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INTRODUCTION

The Artist and His Public

“Why is this supposed 1o be art?' How often have we
heard this question asked—or asked it ourselves, per-
haps—in front of one of the strange, disquieting works
that we are likely to find nowadays in museums or art
exhibitions. There usually is anundertone of exasperation,
for the question implies that we don’t think we are looking
at a work of art, but that the experts—the critics, museum
curators, art historians—must suppose it to be one, why
else would they put it on public display? Clearly, their
standards are very different from ours; we are at a loss
to understand them and we wish they'd give us a few
simple, clear-cut rules to go by. Then maybe we would
Jearn to like what we €€, We would know “why itis art.”
But the experts do not post exact rules, and the layman
is apt to fall back upon his final line of defense: “Well,
I don’t know anything about art but | know what |
like.”

It is a formidable roadblock, this stock phrase, in the
path of understanding between expert and layman. Until
not so very long ago, there wasno great need for thetwoto
communicate with each other; the general public had
little voice in matters of art and therefore could not chal-
lenge the judgment of the expert few. Today both sides
are aware of the barrier between them (the barrier itself
is nothing new, although it may be greater now than at
certain times in the past) and of the need to level it. That
is why books like this one are being written. Let us begin,
then, by examining the roadblock and the various unspo-
ken assumptions that buttress it. The most fateful among
them, it seems to me, is the belief that there are, or ought
to be, exact rules by which we can tell art from what is
not art, and that, on the basis of these rules, we can then
grade any given work according to its merits. Deciding
what is art and evaluating a work of art are separate
?roblems; if we had an absolute method for distinguish-
ing art from non-art, this method would not necessarily
enable us to measure quality. People have long been in
lh\‘{ habit of compounding the two problems into onc;
':‘lmte often when they ask, “Why is it art?” they mean,
‘Why is it good art?” Yet, all systems for rating art so
far proposed fall short of being completely satisfactory;
we tend to agree with their authors only if they like the
same things we do. If we do not share their taste, their
system seems like a strait jacket to us. This brings us to
another, more basic difficulty. In order to have any rating
scale at all, we must be willing to assume that there are
fixed, limeless values in art, that the true worth of a given
work is a stable thing, independent of time and circum-
stance. Perhaps such values exist; we cannot be sure that

they do not. We do know, however, that opinions about
works of art keep changing, not only today but through-
out the known course of history. Even the greatest
classics have had their ups and downs, and the history of
taste—which is part of the history of art—is a continuous
process of discarding established values and rediscover-
ing neglected ones. It would seem, therefore, that abso-
lute qualities in art elude us, that we cannot escape view-
ing works of art in the context of time and circumstance,
whether past or present. How indeed could it be other-
wise, so long as art is still being created all around us,
opening our eyes almost daily to new experiences and
thus forcing us to adjust our sights? Perhaps, in the
distant future, men will cease to produce works of art.
It is not inconceivable, after all, that mankind may some
day “‘outgrow" its need for art. When that happens, the
history of art will have come to an end, and our descen-
dants will then be in a better position to work out an
enduring scale of artistic values—if the problem still in-
terests them. Until that time, we had better admit thatitis
impossible to measure the merits of works of art as a
scientist measures distances.

But if we must give up any hope of a trustworthy rating
scale for artistic quality, can we not at least expect to
find a reliable, objective way to tell art from non-art?
Unfortunately, even this rather more modest goal proves
5o difficult as to be almost beyond our powers. Defining
art is about as troublesome as defining a human being.
Plato, it is said, tried to solve the latter problem by call-
ing man “a featherless biped,” whercupon Diogenes in-
troduced a plucked rooster as “Plato’s Man." Generali-
zations about art are, on the whole, equally easy to dis-
prove. Even the most clementary statements turn Qut 10
have their pitfalls. Let us test, for instance, the simple
claim that a work of art must be made by man, rather
than by nature. This definition at least eliminates the
confusion of treating as works of art phenomena such as
fiowers, sea sheils, or sunsets. 1t is a far from sufficient
definition, to be sure, since man makes many things other
than works of art. Still, it might serve asa starting point.
Our difficulties begin as soon as we ask, “What do we
mean by making?” If, in order to simplify our problem,
we concentrate on the visual arts, we might say thata work
of art must be a tangible thing shaped by human hands.
Now let us look at the striking Bull's Head by Picasso
(fig.1), which consists of nothing but the seat and
handlebars of an old bicycle. How meaningful is our for-
mula here? Of course the materials used by Picasso are
man-made. but it would be absurd to insist that Picasso
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1. PaBLO Picasso. Bull's Head. 1943, Bronze cast of
parts of a bicycle, height 16'/s". Galerie Louise Leiris, Paris

