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INTRODUCTION

In Philosophy in a New Key it was said that the theory
of symbolism there developed should lead to a critique of art as serious
and far-reaching as the critique of science that stems from the analysis
of discursive symbolism. Feeling and Form purports to fulfill that prom-
ise, to be that critique of art.

Since this philosophy of art rests squarely on the above-mentioned
semantic theory, the present book cannot but presuppose the reader’s
acquaintance with the previous one; it is, in fact, in the nature of a
sequel. I would rather have made it quite independent, but its own sub-
ject matter is so large—despite the sketchy form it has sometimes taken
—that to repeat the relevant or even the most essential contents of the
earlier book would have necessitated two volumes, the first of which
would, of course, have practically duplicated the work which already
exists. So I must beg the reader to regard Feeling and Form as, in effect,
Volume II of the study in symbolism that began with Phkilosophy in o
New Key.

A book, like a human being, cannot do everything; it cannot answer
in a few hundred pages all the questions which the Elephant’s Child in his
'satiable curiosity might choose to ask. So I may as well state at once
what it does not attempt to do. It does not offer criteria for judging
“masterpieces,” nor even successful as against unsuccessful lesser works
—pictures, poems, musical pieces, dances, or any other. It does not set
up canons of taste. It does not predict what is possible or impossible in
the confines of any art, what materials may be used in it, what subjects
will be found congenial to it, etc. It will not help anyone to an artistic
conception, nor teach him how to carry one out in any medium. All such
norms and rulings seem to me to lie outside of the philosopher’s province.
The business of philosophy is to unravel and organize concepts, to give
definite and satisfactory meanings to the terms we use in talking about
any subject (in this case art) ; it is, as Charles Peirce said, “to make our

ideas clear.”
Neither does this book coordinate theories of art with metaphysical
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viii INTRODUCTION

perspectives, “world hypotheses” as Stephen Pepper calls them. That aim
is not outside of philosophy, but beyond the scope of my present philo-
sophical study. In the limits I have set myself, I can develop only one
theory of art, and have not constructed the “world hypothesis” that
might embrace it—let alone compare such a vast conceptual system with
any alternative one.

There are, furthermore, limitations I have to accept simply in the
interest of keeping my own ideas and their presentation manageable. The
first of these is, not to take issue explicitly with the many theories, classi-
cal or current, that contradict my own at crucial points. Were I to follow
out every refutation of other doctrines which my line of argument im-
plies, that line would be lost in a tangle of controversy. Consequently
I have avoided polemics as much as possible (though, of course, not
altogether), and presented for discussion mainly those of my colleagues’
and forerunners’ ideas on which I can build, directing criticism against
what seem to me their limitations or mistakes. As often as possible, more-
over, I have relegated comparative materials to the footnotes. That makes
for many annotations (especially in the chapters on poetry, fiction, and
drama, subjects that are traditionally studied by scholars, so that their
critical literature is enormous), but it allows the text to proceed, unen-
cumbered by any arabesques of eclectic learning, as directly as possible
with the development of its own large theme. The footnotes have thus
become more than just references by chapter and verse, and are intended
for the general reader as well as the special student; I have, therefore,
departed from the strict custom of leaving quotations from foreign authors
in their original languages, and have translated all such passages into
English, in the notes as in the text. Wherever, therefore, no translator of
a work with a foreign title is n: med, the translation is my own.

Finally, nothing in this boox< is exhaustively treated. Every subject
in it demands further analysis, research, invention. That is because it is
essentially an exploratory work, which—as Whitehead once said of Wil-
liam James’s pragmatism—“chiefly starts a lot of hares for people to chase.”

What Feeling and Form does undertake to do, is to specify the mean-
ings of the words: expression, creation, symbol, import, intuition, vitality,
and organic form, in such a way that we may understand, in terms of
them, the nature of art and its relation to feeling, the relative autonomy
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of the several arts and their fundamental unity in “Art” itself, the func-
tions of subject matter and medium, the epistemological problems of
artistic “communication” and “truth.” A great many other problems—
for instance, whether performance is “creation,” “recreation,” or “mere
craftsmanship,” whether drama is “literature” or not, why the dance
often reaches the zenith of its development in the primitive stage of a
culture when other arts are just dawning on its ethnic horizon, to men-
tion but a few—develop from the central ones and, like them, take an-
swerable form. The main purpose of the book, therefore, may be described
as the construction of an intellectual framework for philosophical studies,
general or detailed, relating to art.

