2.

The Live Creature and "Ethereal
Things" 1

Why is the attempt to connect the higher and ideal
things of experience with basic vital roots so often regarded as
betrayal of their nature and denial of their value? Why is there
repulsion when the high achievements of fine art are brought into
connection with common life, the life that we share with all
living creatures? Why is life thought of as an affair of low appetite, or at its best a thing of gross sensation, and ready to sink
from its best to the level of lust and harsh cruelty? A complete
answer to the question would involve the writing of a history of
morals that would set forth the conditions that have brought
about contempt for the body, fear of the senses, and the opposition of flesh to spirit.
One aspect of this history is so relevant to our problem that it
must receive at least passing notice. The institutional life of mankind is marked by disorganization. This disorder is often disguised by the fact that it takes the form of static division into
classes, and this static separation is accepted as the very essence
of order as long as it is so fixed and so accepted as not to generate
open conflict. Life is compartmentalized and the institutionalized
compartments are classified as high and as low; their values as
profane and spiritual, as material and ideal. Interests are related
to one another externally and mechanically, through a system of
checks and balances. Since religion, morals, politics, business has
each its own compartment, within which it is fitting each should
remain, art, too, must have its peculiar and private realm. Compartmentalization of occupations and interests brings about separation of that mode of activity commonly called "practice" from
1. The Sun, the Moon, the Earth and its contents, are material to form greater
things, that is, ethereal things-greater things than the Creator himself made.
-JOHN KEATS.
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insight, of imagination from executive doing, of significant purpose from work, of emotion from thought and doing. Each of
these has, too, its own place in which it must abide. Those who
write the anatomy of experience then suppose that these divisions inhere in the very constitution of human nature.
Of much of our experience as it is actually lived under present
economic and legal institutional conditions, it is only too true
that these separations hold. Only occasionally in the lives of
many are the senses fraught with the sentiment that comes from
deep realization of intrinsic meanings. We undergo sensations as
mechanical stimuli or as irritated stimulations, without having a
sense of the reality that is in them and behind them: in much of
our experience our different senses do not unite to tell a common
and enlarged story. We see without feeling; we hear, but only a
second-hand report, second hand because 'not reenforced by vision. We touch, but the contact remains tangential because it
does not fuse with qualities of senses that go below the surface.
We use the senses to arouse passion but not to fulfill the interest
of insight, not because that interest is not potentially present in
the exercise of sense but because we yield to conditions of living
that force sense to remain an excitation on the surface. Prestige
goes to those who use their minds without participation of the
body and who act vicariously through control of the bodies and
labor of others.
Under such conditions, sense and flesh get a bad name. The
moralist, however, has a truer sense of the intimate connections
of sense with the rest of our being than has the professional psychologist and philosopher, although his sense of these connections takes a direction that reverses the potential facts of our
Jiving in relation to the environment. Psychologist and philosopher have in recent times been so obsessed with the problem of
knowledge that they have treated "sensations" as mere elements
of knowledge. The moralist knows that sense is allied with emotion, impulse and appetition. So he denounces the lust of the eye
as part of the surrender of spirit to flesh. He identifies the sensuous with the sensual and the sensual with the lewd. His moral
theory is askew, but at least he is aware that the eye is not an
imperfect telescope designed for intellectual reception of material to bring about knowledge of distant objects.
"Sense" covers a wide range of contents: the sensory, the sensa-
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tional, the sensitive, the sensible, and the sentimental, along with
the sensuous. It includes almost everything from bare physical
and emotional shock to sense itself-that is, the meaning of
things present in immediate experience. Each term refers to some
real phase and aspect of the life of an organic creature as life occurs through sense organs. But sense, as meaning so directly embodied in experience as to be its own illuminated meaning, is the
only signification that expresses the function of sense organs
when they are carried to full realization. The senses are the
organs through which the live creature participates directly in
the ongoings of the world about him. In this participation the
varied wonder and splendor of this world are made actual for
him in the qualities he experiences. This material cannot be opposed to action, for motor apparatus and "will" itself are the
means by which this participation is carried on and directed. It
cannot be opposed to "intellect," for mind is the means by which
participation is rendered fruitful through sense; by which meanings and values are extracted, retained, and put to further service
in the intercourse of the live creature with his surroundings.