must share the credit with the manufacturer, since the
seat and handlebars in themselves are not works of art.
While we feel a certain jolt when we first recognize the
ingredients of this visual pun, we also sense that it was
a stroke of genius to put them together in this unique
way, and we cannot very well deny that it is a work of
art. Yet the handiwork—the mounting of the seat on
the handlebars—is ridiculously simple. What is far from
simple is the leap of the imagination by which Picasso
recognized a bull’s head in these unlikely objects; that,
we feel, only he could have done. Clearly, then, we must
be careful not to confuse the making of a work of art with
manual skill or craftsmanship. Some works of art may
demand a great deal of technical discipline ; others do not.
And even the most painstaking piece of craft does not
deserve to be called a work of art unless it involves a leap
of the imagination. But if this is true, are we not forced
to conclude that the real making of the Bull’s Head took
place in the artist’s mind? No, that is not so, either.
Suppose that, instead of actually putting the two pieces
together and showing them to us, Picasso merely told us,
“You know, today I saw a bicycle seat and handlebars
that looked just like a bull's head to me.” Then there
would be no work of art and his remark would not even
strike us as an interesting bit of conversation. Moreover,
Picasso himself would not feel the satisfaction of having
created something on the basis of his leap of the ima-
gination alone. Once he had conceived his visual pun,
he could never be sure that it would really work unless he
put it into effect.

Thus the artist's hands, however modest the task they
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may have to perform, play an essential part in the crea-
tive process. Our Bull's Head is, of course, an ideally
simple case, involving only one leap of the imagination
and a single manual act in response to it—once the
seat had been properly placed on the handlebars, the
job was done. Ordinarily, artists do not work with ready-
made parts but with materials that have little or no shape
of their own; the creative process consists of a long se~
ries of leaps of the imagination and the artist’s attempts
to give them form by shaping the materiai accordingly.
The hand tries to carry out the commands of the imagi-
nation and hopefully puts down a brush stroke, but the
result may not be quite what had been expected, partly
because all matter resists the human will, partly because
the image in the artist's mind is constantly shifting and
changing, so that the commands of the imagination can-
not be very precise. In fact, the mental image begins to
come into focus only as the artist *draws the line some-
where.” That line then becomes part—the only fixed
part—of the image; the rest of the image, as yet un-
born, remains fluid. And each time the artist adds an-
other lige, a new Jeap of the imagination is needed to
incorporate that line into his ever-growing mental image.
If the line cannot be incorporated, he discards it and puts
down a new one, In this way, by a constant flow of im-
pulses back and forth between his mind and the partly
shaped material before him, he gradually defines more
and more of the image, until at last ali of it has been
given visible form. Needless to say, artistic creation
is too subtle and intimate an experience to permit an
exact step-by-step description; only the artist himself can
observe it fully, but he is so absorbed by it that he has
great difficulty explaining it to us. Still, our metaphor of
birth comes closer to the truth than would a descrip-
tion of the process in terms of a transfer or projection
of the image from the artist’s mind, for the making of a
work of art is both joyous and painful, replete with sur-
prises, and in no sense mechanical. We have, morcover,
ample testimony that the artist himself tends to ook
upon his creation as a living thing. Thus, Michelangelo,
who has described the anguish and glory of the artist's
expetience more eloquently than anyone else, speaks of
his “liberating the figure from the marble that imprisons
it.” We may translate this,I thiok, to mean that he started
the process of carving a statue by trying to visualize a
figure in the rough, rectilinear block as it came to him
from the quarry. (At times he may even have done so
while the marble was still part of the living rock; we
know that he liked to go to the quarries and pick out his
material on the spot.) It seems fair to assume that at first
he did not see the figure any more clearly than one can
see an unborn child inside the womb, but we may believe
he could see isolated *'signs of life” within the marble—a
knee or an elbow pressing against the surface. In order to
get a firmer grip on this dimly felt, fluid image, he was in
the habit of making numerous drawings, and sometimes
small models in wax or clay, before he dared to assault