There are certain difficulties peculiar to this undertaking, some of
which are of a practical, some of a semantical nature. In the first place,
philosophy of art should, I believe, begin in the studio, not the gallery,
auditorium, or library. Just as the philosophy of science required for its
proper development the standpoint of the scientist, not of men like
Comte, Buechner, Spencer, and Haeckel, who saw “science” as a whole,
but without any cenception of its real problems and working concepts,
so the philosophy of art requires the standpoint of the artist to test the
power of its concepts and prevent empty or naive generalizations. The
philosopher must know the arts, so to speak, “from the inside.” But no
one can know all the arts in this way. This entails an arduous amount
of non-academic study. His teachers, furthermore, are artists, and they
speak their own language, which largely resists translation into the more
careful, literal vocabulary of philosophy. This is likely to arouse his
impatience. But it is, in fact, impossible to talk about art without adopt-
ing to some extent the language of the artists. The reason why they talk
as they do is not entirely (though it is partly) that they are discursively
untrained and popular in their speech; nor do they, misled by “bad
speech habits,” accept a “ghost in the machine” view of man, as Gilbert
Ryle holds. Their vocabulary is metaphorical because it has to be plastic
and powerful to let them speak their serious and often difficult thoughts.
They cannot see art as “merely” this-or-that easily comprehensible
phenomenon ; they are too interested in it to make concessions to lan-
guage. The critic who despises their poetic speech is all too likely to be
superficial in his examination of it, and to impute to them ideas they
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do not hold rather than to discover what they really think and know.

But to learn the language of the studios is not enough; his business
as a philosopher, after all, is to use what he learns, to construct theory,
not a “working myth.” And when he addresses his own colleagues he
runs into a new semantic difficulty : instead of interpreting artists’ meta-
phors, he now has to battle with the vagaries of professional usage. Words
that he employs in all sobriety and exactness may be used in entirely
different senses by writers as serious as he. Consider, for instance, a
word around which this whole book is built: “symbol.” Cecil Day Lewis,
in his excellent book The Poetic Image, means by it always what I have
called an “assigned symbol,” a sign with a literal meaning fixed by con-
vention; Collingwood goes still further and limits the term to deliberately
chosen signs, such as the symbols of symbolic logic. Then he stretches
the term “language” to cover everything I would call “symbols,” includ-
cluding religious icons, rites, and works of art.! Albert Cook, on the
other hand, opposes “symbol” to “concept”; by the latter he means what
Day Lewis means by “symbol,” plus everything that he (Cook) con-
demns as “mechanical,” such as the comedy of Rabelais. He speaks of
“symbol’s infinite suggestiveness.”? Evidently “symbol” means something
vaguely honorific, but I do not know what. David Daiches has still another
usage, and indeed a definition: “As used here,” he says in 4 Study of
Literature, “it [‘symbol’] simply means an expression which suggests more
than it says.”® But shortly afterwards he restricts its sense very radically:
“A symbol is something in which sensitive men recognize their potential
fate . ..”* Here the meaning of “symbol” may or may not be the same
one that Mr. Cook has in mind.

All the poor philosopher can do is to define his words and trust the
reader to bear their definition in mind. Often, however, the reader is not
ready to accept a definition—especially if it is in any way unusual—until
he sees what the author intends by it, why the word should be so defined;
and that may be late in the course of the book. My own definition of
“symbol” occurs, for just that reason, in chapter 20; and as that is really
very late, perhaps I had better state it here, with the promise that the

1A fairly full discussion of Collingwood’s work is given below, in chap. zo.
2The Dark Voyage and the Golden Mean, p. 173.
81bid., p. 36. 4Loc. cit., infra.
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book will elucidate and justify it: A symbol is any device whereby we
are enabled to make an abstraction. T

Almost all the key words in a philosophical discourse suffer from the
wide range of meanings which they have had in previous literature. Thus
Eisenstein, in The Film Sense, uses “representation” for what one usually
calls “image,” and “image” for something not necessarily concrete—what
I would call an “impression.” Yet his word “image” has something in
common with Day Lewis’s “poetic image”; furthermore there is this to
be said for it—both men know, and let us know, what they mean by it.