Experience is the result, the sign, and the reward of that interaction of organism and environment which, when it is carried to
the full, is a transformation of interaction into participation and
communication. Since sense-organs with their connected motor
apparatus are the means of this participation, any and every
derogation of them, whether practical or theoretical, is at once
effect and cause of a narrowed and dulled life-experience. Oppositions of mind and body, soul and matter, spirit and flesh all
have their origin, fundamentally, in fear of what life may bring
forth. They are marks of contraction and withdrawal. Full recognition, therefore, of the continuity of the organs, needs and basic
impulses of the human creature with his animal forbears, implies
no necessary reduction of man to the level of the brutes. On the
contrary, it makes possible the drawing of a ground-plan of human experience upon which is erected the superstructure of
man's marvelous and distinguishing experience. What is distinctive in man makes it possible for him to sink below the level of
the beasts. It also makes it possible for him to carry to new and
unprecedented heights that unity of sense and impulse, of brain
and eye and ear, that is exemplified in animal life, saturating it
with the conscious meanings derived from communication and
deliberate expression.
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Man excels in complexity and minuteness of differentiations.
This very fact constitutes the necessity for many more comprehensive and exact relationships among the constituents of his
being. Important as are the distinctions and relations thus made
possible, the story does not end here. There are more opportunities for resistance and tension, more drafts upon experimentation and invention, and therefore more novelty in action, greater
range and depth of insight and increase of poignancy in feeling.
As an organism increases in complexity, the rhythms of struggle
and consummation in its relation to its environment are varied
and prolonged, and they come to include within themselves an
endless variety of sub-rhythms. The designs of living are widened
and enriched. Fulfillment is more massive and more subtly
shaded.
Space thus becomes something more than a void in which to
roam about, dotted here and there with dangerous things and
things that satisfy the appetite. It becomes a comprehensive and
enclosed scene within which are ordered the multiplicity of
doings and undergoings in which man engages. Time ceases to be
either the endless and uniform flow or the succession of instantaneous points which some philosophers have asserted it to be. It,
too, is the organized and organizing medium of the rhythmic ebb
and flow of expectant impulse, forward and retracted movement,
resistance and suspense, with fulfillment and consummation. It is
an ordering of growth and maturations-as James said, we learn
to skate in summer after having commenced in winter. Time as
organization in change is growth, and growth signifies that a varied series of change enters upon intervals of pause and rest; of
completions that become the initial points of new processes of
development. Like the soil, mind is fertilized while it lies fallow,
until a new burst of bloom ensues.
When a flash of lightning illumines a dark landscape, there is a
momentary recognition of objects. But the recognition is not itself a mere point in time. It is the focal culmination of long, slow
processes of maturation. It is the manifestation of the continuity
of an ordered temporal experience in a sudden discrete instant of
climax. It is as meaningless in isolation as would be the drama of
Hamlet were it confined to a single line or word with no context.
But the phrase "the rest is silence" is infinitely pregnant as the
conclusion of a drama enacted through development in time; so
may be the momentary perception of a natural scene. Form, as it
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is present in the fine arts, is the art of making clear what is involved in the organization of space and time prefigured in every
course of a developing life-experience.