2, 3. MICHELANGELO. St. Matthew. 1506. Marble, height 8’ 11°. Academy, Florence

the “marble prison™ itself, for that, he knew, was the
final contest between himand his material. Once hestarted
carving, every stroke of the chisel would commit him
more and more to a specific conception of the figure hid-
den in the block, and the marble would permit him to
free the figure whole only if his guess as to its shape was
correct. Sometimes he did not guess well enough—the
stone refused to give up some essential part of its prisoner,
and Michelangelo, defeated, left the work unfinished, as
he did with his St. Matthew (figs.2,3), whose every gesture
Secms to record the vain struggle for liberation. Look-
ing at the side view of the block (fig.3), we may get some
inkling of Michelangelo’s difficulties here. But could he
not have finished the statue in some fashion? Surely there
is enough material left for that. Well, he probably could

have, but perhaps not in the way he wanted, and in that
case the defeat would have been even more stinging.
Clearly, then, the making of a work of art has litile in
common with what we ordinarily mean by “making.” It
is a strange and risky business in which the maker never
quite knows what he is making until he has actuallymade
it; or, to put it another way, it is a game of find-and-seek
in which the seeker is not sure what he is looking for until
he has found it. (In the Bull's Head, it is the bold “find-
ing” that impresses us most, in the St. Marthew, the stren-
uous “seeking.””) To the non-artist, it seems hard to be-
lieve that this uncertainty, this need-to-take-a-chance,
should be the essence of the artist’s work. For we all tend
to think of “making” in terms of the craftsman or manu-
facturer who knows exactly what he wants to produce
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from the very outset, picks the tools best fitted to his task,
: nd is sure of what he is doing at every step. Such “mak-
ing’ is a two-phase affair: first the craftsman makes a
plan, then he acts on jt. And because he—or his cus-
tomer—has made all the important decisions in advance,
he has to worry only about means, rather than ends,
while he carries out his plan. There is thus litte risk, but
also little adventure, in his handiwork, which as a conse-
quence tends to become routine. It may even be replaced
by the mechanical labor of a machine. No machine, on
the other hand, can replace the artist, for with him con-
ception and execution go hand in hand and are so com-
pletely interdependent that he cannot separate the one
from the other. Whereas the craftsman only attempis
what he knows to be possible, the artist is always driven
to attempt the impossible—or at Jeast the impraobable or
unimaginable, Who, after all, would have imagined that
a bull’s head was hidden in the seat and handlebars of
a bicycle until Picasso discovered it for us; did he not,
almost literally, “make a silk purse out of a sow's ear™?
No wonder the artist’s way of working is so resistant to
any set rules, while the crafl tsman's encourages standardi-
zation and regularity. We acknowledge this difference
when we speak of the artist as creating instead of merely
making something, although the word is being done to

4. Thorn Puller { Spinario;. Bronze, height 28%/,",
Capitoline Museums, Rome
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death by overuse nowadays, when every child and every
lipstick manufacturer is labeled ‘“‘creative.”’

Needless to say, there have always been many more
craftsmen than artists among us, since our need for the
familiar and expected far exceeds our capacity to absorb
the original but often deeply unsettling experiences we
get from works of art. The urge to penetrate unknown
realms, to achieve something original, may be felt by
every one of us now and then; to that extent, we can all
fancy ourselves potential artists—mute inglorious Mil-
tons. What sets the real artist apart is not so much the
desire to seek, but that mysterious ability to find which
we call talent. We also speak of it as a “gift,” implying
that it is a sort of present from some higher power; or as
“genius,” a term which originally meant that a higher
power—a kind of *good demon”—inhabits the artist’s
body and acts through him. All we can really say about
talent is that it must not be confused with aptitude. Apti-
tude is what the craftsman needs; it means a better-than-
average knack for doing something that any ordinary
person can do. An aptitudeis fairly constant and specific;
it can be measured with some success by means of tests
which permit us to predict future performance. Creative
talent, on the other hand, seems utterly unpredictable;
we can spot it only on the basis of past performance. And
even past performance is not enough to assure us that a
given artist will continue to produce on the same level:
some artists reach a creative peak quite early in their
careers and then ““go dry,” while others, after a slow and
unpromising start, may achieve astonishingly original
work in middle age or even later.

