricaturist and illus-
trator, was one of the founders of the famous periodical Sim-
plicissimus in 1896. Dancers were favourite subjects of his, and his
{reatment of them shows to a marked degree the influence of
Beardsley. This drawing of Loie Fuller appeared in a periodical
called Die Insel, founded in 1899 and published by Schuster and
Loeffler in Berlin: Dr. Leopold Ettlinger, to whom I am indebted
for this information, calls it ‘a real art nouveau period piece’. Loie
Fuller was valued not only by devotees of art nouveau for the exotic
naturalism of her dancing, but by Symbolists as the finest
example of the use of the dance as an emblem of the Image of
art. This drawing is the best visual illustration I could discover —
better, I think, than Toulouse-Lautrec’s ‘Loie Fuller’ — for Chapter

4 of this book. Mallarmé’s comments on Loie Fuller will be
found on pages 85 and 86.
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Dancer and Tree

How can we know the dancer from the dance?
Yeats
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THE ARTIST IN ISOLATION

Je ne suis pas fait comme aucun de ceux que j'ai sus. Mais si
je ne vaux pas mieux, au moins je suis autre.

Rousseau

We poets in our youth begin in gladness, But thereof comes in
the end despondency and madness

WORDSWORTH

As its title is intended to indicate, this essay is primarily con-
cerned with the evolution of assumptions relating to the image
of poetry; it is an attempt to describe this image in a new way,
and to suggest new ways of looking at contingent issues, in
poetry and criticism. The main topic is, in fact, that ‘esthetic
image’ explained in Thomist language by Stephen Dedalus in
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: it is for him that beauty which has
the three attributes of integrity, consonance and clarity; which is
“apprehended as one thing . . . self-bounded and self-contained
upon the immeasurable background of space or time which is
not it”; apprehended in its quiddites by the artist whose mind
is arrested in “a luminous stasis of esthetic pleasure”.
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This is only one famous — and rather obscure — way of putting
it, and the conclusions concerning poetry at which Joyce, start-
ing from this position, arrives are characteristic of the whole
movement I shall discuss. One such conclusion is that the artist
who is vouchsafed this power of apprehending the Image — to
experience that ‘epiphany’ which is the Joycean equivalent of
Pater’s ‘vision’ — has to pay a heavy price in suffering, to risk his
immortal soul, and to be alone, “not only to be separate from all
others but to have not even one friend”.

These two beliefs — in the Image as a radiant truth out of space
and time, and in the necessary isolation or estrangement of men
who can perceive it — are inextricably associated, and because of
their interdependence I find that I must begin this essay on the
Image with a few pages on what is for me the subsidiary theme,
this ubiquitous assumption that the artist is cut off from other
men; and even these notes will contain some anticipations of
later chapters on the Image proper.

The author to whom it would be natural to turn for a fully
developed view of both themes is Thomas Mann, who sets them,
so to speak, in the full context of modern life and learning. They
occur in singular and suggestive purity — if that is the word — in
the early stories Death in Venice and Tonio Krdger, and later receive
encyclopaedic enlargement. The first of these stories is neverthe-
less the most systematic exposition, in art, that I have so far
encountered. But for my purposes the topic of isolation is more
directly relevant as it occurs in poetry, and more particularly in
English poetry, since what I have to say later about Yeats is the
heart of this essay. The real difficulty about this topic is to know
where to start; the literature of the past hundred and fifty years
has millions of texts for discourses upon it, and in any case the
‘difference’ of artists is common ground to the artists themselves
and to those who hate them. Perhaps we need an exhaustive
study in critical, psychological, and sociological terms; that
would be a daunting task, involving the history of the very tools
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one was using. All I intend here is to recall to mind a few aspects

of the subject which seem indispensable to what I have to say
about the Image.