Moments and places, despite physical limitation and narrow
localization, are charged with accumulations of long-gathering
energy. A return to a scene of childhood that was left long years
before floods the spot with a release of pent-up memories and
hopes. To meet in a strange country one who is a casual acquaintance at home may arouse a satisfaction so acute as to bring a
thrill. Mere recognitions occur only when we are occupied with
something else than the object or person recognized. It marks either an interruption or else an intent to use what is recognized as
a means for something else. To see, to perceive, is more than to
recognize. It does not identify something present in terms of a
past disconnected from it. The past is carried into the present so
as to expand and deepen the content of the latter. There is illustrated the translation of bare continuity of external time into the
vital order and organization of experience. Identification nods
and passes on. Or it defines a passing moment in isolation, it
marks a dead spot in experience that is merely filled in. The extent to which the process of living in any day or hour is reduced
to labeling situations, events, and objects as "so-and-so" in mere
succession marks the cessation of a life that is a conscious experience. Continuities realized in an individual, discrete, form are
the essence of the latter.
Art is thus prefigured in the very processes of living. A bird
builds its nest and a beaver its dam when internal organic pressures cooperate with external materials so that the former are
fulfilled and the latter are transformed in a satisfying culmination. We may hesitate to apply the word "art," since we doubt the
presence of directive intent. But all deliberation, all conscious intent, grows out of things once performed organically through the
interplay of natural energies. Were it not so, art would be built on
quaking sands, nay, on unstable air. The distinguishing contribution of man is consciousness of the relations found in nature.
Through consciousness, he converts the relations of cause and
effect that are found in nature into relations of means and consequence. Rather, consciousness itself is the inception of such a
transformation. What was mere shock becomes an invitation; resistance becomes something to be used in changing existing ar-
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rangements of matter; smooth facilities become agencies for
executing an idea. In these operations, an organic stimulation
becomes the bearer of meanings, and motor responses are
changed into instruments of expression and communication; no
longer are they mere means of locomotion and direct reaction.
Meanwhile, the organic substratum remains as the quickening
and deep foundation. Apart from relations of cause and effect in
nature, conception and invention could not be. Apart from the
relation of processes of rhythmic conflict and fulfillment in animal life, experience would be without design and pattern. Apart
from organs inherited from animal ancestry, idea and purpose
would be without a mechanism of realization. The primeval arts
of nature and animal life are so much the material, and, in gross
outline, so much the model for the intentional achievements of
man, that the theologically minded have imputed conscious intent to the structure of nature-as man, sharing many activities
with the ape, is wont to think of the latter as imitating his own
performances.
The existence of art is the concrete proof of what has just been
stated abstractly. It is proof that man uses the materials and energies of nature with intent to expand his own life, and that he does
so in accord with the structure of his organism-brain, senseorgans, and muscular system. Art is the living and concrete proof
that man is capable of restoring consciously, and thus on the
plane of meaning, the union of sense, need, impulse and action
characteristic of the live creature. The intervention of consciousness adds regulation, power of selection, and redisposition. Thus
it varies the arts in ways without end. But its intervention also
leads in time to the idea of art as a conscious idea-the greatest
intellectual achievement in the history of humanity.
The variety and perfection of the arts in Greece led thinkers to
frame a generalized conception of art and to project the ideal of
an art of organization of human activities as such-the art of
politics and morals as conceived by Socrates and Plato. The ideas
of design, plan, order, pattern, purpose emerged in distinction
from and relation to the materials employed in their realization.
The conception of man as the being that uses art became at once
the ground of the distinction of man from the rest of nature and
of the bond that ties him to nature. When the conception of art
as the distinguishing trait of man was made explicit, there was
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assurance that, short of complete relapse of humanity below even
savagery, the possibility of invention of new arts would remain,
along with use of old arts, as the guiding ideal of mankind. Although recognition of the fact still halts, because of traditions established before the power of art was adequately recognized, science itself is but a central art auxiliary to the generation and
utilization of other arts.2
It is customary, and from some points of view necessary, to
make a distinction between fine art and useful or technological
art. But the point of view from which it is necessary is one that is
extrinsic to the work of art itself. The customary distinction is
based simply on acceptance of certain existing social conditions.