Originality, then, is what distinguishes art from craft.
We may say, therefore, that it is the yardstick of artistic
greatness or importance. Unfortunately, it is also very
hard to define; the usual synonyms—uniqueness, novelty,
freshness—do not help us very much, and the dictionaries
tell us only that an original work must not be a copy,
reproduction, imitation, or translation. What they fail to
point out is that originality is always relative: there is no
such thing as a completely original work of art. Thus, if
we want to rate works of art on an “originality scale ™
our problem does not lie in deciding whether or not a
given work is original (the obvious copies and reproduc-
tions are for the most part easy enough to eliminate) but
in establishing just exactly how original it is. To do that
is not impossible. However, the difficulties besetting our
task are so great that we cannot hope for more than ten-
tative and incomplete answers. Which does not mean, of
course, that we should not try; quite the contrary. For
whatever the outcome of our labors in any particular
case, we shall certainly learn a great deal about works of
art in the process.

Let us look at a few of the baffling questions that come
up when we investigate the problem of originality. The
Thorn Puller, or Spinario (fig. 4), has long been one of the
most renowned pieces of ancient bronze sculpture and
enjoys considerable fame as a work of art even today—
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F’“:E.Pl among classical archaeclogists who have studied
1t with care. They will point out that the head, which is
cast separately and is of slightly different metal, does not
match the rest: the planes of the face are far more severe
fhan the soft, swelling forms of the body; and the hair,
instead of falling forward, behaves as if the head were
h_eld upright. The head, therefore, must have been de-
signed for another figure, probably a standing one. of the
ﬁffh century B.C.,but the body could not have been con-
cetved until more than a hundred years later. As soon as

¢.1493. Engraving, 113, < 155,

{Rogers Fund, 1920)

we become aware of this, our attitude toward the Spinario
changes sharply: we no longer see it as a single, harmoni-
ous unit but as a somewhat incongruous combination of
two ready-made pieces. And since the pieces are sepa-
rate—though fragmentary—works of art in their own
right (unlike the separate pieces, which are not works of
art in themselves, in Picasso’s Bull's Head), they cannot
grow together into a new whole that is more than the sum
of its parts. Obviously. this graft is not much of a creative
achievemnent. Hence we find it hard to believe that the
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5. ALBRECHT DURER. Bartle of Sea Gods. 1494.
Pen drawing, 11%/.x15". Albertina, Vienna

6. ANDREA MANTEGNA. Buttle of Sea Gods.

The Metropolitan Museumn of Art, New York



7. EDouaRD MANET. Luncheon on the Grass { Le Déjeuner sur I' Herbe), 1863. Oil on canvas, 7' X 810" The Louvre, Paris

very able artist who modeled the body should have been
willing to countenance such a ““marriage of convenience.”
The combination must be of a later date, presumably
Roman rather than Greek. Perhaps the present head was
substituted when the original head was damaged by acci-
dent? But are the head and body really authentic Greek
fragments of the fifth and fourth century B.C., or could
they be Roman copies or adaptations of such pieces?
These questions may be settled eventually by comparison
with other ancient bronzes of less uncertain origin, but
even then the degree of artistic originality of the Spinario
is likely to remain a highly problematic matter.

A straightforward copy can usually be recognized as
such on internal evidence alone. If the copyist is merely 2
conscientious craftsman, rather than an artist, he will
produce a work of craft; the execution will strike us as
pedestrian and thus out of tune with the conception of
the work. There are afso likely to be small slip-ups and
mistakes that can be spotted in much the same way as
misprints in a text, But what if one great artist copies an-
other? The drawing, Bartle of Sea Gods, by Albrecht
Diirer (fig.5) is a case in point. An experienced eye will
not only recognize it as a copy (because, while the “hand-
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writing” is Diirer’s, the design as a whole has a flaver
distinctively different from that of the master’s other out-
put at that time), it will also be able to identify the source:
the original must have been some work by Andrea Man-
tegna, a somewhat older Italian painter with a powerful
artistic personality of his own. Diirer's drawing, of course,
does not permit us to say with assurance what kind of
work by Mantegna served as its model-—it might have
been a drawing, a painting, a print, possibly even a
relief—or how faithful a copy it is. Yet it would be in-
structive to find this out, in order for us to gain a better
insight into the character of our drawing. The next step,
therefore, is to check through the known works of Man-
tegna; if the same composition does not occur among
them, we will have learned nothing new about the
drawing but we may have added something to our knowl-
edge of Mantegna, for in that event the Diirer drawing
would be a valuable record of an otherwise unknown—and
thus presumably lost—composition by the older master.
It so happens that Diirer’s model, a Mantegna engraving,
has survived (fig.6). As we compare the two, we are sur-
prised to see that the drawing, although it follows Man-
tegna’s design detail for detail, somehow retains the qual-
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ity of an independent work of art as well. How can we
resolve this paradox? Perhaps we may put it this way: in
using the engraving as his model, Diirer did not real!y
copy it in the accepted sense of that word, since he did
not try to achieve the effect of a duplicate. He drew purely
for his own instruction, which is to say that he looked at
the engraving the way he would look at something in
pature, transcribing it very accurately yet with his own
inimitable rhythm of line. In other words, he was not in
the Jeast constrained or intimidated by the fact that his
model, in this instance, was another work of art. Once
we understand this, it becomes clear to us that Diirer's
drawing represents (it does not copy) the engraving in the
same way that other drawings represent a landscape or a
living person, and that its artistic originality does not
suffer thereby. Diirer here gives us a highly original view
of Mantegna, a view that is uniquely Diirer’s.