A more difficult term, and an all-important one in this book, is “illu-
sion.” It is commonly confused with “delusion,” wherefore the mention
of it in connection with art usually evokes instant protests, as though one
had suggested that art is a “mere delusion.” But illusion as it occurs in
art has nothing to do with delusion, not even with self-deception or
pretense.

Besides the difficulties presented to art theory in general by the good
and bad odors of words, which interfere with their strict meanings, and
by the variety of even their defined meanings in the literature, each art
has its special incubus of natural misconceptions. Music suffers more
than any other art from the fact that it has marked somatic effects, which
are all too often taken for its essential virtue. The affliction of literature
is its relation to fact, propositional truth; of the drama, its nearness to
moral questions; of dance, the personal element, the sensual interest;
of painting and sculpture, the pseudo-problem of “imitation”; of archi-
tecture, the obvious fact of its utility. I have battled against all these
bogeys as best I could; in the end, however, T hope it may be not direct
refutations, but the theory itself, the whole systematic idea that will
dispel special as well as general prejudices.

Toward the end of the book one might well expect that the ideas
developed in relation to some art taken in isolation would be generalized
and carried over to the other arts. Often the reader will be able to do
this, and wonder why I neglected it. The reason is that when I do bring
the arts into relation, and demonstrate their fundamental unity, it will
be systematically done; that is another book.

Nothing in this essay, therefore, is finished, nor could art theory ever
be finished. There may be new arts in the future; there may surely be
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new modes of any art; our own age has seen the birth of the motion
picture, which is not only in a new medium, but is a new mode (see the
Appendix, “A Note on the Film”). But as Philosophky in a New Key was
a promise of a philosophy of art, this book, I fondly hope, is a beginning
of something capable of indefinite continuation.

It would probably not be even a beginning—would not be at all—
without the constant support of several friends who have aided me. For
nearly four years I enjoyed, through the sponsorship of Columbia Univer-
sity, the help of the Rockefeller Foundation, that lightened my teaching
load so I could devote myself to research, and gave me also, part of the
time, an invaluable assistant. I thank both the Foundation and the Uni-
versity most heartily, The thanks I owe to that assistant, Eugene T.
Gadol, cannot easily be rendered; besides putting his special knowledge
of the theater at my disposal, he has been associated with the work almost
constantly, and indeed has been my right hand. Furthermore, I want to
express my special gratitude to Helen Sewell, who has given me the
artist’s view on many things, and has read and reread the script; in the
light of her trenchant and frank criticism, chapter 5 was almost com-
pletely rewritten, and the faults that it retains are due to the fact that
she did not write it. T am also indebted to Katrina Fischer for the re-
search assistance she gave me with chapter 18, and to my sister, Ilse
Dunbar, for help with the many translations from Frénch and German
sources; to Alice Dunbar for a sculptor’s advices, and for her last-minute
help in preparing the script for the press; and to Kurt Appelbaum for
reading almost the whole work and giving me the benefit of a musician’s
very well-reasoned reflections. My debt to several of my former students
is, I think, sufficiently clear in the text. But I must add a word in appre-
ciation of the co-operative spirit with which the staff of Charles Scribner’s
Sons, especially Mr. Burroughs Mitchell, made this volume take shape
according to my hopes.

A book that goes into the world with such a heavy load of gratitude
is almost a cummunity venture. I hope the community of artists, art
lovers, and schelars will receive it with continued interest, and keep it

alive by serious criticism.
S.K. L.

Hurley, N. V., 1952
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PART I THE ART SYMBOL

Chapter one
THE MEASURE OF IDEAS

Philosophy is a fabric of ideas. It is not, like science, a body
of general propositions expressing discovered facts, nor is it a collection
of “moral truths” learned by some other means than factual discovery.
Philosophy is a stocktaking of the ideas in terms of which one expresses
facts and laws, beliefs and maxims and hypotheses—in short, it is the
study of the conceptual framework in which all our propositions, true or
false, are made. It deals primarily with meanings—with the sense of what
we say. If the terms of our discourse are incompatible or confused, the
whole intellectual venture to which they belong is invalid; then our
alleged beliefs are not false, but spurious.

The usual sign of confusion in our basic ideas on any topic is the
persistence of rival doctrines, all many times refuted yet not abandoned.
In a system of thought that is fundamentally clear, even if not entirely
so, new theories usually make old ones obsolete. In a field where the
basic concepts are not clear, conflicting outlooks and terminologies con-
tinue, side by side, to recruit adherents.