I suppose the fetiches of the Negro sculptor were taken to be
useful in the highest degree to his tribal group, more so even than
spears and clothing. But now they are fine art, serving in the
twentieth century to inspire renovations in arts that had grown
conventional. But they are fine art only because the anonymous
artist lived and experienced so fully during the process of production. An angler may eat his catch without thereby losing the
esthetic satisfaction he experienced in casting and playing. It is
this degree of completeness of living in the experience of making
and of perceiving that makes the difference between what is fine
or esthetic in art and what is not. Whether the thing made is put
to use, as are bowls, rugs, garments, weapons, is, intrinsically
speaking, a matter of indifference. That many, perhaps most, of
the articles and utensils made at present for use are not genuinely
esthetic happens, unfortunately, to be true. But it is true for reasons that are foreign to the relation of the "beautiful" and
"useful" as such. Wherever conditions are such as to prevent the
act of production from being an experience in which the whole
creature is alive and in which he possesses his living through enjoyment, the product will lack something of being esthetic. No
matter how useful it is for special and limited ends, it will not be
useful in the ultimate degree-that of contributing directly and
2. I have developed this point in Experience and Nature, in Chapter Nine, on
Experience, Nature and Art. As far as the present point is concerned, the conclusion is contained in the statement that "art, the mode of activity that is
charged with meanings capable of immediately enjoyed possession, is the complete culmination of nature, and that science is properly a handmaiden that
conducts natural events to this happy issue." (P. 358.) [Later Works 1: 269.]
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liberally to an expanding and enriched life. The story of the severance and final sharp opposition of the useful and the fine is the
history of that industrial development through which so much of
production has become a form of postponed living and so much
of consumption a superimposed enjoyment of the fruits of the labor of others.

Usually there is a hostile reaction to a conception of art
that connects it with the activities of a live creature in its environment. The hostility to association of fine art with normal
processes of living is a pathetic, even a tragic, commentary on life
as it is ordinarily lived. Only because that life is usually so stunted,
aborted, slack, or heavy laden, is the idea entertained that there
is some inherent antagonism between the process of normal
living and creation and enjoyment of works of esthetic art. After
all, even though "spiritual" and "material" are separated and set
in opposition to one another, there must be conditions through
which the ideal is capable of embodiment and realization-and
this is all, fundamentally, that "matter" signifies. The very currency which the opposition has acquired testifies, therefore, to
a widespread operation of forces that convert what might be
means of executing liberal ideas into oppressive burdens and that
cause ideals to be loose aspirations in an uncertain and ungrounded atmosphere.
While art itself is the best proof of the existence of a realized
and therefore realizable, union of material and ideal, there are
general arguments that support the thesis in hand. Wherevg4
continuity is possible, the burden of proof rests upon thoseWho
'assert opposition a~na dualism. Nature is the mother and the
habitat of man, even if sometimes a stepmother and an unfriendly home. The fact that civilization endures and culture continues-and sometimes advances-is evidence that human hopes
and purposes find a basis and support in nature\ As the developing growth of an individual from embryo to mah~rity is the result
of interaction of organism with surroundings, so culture is the
product not of efforts of men put forth in a void or just upon
themselves, but of prolonged and cumulative interaction with en-
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vironment. The depth of the responses stirred by works of art
shows their continuity with the operations of this enduring experience. The works and the responses they evoke are continuous
with the very processes of living as these are carried to unexpected happy fulfillment.
As to absorption of the esthetic in nature, I cite a case duplicated in some measure in thousands of persons, but notable because expressed by an artist of the first order, W. H. Hudson. "I
feel when I am out of sight of living, growing grass, and out of the
sound of birds' voices and all rural sounds, that I am not properly
alive." He goes on to say, " ... when I hear people say that they
have not found the world and life so agreeable and interesting as
to be in love with it, or that they look with equanimity to its end,
I am apt to think that they have never been properly alive, nor
seen with clear vision the world they think so meanly of or anything in it-not even a blade of grass." The mystic aspect of acute
esthetic surrender, that renders it so akin as an experience to
what religionists term ecstatic communion, is recalled by Hudson from his boyhood life. He is speaking of the effect the sight of
acacia trees had upon him. "The loose feathery foliage on moonlight nights had a peculiar hoary aspect that made this tree seem
more intensely alive than others, more conscious of me and of my
presence .... Similar to a feeling a person would have if visited
by a supernatural being if he was perfectly convinced that it was
there in his presence, albeit silent and unseen, intently regarding
him and divining every thought in his mind." Emerson is often
regarded as an austere thinker. But it was Emerson as an adult
who said, quite in the spirit of the passage quotec from Hudson:
"Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a
clouded sky, without having in my thought any occurrence of
special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. I am
glad to the brink of fear."