A relationship as close as this between two works of
art is not as rare as one might think. Ordinarily, though,
the link is less obvious. Edouard Manet’s famous paint-
ing, Luncheon on the Grass (fig.7), seemed so revolution-
ary a work when first exhibited almost a century ago that
it caused a scandal, in part because the artist had dared to
show an undressed young woman next to two fashionably
clothed men. In real life such a party might indeed get
raided by the police, and people assumed that Manet had
intended to represent an actual event. Not until many
years later did an art historian discover the source of
these figures: a group of classical deities from an engrav-
ing after Raphael (fig.9). The relationship, so striking
once it has been pointed out to us, had escaped attention,
for Manet did not copy or represent the Raphael com-
position—he merely borrowed its main outlines while
translating the figures into modern terms. Had his con-
temporaries known of this, the Luncheon would have
seemed a rather less disreputable kind of cuting to them,
since now the hallowed shade of Raphael could be seen
to hover nearby as a sort of chaperon. (Perhaps the artist

meant to tease the conservative public, hoping that after
the initial shock had passed, somebody would recognize
the well-hidden quotation behind his “scandalous”
group.) For us, the main effect of the comparison is to
make the cool, formal quality of Manet’s figures even
more conspicuous. But does it decrease our respect for
his originality? True, he is “indebted” to Raphael; yet
his way of bringing the forgotten old composition back to
life is in itself so original and creative that he may be said
to have more than repaid his debt. As a matter of fact,
Raphael’s figures are just as “derivative’ as Manet’s; they
stem from still older sources which lead us back to an-
cient Roman art and beyond (compare the relief of River
Gods, fig.8).

Thus Manet, Raphael, and the Roman river gods form
three links in a chain of relationships that arises some-
where out of the dim and distant past and continues into
the future—for the Luncheon on the Grass has in turn
served as a source of more recent works of art (see fig. 10).
Nor is this an exceptional case. All works of art any-
where—yes, even such works as Picasso's Bull's Head—are
part of similar chains that link them to their predecessors,
If it is true that *“no man is an island,” the same can be
said of works of art. The sum total of these chains makes
a web in which every work of art occupies its own specific
place, and which we call tradition. Without tradition—the
word means “‘that which hasbeenhanded down tous”—no
originality would be possible; it provides, as it were, the
firm platform from which the artist makes his leap of
the imagination. The place where he lands will then be-
come part of the web and serve as a point of departure
for further leaps. And for us, too, the web of tradition is
equally essential. Whether we are aware of it or not, tra-
dition is the framework within which we inevitably form
our opinions of works of art and assess their degree of
criginality. Let us not forget, however, that such assess-
ments must always remain incomplete and subject to re-
vision. For in order to arrive at a definitive view, we
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above: 8. River Gods (detail of a Roman sarcophagus).
3rd century A.p, Villa Medici, Rome

left: 9. MARCANTONIO RAIMONDI, after RAPHAEL.
The Judgment of Paris (detail). c. 1520, Engraving
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10. Pablo Picasso with sketches after Manet's
Luncheon on the Grass. 1954 (Copyright Alexander Liberman)

should not only need to know alf the different chains of
relationships that pass through a given work of art, we
should be able to survey the entire length of every chain.
And that we can never hope to achieve.

