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Art for Art’s sake.

Art for Art’s sake ? But what after all i« meant
by this slogan and what is the real issue behind it ?
Is it meant, as I think it was when the slogan first
came into use, that the technique, the artistry ix
all in all ? The contention would then be that 1t
does not matter what you write or paint or sculpt
or what music you make or about what you make it
s0 long as it is beautiful writing, competent paint-
ing, wood seulpture, fine music. It is very evidently
true in a certain sense,—in this sense that whatever
is perfectly expressed or represented or interpreted
under the econditions of a given art proves itself by
that very fact to be legitimate material for the artist’s
labour. But that free admission cannot be confined
only to all objects, however common or deemed to be
vnlgar—an apple, a kitchen pail, a donkey, a di:h
of carrots,—It can give a right of citizenship in the
domain of art to a moral theme or thesis, a philo-
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sophic conclusion, a social experiment ; even the
PFive Years’ Plan or the proceedings of a District
Board or the success of a drainage scheme, an electric
factory or a big hotel can be brought after the most
modern or the still more robustious Bolshevik mode
into the artist’s province. For, technique being all,
the sole qguestion would be whether he as poet,
novelist, dramatist, painter or scalptor has been able
to trinmph over the difficulties and bring out crea-
tively the possibilities of his subject. There is no
logical basis here for accepting an apple and reject-
ing the ( Shavian ) Apple-cart. But still you may
say that at least the object of the artist must be
art only,—even if he treats ethical, social or political
questions, he must not make it his main object to
wing -with the enthusiasm of wsthetic creation a
moral, social or political aim. But if in doing it
he satisfies the conditions of his art, shows a perfect
technique and in it beauty, power, perfection, why
not ? The moralist, preacher, philosopher, social
or political enthusiast is often doubled with an
artist—as shining proofs and examples there are
Plato and Shelley, to go no farther. Only, you can
say of him on the basis of this theory that as a work
of art his creation should be judged by its success of
craftemanship and not by its contents ; it is not
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made greater by the value of his ethical ideas, his
enthusiasms or his metaphysical seekings.

But then the theory itself is true only up to a
certain point. The technique is only a means
of expression ; one does not write merely to use
beautiful words or paint for the sole sake of line and
colour ; there is something that one is trying
through these means to express or to discover. What
is that something ? The first answer would be—
it is the creation, it is the discovery of Beauty. Art
is for that alone and can be judged only by its
revelation or discovery of Beauty. Whatever i«
capable of being manifested as Beauty i« the material
of the artist. But there is not only physical beauty
in the world—there is moral, intellectual. spiritual
beauty also. Still one might say that Art for Art’s
sake means that only what is wmsthetically beantiful
must be expressed and all that contradicts the
wsthetic sense of beauty must be avoided. Art hax
nothing to do with Life initself, things in themselves,
Good, Truth or the Divine for their own sake. but
only in so far as they appeal to some wsthetic senxe
of beauty. And that wonld seem to be a cound
basis for exeluding the Five Years’ Plan, a moral
sermon or a philosophical treatise. But here again,
what after all is Beauty ? How much is it in
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‘the thing itself and how much in consciousness that
perceives it ? Is not the eye of the artist constantly
catching some element of msthetic value in the plain,
the ugly, the sordid, the repellent and triumphantly
conveying it through his material,—through the word,
through line and colour, throngh the sculptnred
shape ?

There is a certain state of Yogic conscionsness in
which all things become beautiful to the eye of the
seer simply because they spiritually are—because
they are a rendering in line and form and quality and
force of existence, of consciousness, of the Ananda
that rules the worlds,—of the hidden Divine. What
a thing is to the exterior sense may not be, often is
not beautiful for the ordinary wsthetic vision, but the
Yogin sees in it the something More which the
-external eye does not see, he sees the soul behind, the
self and spirit, he sees too lines, hues, harmonies and
expressive dispositions which are not to the first
surface sight visible or seizable. 1t may be said that
he brings into the object something that is in
himself, transmutes it by adding out of his own heing
to it—as the artist too does something of the same
kind but in another way. It is not quite that
however,—what the Yogin sees, what the artist sees,
is there—his is a transmuting vision because it is a
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revealing vision—he discovers behind what the object
appears to be, the something More that it is. And
so from this point of view of a realised supreme
harmony all is or can be subject-matter for the artist
because in all he can discover and reveal the Beauty
that is everywhere. Again we land ourselves in a
devastating catholicity ; for here too one cannot pull
up short at any given line. It may be a hard saying
that one must or may discover and reveal beauty in
a pig or its poke or in a parish pumyp or an advertive-
ment of somebody’s pills, and yet something like that
seems to be what modern Art and literature are
trying with vigour and a conscientious labour to do.
By extension one ought to be able to extract beanty
cqually well out of morality or social reform or a
political cancus or allow at least that all these things
can, if he wills, become legitimate subjects for the
artist. Here too onc cannot say that it is on
condition he thinks of beauty only and does not
make moralising or social reform or a political idea
his main object. For if with that idea foremost in
his mind he still produces a great work of art,
discovering Beauty as he moves to his aim, proving
himself in spite of his unwmsthetic preoccupations a
great artist, it is all we can justly ask from him—
whatever his starting-point, to be a creator of Beauty.
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Art is discovery and revelation of Beauty and we
can say nothing more by way of prohibitive or
limiting rule.