I do not see any way of accounting for the multiplicity of experiences of this kind (something of the same quality being found
in every spontaneous and uncoerced esthetic response), except
on the basis that there are stirred into activity resonances of dispositions acquired in primitive relationships of the living being
to its surroundings, and irrecoverable in distinct or intellectual
consciousness. Experiences of the sort mentioned take us to a
further consideration that testifies to natural continuity. There is
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no limit to the capacity of immediate sensuous experience to absorb into itself meanings and values that in and of themselvesthat is in the abstract-would be designated "ide.al" and "spirituaL" The animistic strain of religious experience, embodied in
Hudson's memory of his childhood days, is an instance on one
level of experience. And the poetical, in whatever medium, is always a close kin of the animistic. And if we turn to an art that in
many ways is at the other pole, architecture, we learn how ideas,
wrought out at first perhaps in highly technical thought like that
of mathematics, are capable of direct incorporation in sensuous
form. The sensible surface of things is never merely a surface.
One can discriminate rock from flimsy tissue-paper by the surface alone, so completely have the resistances of touch and the
solidities due to stresses of the entire muscular system been embodied in vision. The process does not stop with incarnation of
other sensory qualities that give depth of meaning to surface.
Nothing that a man has ever reached by the highest flight of
thought or penetrated by any probing insight is inherently such
that it may not become the heart and core of sense.
The same word, "symbol," is used to designate expressions of
abstract thought, as in mathematics, and also such things as a
flag, crucifix, that embody deep social value and the meaning of
historic faith and theological creed. Incense, stained glass, the
chiming of unseen bells, embroidered robes accompany the approach to what is regarded as divine. The connection of the origin of many arts with primitive rituals becomes more evident
with every excursion of the anthropologist into the past. Only
those who are so far removed from the earlier experiences as to
miss their sense will conclude that rites and ceremonies were
merely technical devices for securing rain, sons, crops, success in
battle. Of course they had this magical intent, but they were enduringly enacted, we may be sure, in spite of all practical failures,
because they were immediate enhancements of the experience of
living. Myths were something other than intellectualistic essays
of primitive man in science. Uneasiness before any unfamiliar
fact doubtless played its part. But delight in the story, in the
growth and rendition of a good yarn, played its dominant part
then as it does in the growth of popular mythologies today. Not
only does the direct sense element-and emotion is a mode of
sense-tend to absorb all ideational matter but, apart from spe-
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cial discipline enforced by physical apparatus, it subdues and digests all that is merely intellectual.
The introduction of the supernatural into belief and the all too
human easy reversion to the supernatural is much more an affair
of the psychology that generates works of art than of effort at scientific and philosophic explanation. It intensifies emotional thrill
and punctuates the interest that belongs to all break in familiar
routine. Were the hold of the supernatural on human thought an
exclusively-or even mainly-intellectual matter, it would be
comparatively insignificant. Theologies and cosmogonies have
laid hold of imagination because they have been attended with
solemn processions, incense, embroidered robes, music, the radiance of colored lights, with stories that stir wonder and induce
hypnotic admiration. That is, they have come to man through a
direct appeal to sense and to sensuous imagination. Most religions have identified their sacraments with the highest reaches of
art, and the most authoritative beliefs have been clothed in a
garb of pomp and pageantry that gives immediate delight to eye
and ear and that evokes massive emotions of suspense, wonder,
and awe. The flights of physicists and astronomers today answer
to the esthetic need for satisfaction of the imagination rather
than to any strict demand of unemotional evidence for rational
interpretation.