If originality is what distinguishes art from craft, tra-
dition serves as the common meeting ground of the two.
Every budding artist starts out on the level of craft, by
imitating other works of art. In this way, he gradually
absorbs the artistic tradition of his time and place until
he has gained a firm footing in it. But only the truly gifted
ever leave that stage of traditional competence and be-
come creators in their own right. No one, after all, can be
taught how to create; he can only be taught how to go
through the motions of creating. If he has talent, he will
eventually achieve the real thing. What the apprentice or
art student learns are skills and techniques—established
ways of drawing, painting, carving, designing; established
ways of seeing. And if he senses that his gifts are too
modest for painting, sculpture, or architecture, he s likely
to turn to one of the countless special fields known col-
lectively as “applied art.” There he can be fruitfuily
active on a more limited scale: he may become an illus-
trator, typographer, or interior decorator; he may design
textile patterns, chinaware, furniture, clothing, or ad-
vertisements. All these pursuits stand somewhere be-
tween “pure” art and “‘mere” craft. They provide some
scope for originality to their more ambitious practition-
ers, but the flow of creative endeavor is hemmed in by
such factors as the cost and availability of materials or
manufacturing processes, accepted notions of what is
useful, fitting, or desirable; for the applied arts are more
deeply enmeshed in our everyday lives and thus cater to
a far wider public than do painting and sculpture. Their
purpose, as the name suggests, is to beautify the useful—
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an important and honorable one, no doubt, but of a lesser
order than that of art pure-and-simple. Nevertheless, we
often find it difficult to maintain thisdistinction. Medieval
painting, for instance, is to a large extent “applied,” in
the sense that it embellishes surfaces which serve another,
practical purpose as well—walls, book pages, windows,
furniture. The same may be said of much ancient and
medieval sculpture. Greek vases (see pages 78-81), al-
though technically pottery, are sometimes decorated by
artists of very impressive ability, And in architecture the
distinction breaks down altogether, since the design of
every building, from country cottage to cathedral, re-
flects external limitations imposed upon it by the site, by
cost factors, materials, technique, and by the practical
purpose of the structure, (The only “pure” architecture
is imaginary architecture.) Thus architecture is, almost by
definition, an applied art, but it is also a major art (as
against the others, which are often called the “minor
arts™).

It is now time to return to our troubled layman and
his assumptions about art. He may be willing to grant,
on the basis of our discussion so far, that art is indeed a
complex and in many ways mysterious human activity
about which even the experts can hope to offer only ten-
tative and partial conclusions; but he is also likely to take
this as confirming his own belief that “I don’t know any-
thing about art.” Are there really people who know noth-
ing about art? If we except small children and the vic-
tims of severe mental illness or deficiency, our answer
must be no, for we cannot help knowing semething about
it, just as we all know something about politics and eco-
nomics no matter how indifferent we may be to the issues
of the day. Art is so much a part of the fabric of human
living that we encounter it all the time, even if cur con-
tacts with it are limited to magazine covers, advertising
posters, war memorials, and the buildings where we live,
work, and worship. Much of this art, to be sure, is pretty
shoddy—art at third- and fourth-hand, worn out by end-
less repetition, representing the lowest common denomi-
nator of popular taste, Still, it is art of a sort; and since
it is the only art most people ever experience, it molds
their ideas on art in general. When they say, “I know
what I like,” they really mean, “I like what I know (and I
reject whatever fails to match the things I am familiar
with)"; such likes are not in truth theirs at all, for they
have been imposed upon them by habit and circumstance,
without any personal choice. To like what we know and
to distrust what we do not know is an age-old human
trait, We always tend to think of the past as “the good
old days,” while the future seems fraught with danger.
But why should so many of us cherish the illusion of hav-
ing made a personal choice in art when in actual fact we
have not? I suspect there is another unspoken assumption
here, which goes something Jike this: “Since art is such
an ‘unruly’ subject that even the experts keep disagreeing
with each other, my opinion is as good as theirs—it’s all
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a matter of subjective preference. In fact, my opinion
may be better than theirs, because asa layrpan I react to
art in a direct, straightforward fashion, .thhout having
my view obstructed by a lot of qompllcated the()l'-le?.
There must be something wrong with a work of art if it
takes an expert to appreciate it.”