Occasionally one encounters the paradox that the artist is mag-
nificently sane, only the quality of his sanity distinguishing him
from other men. His sensibility (in Henry James's sense, the ‘very
atmosphere of his mind") is more profound, subtle and recep-
tive, and his powers of organising experience very much
greater. His art is not made of stuff inaccessible to them; there is
no qualitative difference between his way of knowing and
theirs; all depends upon this intensity of organisation. Pater said
it in his liturgical monotone; Dr. Richards said it in his scientific
parables, making the point with the aid of diagrams. (These
critics, saying the same thing in their so different ways, span a
period in which many voices, proclaiming novelty, seem on
analysis to be saying much the same thing.) But Pater also knew
the cost of this intensity; the Cyrenaic visions, “almost beatific”,
of ideal personalities in life and art were “a very costly matter”,
requiring “the sacrifice of a thousand possible sympathies” and
so effectively setting the visionary apart. And this is character-
istic of the way in which the paradox of the artist’s ‘normality’
melts away into the received opinion: artists are different,
isolated.

It is important to distinguish, in passing, between this opin-
ion as a serious belief held by and about artists, and the vulgar-
ised bohemian tradition that the artist is poor, immoral, and
marked by an eccentricity of costume. This is really a confused
echo from the Paris of Mirger and Huysmans and the poétes
maudits, with a few collateral English rumours. As an example
(rather a sophisticated one, indeed) of the persistence of the
lowbrow version, here is a passage from a notice in a London

evening paper of an exhibition of paintings by M. Bernard Buffet
(1955):
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Three years ago you could have bought a Buffet for the cost of a
meal but now the Buffet price is £300—£500. He has just been
voted France's leading young painter in a ballot run by a glossy
art magazine . . . which says one of the causes of his success is
that he painted the miseries of youth after the war. Only 27 now,
he was 18 when the critics first acclaimed him. At the time he
was living the real, un-glamorised Bohemian life, going without
food to buy canvas ... He works entirely from memory and
imagination, and by electric light. The house he has had built in
the Basses Alpes is specially designed to exclude the beautiful

views that other people would dote upon. Nothing must
disturb his imagination.

An accompanying reproduction of a painting by M. Buffet
shows that he takes his isolation as his subject. What is expected
to appeal to the public is the ‘human interest’ of such eccen-
tricity. Why build the house there, amid the ‘beautiful views’ (it
is ‘natural’ and decent to admire the view, and normal painters,
not these modern madmen, would be outside with an easel), if
you are going to work out of your own head? ‘Imagination’ is
what M. Buffet works by; but “it’s all imagination” can mean
different things to different people, and the meaning the public
is here expected to supply is that which places ‘imagination’ in
an antithetical relationship with ‘reality’. The philistines, though
they were long ago bludgeoned into accepting ‘nature’ as a mys-
teriously good thing, cannot see M. Buffet's work as anything
but fantastic nonsense, whereas for him their ‘nature’ is dead,
and the concern only of a science which specialised in measur-
ing dead things. He is interested in what he has access to, and
they have not — the image that is truth because he makes it up;
because it has nothing to do with ‘nature’. There was once a New
Yorker joke about a haggard genius who said “I paint what I don't
see”. This joke, good as it is, depends on our readiness to think
of ‘modern art’ as fantastic nonsense, and the drawing has to
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show a Simeon Solomon type, garret-dwelling, ragged, pitiable
but also odious; for nearly two centuries there have been paint-
ers who would not have seen this joke (except by some special
effort of sympathy) because the old scarecrow is saying some-
thing that has, for them, a great deal of truth in it. For them, and
for M. Buffet, these public misunderstandings are merely
another aspect of their isolation. For we may roughly distinguish
two aspects of the condition. The first is represented by M. Buf-
fet’s voluntary, even somewhat ostentatious, retreat to the Alps,
his blocking the windows to keep out the normally beautiful
views and the normally welcomed daylight; this is the cult of
isolated joy, the pursuit of the Image by the specially fated and
highly organised artist, a man who gets things out of his own
head. He excludes society and its half-baked sensibilities. The
second is the reaction of astonishment and contempt in those
who ‘dote upon’ beautiful views. Whether he likes it or not,
society excludes him.