Henry Adams made it clear that the theology of the middle
ages is a construction of the same intent as that which wrought
the cathedrals. In general this middle age, popularly deemed to
express the acme of Christian faith in the western world, is a
demonstration of the power of sense to absorb the most highly
spiritualized ideas. Music, painting, sculpture, architecture,
drama and romance were handmaidens of religion, as much as
were science and scholarship. The arts hardly had a being outside of the church, and the rites and ceremonies of the church
were arts enacted under conditions that gave them the maximum
possible of emotional and imaginative appeal. For I do not know
what would give the spectator and auditor of the manifestation
of the arts a more poignant surrender than the conviction that
they were informed with the necessary means of eternal glory
and bliss.
The following words of Pater are worth quoting in this connection. "The Christianity of the Middle Ages made its way partly
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by its aesthetic beauty, a thing so profoundly felt by the Latin
hymn-writers, who for one moral or spiritual sentiment had a
hundred sensuous images. A passion of which the outlets are
sealed begets a tension of nerve in which the sensible world
comes to one with a reinforced brilliancy and relief-all redness
turned into blood, all water into tears. Hence a wild convulsed
sensuousness in all the poetry of the Middle Ages, in which the
things of nature began to play a strange delirious part. Of the
things of nature, the medieval mind had a deep sense; but its
sense of them was not objective, no real escape to the world
without us."
In his autobiographical essay, "The Child in the House," he
generalizes what is implicit in this passage. He says: "In later
years he came upon philosophies which occupied him much in
the estimate of the proportions of the sensuous and ideal elements in human knowledge, the relative parts they bear in it;
and, in his intellectual scheme, was led to assign very little to the
abstract thought, and much to its sensible vehicle or occasion."
The latter "became the necessary concomitant of any perception
of things, real enough to have any weight or reckoning, in his
house of thought.... He came more and more to be unable to
care for, or think of soul but as in an actual body, or of any world
but that wherein are water and trees, and where men and women
look, so or so, and press actual hands." The elevation of the ideal
above and beyond immediate sense has operated not only to
make it pallid and bloodless, but it has acted, like a conspirator
with the sensual mind, to impoverish and degrade all things of
direct experience.
In the title of this chapter I took the liberty of borrowing from
Keats the word "ethereal" to designate the meanings and values
that many philosophers and some critics suppose are inaccessible
to sense, because of their spiritual, eternal and universal characters-thus exemplifying the common dualism of nature and
spirit. Let me re-quote his words. The artist may look "upon the
Sun, the Moon, the Stars, and the Earth and its contents as material to form greater things, that is ethereal things-greater things
than the Creator himself made." In making this use of Keats, I
had also in mind the fact that he identified the attitude of the
artist with that of the live creature; and did so not merely in the
implicit tenor of his poetry but in reflection expressed the idea
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explicitly in words. As he wrote in a letter to his brother: "The
greater part of Men make their way with the same instinctiveness, the same unwandering eye from their purposes as the
Hawk. The Hawk wants a Mate, so does the Man-look at them
both, they set about and procure one in the same manner. They
both want a nest and they both set about it in the same manner-they get their food in the same manner. The noble animal
Man for his amusement smokes his pipe-the Hawk balances
about in the clouds-this is the only difference of their leisures.
This is that which makes the Amusement of Life to a speculative
Mind. I go out among the Fields and catch a glimpse of a Stoat or
a fieldmouse hurrying along-to what? The creature has a purpose and his eyes are bright with it. I go amongst the buildings of
a city and see a man hurrying along-to what? The creature has
a purpose and his eyes are bright with it....
"Even here though I am pursuing the same instinctive course
as the veriest human animal I can think of [though] I am, however young, writing at random straining at particles of light in the
midst of great darkness, without knowing the bearing of any assertion, of anyone opinion. Yet may I not in this be free from sin?