But there is one thing more that can be sail and
that makes a big difference. In the Yogin’s vision
of universal beauty, all becomes beautiful, but all is
not reduced to a single level. There are gradations,
there is a hierarchy in this All Beauty and we ~ee that
it depends on the ascending power ( vibhuti) of
consciousness and Ananda that expresses itself in the
object. All is the Divine, but some things: are
more divine than others. In the artist’s vision too
there are or can be gradations, a hierarchy of values.
Shakespeare can get dramatic and therefore asthetic
values out of Dogberry and Malvolio and he is
as thorongh a creative artist in his treatment of them
as in his handling of Macbeth or Lear. But if we
had only Dogberry or Malvolio to testify to
Shakespeare’s genius, no Macbeth, no TLear, wounld
he be so great a dramatic artist and creator as
he now is? It is in the varying possibilities of
one subject or another that there lies an immense
difference. Apelles’ grapes deceived the birds that
came to peck at them, but there was more wmsthetic
content in the Zeus of Phidias, a greater content of
conseiousness and therefore of Ananda to express and
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{ill in the essential principle of Beauty, even though
the essence of beauty may be realised perhaps with
equal westhetic perfection by either artist and in either
theme.

And that is because just as technique is not all,
<0 even Beauty is not all in Art. Art is not only
technique or form of Beauty, not only the discovery
aor the expression of Beauty—it is a celf-expression of
Consciousness under the conditions of msthetic vixion
and a perfect execution. Or to put it otherwise there
are not only wsthetic values, but life values, mind
values, soul values that enter into Art. The arsist
puts out inte form not only the powers of his own
consciousness, but the powers of the Consciousness
that has made the worlds and their objects.  And if
that Consciousness according to the Vedantic view
is fundamentally equal everywhere, it is still in
manifestation not an equal power in all things.
There is more of the Divine expression in the
Vibhuti than in the common man, prakrite jarak ;
in some forms of life there are less potentialities for
the sclf-expression of the Spirit than in others. And
there are also gradations of consciousness which make
a difference if not in the msthetic value or greatness
of a work of art, yet in its contents-value. Homer
makes beauty out of man’s ontward life and action
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and stops there. Shakespeare rises one step and
reveals to us a life-soul and life-forces and life-values
to which Homer had no access. In Valmiki and Vyas
there is the constant presence of great Idea-Forces
and Ideals supporting life and its movements which
were beyond the scope of Homer and Shakespeare.
And beyond the Ideals and Idea-Forces even there are
other presences, more inner or inmost realitiox, a soul
behind things and beings, the spirit and it~ powers,
which could be the subject-matter of an art +till more
rich and deep and abundant in it< interest than any
of these could be. A poet finding these an:l giving
them a voice with a genius equal to that of the
poets of the past might not be greater than they in
a purely wsthetical valnation, but his art’s contents-
value, its consciousness values could be deeper and
higher and much fuller than in any achicvement
before him. There is something here that goes
beyond any consideration of Art for Art’s sake or
Art for Beanty’s sake—for while these stress usefully
sometimes the indispensable first element= of artistie
creation, they would limit too much the creation
itself if they stood for the exclusion of the something
More that compels Art to chunge always in its
constant seeking for more and more that must be
expressed of the concealed or the revealed Divine, of
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the individual and the universal or the transcendent
Spirit. ,

If we take these three elements as making the
whole of Art, perfection of expressive form, discovery
of beauty, revelation of the soul and essence of thinux
and the powers of creative consciousness and Ananda
of which they are the vehicles, then we shall get
perhaps a solution which inecludes the two sides
of the controversy and reconciles their difference.
Art for Art’s sake eertainly—Art as a perfect form
and discovery of Beauty ; but also Art for the soul’s
sake, the spirit’s sake and the expression of all
that the soul, the spirit wants to scize througic
the medium of beauty. In that sell-expression there
are grades and hicrarchies—widenings a:.1 steps that
lead to the summits. And not only to enlarge Art
towards the widest wideness but to ascend with it to
the heights elimbing towards the llighest is und
must be part both of our asthetic and our spiritual
endeavour,

Sri Aurobindo