Behind these mistaken conclusions we find a true and
important premise—that works of art exist in order to be
liked rather than to be debated. The artist does not create
merely for his own satisfaction, but wants his Wc_ark ap-
proved by others. In fact, the hope for approval is what
makes him want to create in the first place, and the crea-
tive process is not completed until the work has found an
audience. Here we have another paradox: the birth of
a work of art is an intensely private experience (so much
so that many artists can work only when completely alone
and refuse to show their unfinished pieces to anyone), yet
it must, as a final step, be shared by the public, in order
for the birth to be successful. Perhaps we can resolve
the paradox once we understand what the artist means
by “public.” He is concerned not with the public as a
statistical entity but with his particular public, his audi-
ence; quality rather than quantity is what matters to him,
At a minimum, this audience need consist of no more
than one or two people whose opinion he values. If he
can win them over by his work, he feels encouraged to go
on; without them, he despairs of his calling. There have
been some very great artists who had only such a mini-
mum audience. They hardly ever sold any of their work
or had an opportunity to display it in public, but they
continued to create because of the moral support of a
few faithful friends. These, of course, are rare cases. Ordi-
narily, artists also need patrons who will purchase their
work, thus combining moral and financial support; from
the artist’s point of view, patrons are always *“audience”
rather than *‘customers.” There is a vital difference be-
tween these last two terms. A customer buys the products
of craftsmanship, he knows from previous experience
what he will get and that he is going to like it—why else
should he have established the custom of returning to the
same source of supply? We think of him as ‘‘regular™ and
".satisﬁed." An audience, in contrast, merits such adjec-
tives as critical, fickle, receptive, enthusiastic; it is un-
committed, free to accept or reject, so that anything
Placed before it is on trial—nobody knows in advance
how the work will be received. Hence there is an emotional
tensi(?n between artist and audience that has no counter-
Part i the relationship of craftsman and customer. It
13 this very tension, this sense of uncertainty and chal-
lenge, that the artist needs. He must feel that his work is
al?lc o overcome the resistance of the audience, other-
Wise ht? cannot be sure that what he has brought forth is
4 genuine creation, a work of art in fact as well as in in-

tention. The more ambitious and original his work, the
greater the tension, and the more triumphant his sense of
release after the response of the audience has shown him
that his leap of the imagination is successful. On a tiny
scale we all have a similar experience when we happen to
think up a joke: we have an irresistible urge to tell it
to someone, for we can’t be sure that it really is a joke
until we find out whether it strikes others as funny, too.
This analogy should not be pressed too far, but it does
suggest why artists need an audience to “complete” their
work,

The audience whose approval looms so large in the
artist's mind is a limited and special one, not the general
public: the merits of the artist’s work can never be de-
termined by a popularity contest. The size and composi-
tion of this primary audience vary a good deal with
time and circumstance; its members may be other artists
as well as patrons, friends, critics, and interested bystand-
ers. The one qualification they all have in common is an
informed love of works of art—an attitude at once dis-
criminating and enthusiastic that lends particular weight
to their judgments. They are, in a word, experts, people
whose authority rests on experience rather than theoreti-
cal knowledge. And because experience, even within a
limited field, varies from one individual to the other, it is
only natural that they should at times disagree among
themselves. Such disagreement often stimulates new in-
sights; far from invalidating the experts’ role, it shows,
rather, how passionately they care about their subject,
whether this be the art of their own time or of the past.

The active minority which we have termed the artist’s
primary audience draws its recruits from a much larger
and more passive secondary audience, whose contact with
works of art is less direct and continuous. This group,
in turn, shades over into the vast numbers of those who
believe they “don’t know anything about art,” the lay-
men pure-and-simple. What distinguishes the layman, as
we have seen before, is not that he actually is pure and
simple but that he likes to think of himself as being so. In
reality, there is no sharp break, no difference in kind, be-
tween him and the expert, only a difference in degree.
The road to expertness invites anyone with an open mind
and a capacity to absorb new experiences. As we travel
on it, as our understanding grows, we shall find our-
selves liking a great many more things than we had
thought possible at the start, yet at the same time we shall
gradually acquire the courage of our own convictions,
until—if we travel far enough—we know how to make a
meaningfu] individual choice among works of art. By
then, we shall have joined the active minority that partici-
pates directly in shaping the course of art in our time.
And we shall be able to say, with some justice, that we
know what we like.
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