May there not be superior beings amused with any graceful,
though instinctive, attitude my mind may fall into as I am entertained with the alertness of a Stoat or the anxiety of a Deer?
Though a quarrel in the Streets is to be hated, the energies displayed in it are fine; the commonest Man has a grace in his quarrel. Seen by a supernatural Being our reasonings may take the
same tone-though erroneous, they may be fine. This is the very
thing in which consists Poetry." There may be reasonings, but
when they take an instinctive form, like that of animal forms and
movements, they are poetry, they are fine; they have grace.
In another letter he speaks of Shakespeare as a man of enormous "Negative Capability"; as one who was "capable of being
in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason." He contrasts Shakespeare in this respect with his own contemporary Coleridge, who would let a poetic insight go when it was surrounded with obscurity, because
he could not intellectually justify it; could not, in Keats' language, be satisfied with" half-knowledge." I think the same idea
is contained in what he says, in a letter to Bailey, that he "never
yet has been able to perceive how anything can be known for
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truth by consecutive reasoning .... Can it be that even the greatest Philosopher ever arrived at his Goal without putting aside numerous objections?": asking, in effect, Does not the reasoner
have also to trust to his "intuitions," to what come upon him in
his immediate sensuous and emotional experiences, even against
objections that reflection presents to him. For he goes on to say
"the simple imaginative Mind may have its rewards in the repetitions of its own silent Workings coming continually on the Spirit
with a fine Suddenness" -a remark that contains more of the
psychology of productive thought than many treatises.
In spite of the elliptical character of Keats' statements two
points emerge. One of them is his conviction that "reasonings"
have an origin like that of the movements of a wild creature toward its goal, and they may become spontaneous, "instinctive,"
and when they become instinctive are sensUous and immediate,
poetic. The other side of this conviction is his belief that no "reasoning" as reasoning, that is, as excluding imagination and sense,
can reach truth. Even "the greatest philosopher" exercises an
animal-like preference to guide his thinking to its conclusions.
He selects and puts aside as his imaginative sentiments move.
"Reason" at its height cannot attain complete grasp and a selfcontained assurance. It must fall back upon imagination-upon
the embodiment of ideas in emotionally charged sense.
There has been much dispute as to what Keats meant in his
famous lines:
Beauty is truth, truth beauty-that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know,
and what he meant in the cognate prose statement-"What
Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth." Much of the dispute is carried on in ignorance of the particular tradition in
which Keats wrote and which gave the term "truth" its meaning.
In this tradition, "truth" never signifies correctness of intellectual statements about things, or truth as its meaning is now influenced by science. It denotes the wisdom by which men live, especially "the lore of good and evil." And in Keats' mind it was
particularly connected with the question of justifying good and
trusting to it in spite of the evil and destruction that abound.
"Philosophy" is the attempt to answer this question rationally.

"ETHEREAL THINGS"

41

Keats' belief that even philosophers cannot deal with the question without depending on imaginative intuitions receives an independent and positive statement in his identification of "beauty"
with "truth"-the particular truth that solves for man the
baffling problem of destruction and death-which weighed so
constantly on Keats-in the very realm where life strives to assert supremacy. Man lives in a world of surmise, of mystery, of
uncertainties. "Reasoning" must fail man-this of course is a
doctrine long taught by those who have held to the necessity of a
divine revelation. Keats did not accept this supplement and substitute for reason. The insight of imagination must suffice. "This
is all ye know on earth and all ye need to know." The critical
words are "on earth"-that is amid a scene in which "irritable
reaching after fact and reason" confuses and distorts instead of
bringing us to the light. It was in moments of most intense esthetic perception that Keats found his utmost solace and his
deepest convictions. This is the fact recorded at the close of his
Ode. Ultimately there are but two philosophies. One of them accepts life and experience in all its uncertainty, mystery, doubt,
and half-knowledge and turns that experience upon itself to
deepen and intensify its own qualities-to imagination and art.
This is the philosophy of Shakespeare and Keats.

