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A Note on War Poetry

Not the expression of collective emotion
Imperfectly reflected in the daily papers,

Where is the point at which the merely individual
Explosion breaks

In the path of an action merely typical

To create the universal, originate a symbol
Out of the impact? This is a meeling

On which we aftend

Of forces beyond control by experiment -

Of Nature and the Spirit. Mostly the individual
Experience is too large, or too small. Our emotions
Are only 'incidents’

In the effort to keep day and night together.

It seems just possible that a poem might happen
To a very young man: but a poem is not poetry -
That is a life.

War is not a life: it is a situation,

One which may neither be ignored nor accepted,
A problemn to be met with ambush and stratagern,
Enveloped or scattered.

The enduring is not a substitute for the transient,
Neither one for the other. But the abstract conception
Of private experience at its greatest intensity
Becomning universal, which we call 'poetry’,

May be affirmed in verse.

T.5. Eliot

(Taken from Collected Poems 1909 - 1962 by T.S. Eliot. Londomn, 1970:
Faber and Faber p.229)
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Chapter Two

The relationship between the artist and society has always been extremely complex and cannot
be explained in such simplistic terms as ’art for art’s sake’ and ’‘art for society’s sake.
Thronghout history, art has generally been a means of communication between the individual,
society and an unknown or universal realm. However, the success of such communication

depends on the nature and stability of the society in question.

When societies are held together by a strong system of beliefs and cultural values, rmhtary
power Or magic, art can become an integral part of life. Because the artist shares the values
and beliefs of the community, society satisfies histher basic material and spiritual needs and
art, in turn, reflects the community’s highest social and spiritual aspirations (Duvignaud, 1972:
p23). It is generally assumed that in primitive and archaic societies, for instance, art formed
part of the ritual experience of the community. Artistic creation was not a self-conscious
individualistic experience but, like magic, it was' a means through which the community and

the artist could participate in, or commumicate with the realm of the unknown,

This is equally true of those societies held topether by strong central beliefs such as
Hinduism, Buddhism and Medieval Christianity. However, since the rise of humanisml, the

system of shared values and beliefs has gradually given way to individualism and a variety of

1 Humanism refers to an interest in man, human activities, and bhuman self-development
(Williams, 1976: p.122).
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Chapter Two
cultural values and attitudes. When the artist loses this sense of fusion with society {(and the
world) the relationship between the two begins to change. The spiritual beliefs and values
expressed through art are no longer synonymous with those of the whole society, but rather,
those of the individual or of small groups. When this happens, new theories concerning the
responsibility of artists and the purpose of art evolve, the earliest of which can be traced

back to the Greeks.

Plato exiled artists from his ideal state because he believed that artists had no wisdom or
natural genius. He had little regard for painters, sculptors, and architects because they had to
get beyond mere imitation - to him, painting was an imitation of an imitation of ideal forms-
the visual arts were deceptive because they were thrice removed from the ideall (Nahm, 1975:
p.60). He rejected the objects of mimetic art because "absolutely beautiful forms are not
copies of living things or nature" (Nahm, 1975: p.64). To accommodate artists however, Simon
Morley explains that Plato identified the existence of a universal realmm m which absolute self-
identity could be realized. Through inspiration or divine - madness, artists could then ’grasp’
this ideal and bring it to the surface by using simple and abstract forms (not real forms). In
this way, artists, could transform the world by rising above the world of appearance, and
inspiration becomes the critical condition necessary for the creation of art (Papadakis, 1988:
p.31). On the other hand, Aristotle’s aftitude to art was more probable in a secular materialist
world: he rejected the existence of a universal realm of truth because he believed that the
world apprehended by the senses is true reality. He proposed instead the theory of
mimesis/imitation, which proposes that art works are essentially genmerated by the copying or

imitation of appearances involving a series of choices - choice of materials, choice of subject-

1 Ideal forms, according to Plato, could only be grasped by the mind through philosophy
and thought.
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Chapter Two
matter - and is a complex process using both theoretical and practical knowledge. Imitation is
bound by the conventions of the medium, but, because this medium is worked by individuals
and is open to the particulars of context, time and space, it undergoes continuous
development. The guiding principle in i, is common-sense awareness of the world and
participation in it with others. It thercforc assumes that the basis for a work of art lies in
the study of the stercotypes of a particular medium so as to provide building blocks for an
expansion of knowledge in general (Papadakis, 1988: p.28). In this way art can lead man to the

’truth’ and, furthermore, it is also a source of pleasu.rcl.

Aristotle also introduced the comcept of “katharsis’ - the purging of passions and emotions
through art - and inevitably, these expressionist theories, as well as the view that one can
derive pleasure from a work of art or use it for didactic educational purposes, have since

influenced the role of art in society.

However, for Aristotle, art was not concerned with frivolity, propaganda, or particular
historical data. Rather, its purpose was to reveal fundamental universal truths to all mankind.
Thus, both Aristotle and Plato proposed the conception of a perfect realm of truth (one ideal
and the other material) and an experience that is essentially creative. These theories were
adapted in the fifteenth century by Alberti, and later, Renaissance artists combined the

theories of creativity and mimesis.

Although elements of modern aesthetic philosophy can be traced back to the Greeks, our view
of “art’ evolved out of the philosophies of art developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries. It was only in the nineteenth century that works of art became ’acts of self-

1 This idea, that the arts provide pleasure, was adapted in the eighteenth century.
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