This is notoriously the case in the domain of art criticism. All con-
sidered judgment rests, of course, on theoretical foundations of some
sort; but the greatest experts in this field cannot really develop an in-
teresting theory to account for their findings. Philosophical reflections
on art constitute a large and fascinating literature, ranging from learned
treatises to pure belles-lettres—essays, aphorisms, memoirs, even poetry.
In this accumulated lore a wealth of doctrines has been laid down, some
of them the flower of a long tradition, others quite new, genial insights,

3



4 PART 1 The Art Symbol

unsystematic but profound, and all of them in mixed profusion that
obscures their natural connections with each other and with the history
and actual life of the creative arts.

Yet the arts themselves exhibit a striking unity and logic, and seem
to present a fair field for systematic thought. Why the confusion? Why
the disconnected theories, the constantly alleged danger of losing touch
with reality, the many philosophical beginnings that still fail to grow into
organic intellectual structures? A truly enlightening theory of art should
rise upon important artistic insights and evolve naturally from phase to
phase, as the great edifices of thought—mathematics, logic, the sciences,
theology, law, history—grow from perennial roots to further and further
reaches of their own implications. Why is there no such systematic theory
of art?

The reason is, I think, that the central issues in the appreciation and
understanding of art, however clear they may be in practice, have not
been philosophically sifted and recognized for what they are. A sys-
tematic discipline becomes organized only as its key problems are formu-
lated; and often those problems, the solution of which would require
and beget a powerful terminology and a principle of operation, are ob-
scured by the incursion of obvious questions, immediately proposed by
common sense, and regarded as “basic” because of their obviousness.
Such questions are: What are the materials of art? Which is more im-
portant, form or content? What is Beauty? What are the canons of com-
position? How does a great work of art affect the beholder? Many of
them have been mooted for hundreds of years, but when we make up
our minds about the answers, theory goes no further. We have taken
a stand, and we stand there.

All these questions are legitimate enough, and the purpose of a
philosophy of art is to answer them. But as starting points of theory
they are baneful, because they are products of “common sense,” and
consequently foist the vocabulary and the whole conceptual framework
of common sense on our thinking. And with that instrument we cannot
think beyond the commonplace.

There are certain misconceptions about philosophical thinking that
have arisen, oddly enough, from the very concern of modern philosophers
with method—from the acceptance of principles and ideals that sound
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impeccable as we avow them in conferences and symposia. One of these
principles is that philosophy deals with general notions. This dictum is
repeated in almost every introductory text, and voiced in one connection
or another at every philosophical congress. The accent is always on the
“general notions”; but the interesting point is that we profess to deal
with them, and that this dealing is philosophy.

The immediate effect of the principle is to make people start their
researches with attention to generalities: beauty, value, culture, and so
forth. Such concepts, however, have no systematic virtue; they are not
terms of description, as scientific concepts, e.g. mass, time, location, etc.,
are. They have no unit, and cannot be combined in definite proportions.
They are “abstract qualities” like the elementary notions of Greek na-
ture philosophy—wetness and dryness, heat and cold, lightness and
heaviness. And just as no physics ever resulted from the classification of
things by those attributes, so no art theory emerges from the contem-
plation of “aesthetic values.” The desire to deal with general ideas from
the outset, because that is supposed to be the business of philosophers,
leads one into what may be termed “the fallacy of obvious abstraction”:
the abstraction and schematization of properties most obvious to common
sense, traditionally recognized and embodied in the “material mode” of
language.

Instead of constantly reiterating that philosophy deals with general
ideas, or treats of “things in general,” one should consider what it does
in relation to general notions. Properly, I think, it constructs them. Out
of what? Out of the more specific ones that we use in formulating our
special and particularized knowledge—practical, scientific, social, or purely
sensuous knowledge. Its work is a constant process of generalization.
That process requires logical technique, imagination, and ingenuity; it is
not achieved by beginning with generalities such as: “Art is expression,”
or “beauty is harmony.” Propositions of this sort should occur at the;
end of a philosophical inquiry, not at its commencement. At the end, they
are summaries of explicit and organized ideas that give them meaning;
but as points of departure they prejudge too much and furnish no terms
for their own elucidation.

Another unhappy product of our professional self-criticism is the
dogma that philosophy can never really attain its goal, a completely syn-