Each of these aspects is in turn presented (though of course
not in this very simple way) as the whole truth about the
estrangement of the modern artist, though the second is the
more popular. Of course they are really inseparable. The artist’s
devotion to the Image developed at the same time as the modern
industrial state and the modern middle class. From the begin-
nings of Romantic poetry the artist has been, as M. Béguin says
of Lichtenberg, “malade de sa différence avec son temps”. The
great poet of the modern city, Baudelaire, was a self-confessed
‘seer’. The frisson nouveau upon which Hugo congratulated him
proceeded from the study of a fallen humanity in the new con-
text; his mythology is of the perversion, the ennui, the meta-
physical despair of men and women subjected to what Dickens
(in this respect Baudelaire’s English equivalent — compare Le
crépuscule du matin with certain passages in Little Dorrit) called “the
shame, desertion, wretchedness and exposure of the great
capital”. The poet, though devoted to the Image, belongs to this
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city, his place in which Baudelaire notoriously compares with
that of the prostitute. All men, he says, have an “invincible taste
for prostitution”, and he calls this the source of man’s “horror
of solitude”; the poet is different in that he wants to be alone,
but this is only “prostituting yourself in a special way”; as Mr.
Turnell says in his recent book on Baudelaire, this attempt at
unity in solitude fails because of internal stress and division, and
the poet can claim not unity but only difference in the manner
of his prostitution. Yet Baudelaire, so sensitive to the horror of
the modern city, remains true to a central Romantic tradition in
abstaining from any attempt to alter the social order, and des-
pises the “puerile Utopias” of some other Romantic poets. And
his answer to the question, what has the movement, whose poets
find themselves in this dreadful situation, done for us, is striking:
it has “recalled us to the truth of the image”. The Image is the
reward of that agonising difference; isolated in the city, the poet
is a ‘seer’. The Image, for all its concretion, precision, and one-
ness, is desperately difficult to communicate, and has for that
reason alone as much to do with the alienation of the seer as the
necessity of his existing in the midst of a hostile society.
Baudelaire is a famous case, but there is nothing specifically
French about his difficulties, and these notions of Image and
isolation developed independentdy in England, from native
Romantic roots. The Symbol of the French is, as we shall see, the
Romantic Image writ large and given more elaborate meta-
physical and magical support; and, if we go back far enough, we
can see that English poets — using the same ultimate sources,
Boehme and Swedenborg, the Germans of the later eighteenth
century — developed their own way of “recalling us to the truth
of the image”. This native tradition is in some ways more signifi-
cant for modern poetry than imported Symbolism; Blake and
Pater stand behind Yeats at his most magnificent, and in the
thought of Arthur Symons, crucial for the historian, they are at
least as important as the French poets. And an awareness of the
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Image involves, for English poets also, a sense of powerful forces
extruding them from the life of their society, a sense of
irreconcilable difference and precarious communication. Here
too we encounter that ambiguity concerning the degree of
responsibility for the poet’s estrangement. Obviously it is too
simple to say, with the prose Arnold and with Mencken, each
criticising the materialism of his own society, that the artist is
forced into seclusion; that is where, on his own view, he has to
be. The ambiguity is very acutely presented by D. H. Lawrence
(who certainly earned the right to understand it) in a comment
on Beethoven'’s letters: “always in love with somebody when he
wasn't really, and wanting contacts when he didn’t really — part
of the crucifixion into isolated individuality — poveri noi” . The crux
of the matter is in this colloquial ‘really’; did he or didn’t he
want such contacts, was he natural man or artist, did he want to
‘go out of himself’ or not? ‘Crucifixion’ (a word that recurs with
significant frequency in this context, from Kierkegaard to Yeats
and Wilde) does not completely exclude the idea of torment
freely though painfully chosen; poveri noi, however you look at it
we artists are all in the same boat, whether we ‘really’ like it or
not. To be cut off from life and action, in one way or another, is
necessary as a preparation for the ‘vision’. Some difference in the
artist gives him access to this —an enormous privilege, involving
joy (which acquires an almost technical sense as a necessary con-
comitant of the full exercise of the mind in the act of imagin-
ation). But the power of joy being possible only to a profound
‘organic sensibility’, a man who experiences it will also suffer
exceptionally. He must be lonely, haunted, victimised, devoted
to suffering rather than action — or, to state this in a manner
more acceptable to the twentieth century, he is exempt from the
normal human orientation towards action and so enabled to in-
tuit those images which are truth, in defiance of the triumphant
claims of merely intellectual disciplines. But that is pushing
too far ahead. I have now introduced into the discussion the



