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IMAGINATION
AND REALITY

The reality of art is the reality of the imagination.
What do I mean by reality of art?
What do I mean by reality of imagination?

My statement, and the questions it suggests, are worth
considering now that the fashionable approach to the arts is
once again through the narrow gate of subjective experi-
ence. The charge laid on the artist, and in particular on the
writer, is not to bring back visions but to play the Court
photographer. |

Is this anathema to art? Is it anti-art? I think so. What art
presents is much more than the daily life of you and me, and

the original role of the artist as visionary is the correct one.
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‘Real’ is an old word, is an odd word. It used to mean a
Spanish sixpence; a small silver coin, money of account in
the days when the value of a coin was the value of its metal.
We are used to notional money but ‘real’ is an honest
currency.

The honest currency of art is the honest currency of the
imagination.

The small silver coin of art cannot be spent; that is, it cannot
be exchanged or exhausted. What is lost, what is destroyed,
what is tarnished, what is misappropriated, is ceaselessly
renewed by the mining, shaping, forging imagination that
exists beyond the conjectures of the everyday. Imagination’s
coin, the infinitely flexible metal of the Muse, metal of the
moon, in rounded structure offers new universes, primary
worlds, that substantially confront the pretences of notional
life. ‘

Notional life is the life encouraged by governments, mass
education and the mass media. Each of those powerful
agencies couples an assumption of its own importance with a
disregard for individuality. Freedom of choice is the catch
phrase but streamlined homogeneity is the objective. A
people who think for themselves are hard to control and
what is worse, in a money culture, they may be sceptical of

product advertising. Since our economy is now a consumer
~ economy, we must be credulous and passive. We must
believe that we want to earn money to buy things we don’t
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need. The education system is not designed to turn out
thoughtful individualists, it is there to get us to work. When
we come home exhausted from the inanities of our jobs we
can relax in front of the inanities of the TV screen. This
pattern, punctuated by birth, death and marriage and a new
car, is offered to us as real life.

Children who are born into a tired world as batteries of
new energy are plugged into the system as soon as possible
and gradually drained away. At the time when they become
adult and conscious they are already depleted and prepared
to accept a world of shadows. Those who have kept their
spirit find it hard to nourish it and between the ages of
twenty and thirty, many are successfully emptied of all
resistance. I do not think it an exaggeration to say that most
of the energy of most of the people is being diverted into a
system which destroys them. Money is no antidote. If the
imaginative life is to be renewed it needs its own coin.

We have to admit that the arts stimulate and satisfy a part of
our nature that would otherwise be left untouched and that
the emotions art arouses in us are of a different orderto those
aroused by experience of any other kind.

We think we live in a world of sense-experience and what
- we can touch and feel, see and hear, is the sum of our reality.
Although neither physics nor philosophy accepts this,
neither physics nor philosophy has been as successful as
religion used to be at persuading us of the doubtfulness of
the seeming-solid world. This is a pity if only because while
religion was a matter of course, the awareness of other
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realities was also a matter of course. To accept God was to
accept Otherness, and while this did not make the life of the
artist any easier (the life of the artist is never easy), a general -
agreement that there is more around us than the mundane
allows the artist a greater licence and a greater authornity than
he or she can expect in a society that recognises nothing but
itself.

An example of this is the development of the visual arts
under Church patronage during the late medieval and
Reenaissance periods in Europe. This was much more than a
patronage of money, it was a warrant to bring back visions.
Far from being restricted by Church rhetoric, the artist
knew that he and his audience were in tacit agreement; each
went in search of the Sublime.

Art is visionary; it sees beyond the view from the
window, even though the window is its frame. This is why
the arts fare much better alongside religion than alongside
either capitalism or communism. The god-instinct and the
art-instinct both apprehend more than the physical biologi-
cal material world. The artist need not believe in God, but
the artist does consider reality as multiple and complex. If
the audience accepts this premise it is then possible to think
about the work itself. As things stand now, too much
criticism of the arts concerns itself with attacking any
suggestion of art as Other, as a bringer of realities beyond the
commonplace. Dimly, we know we need those other
realities and we think we can get them by ransacking
different cultures and rhapsodising work by foreign writers
simply because they are foreign writers. We are still back
with art as the mirror of life, only it is a more exotic or less
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democratic life than our own. No doubt this has its interests
but if we are honest, they are documentary. Art is not
documentary. It may incidentally serve that function in its
own way but its true effort is to open to us dimensions of the
spirit and of the self that normally lie smothered under the
weight of living. | ,

It is in Victorian England that the artist first becomes a
rather suspect type who does not bring visions but narcotics
and whose relationship to different levels of reality is not
authoritative but hallucinatory. In Britain, the nineteenth
century recovered from the shock of Romanticism by
adopting either a manly Hellenism, with an interest in all
things virile and Greek, or a manly philistinism, which had
done with sweet Jonney Keats and his band and demanded
of the poet, if he must be a poet, that he be either
declamatory or decorative. Art could be rousing or it could
be entertaining. If it hinted at deeper mysteries it was
effeminate and absurd. The shift in sensibility from early to
late Wordsworth is the shift of the age. For Tennyson, who
published his first collection in 1830, the shift was a painful
one and the compromises he made to his own work are clear
to anyone who flicks through the collected poems and finds
a visionary poet trying to hide himself in legend in order to
hint at sublimities not allowed to his own time. Like
Wordsworth before him, Tennyson fails whenever he
collapses into the single obsessive reality of the world about
him. As a laureate we know he is lying. As a visionary we
read him now and find him true, ’

And what are we but our fathers’ sons and daughters?
We are the Victorian legacy. Our materialism, our lack of
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spirituality, our grossness, our mockery of art, our utilitarian
attitude to education, even the dull grey suits wrapped
around the dull grey lives of our eminent City men, are
Victorian hand-me-downs. Many of ourideas of history and -
society go back no further than Victorian England. We live
in a money culture because they did. Control by plutocracy
is a nineteenth-century phenomenon that has been sold to
us as a blueprint for reality. But what is real about the values
of a money culture?

Money culture recognises no currency but its own.
Whatever is not money, whatever is not making money, is
useless to it. The entire efforts of our government as directed
through our society are efforts towards making more and
more money. This favours the survival of the dullest. This
favours those who prefer to live in a notional reality where
goods are worth more than time and where things are more
important than ideas.

For the artist, any artist, poet, painter, musician, time, in
plenty and an abundance of ideas are the necessary basics of
creativity. By dreaming and idleness and then by intense
self-discipline does the artist live. The artist cannot perform
between 9 and 6, five days a week, or if she sometimes does,
she cannot guarantee to do so. Money cuiture hates that. It
must know what it is getting, when it is getting it, and how
much it will cost. The most tyrannical of patrons never
demanded from their protegées what the market now
demands of artists; if you can’t sell your work regularly and
quickly, you can either starve or do something else. The
time that art needs, which may not be along time, but which
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has to be its own time, is anathema to a money culture.
Money confuses time with itself. That is part of its unreality.

Against this golden calf in the wilderness where all come to
buy and sell, the honest currency of art offers quite a
different rate of exchange. The artist does not turn time into
money, the artist turns time into energy, time into intensity,
time into vision. The exchange that art offers is an exchange
in kind; energy for energy, intensity for intensity, vision for
vision. This is seductive and threatening. Can we make the
return? Do we want to? Our increasingly passive diversions
do not equip us, mentally, emotionally, for the demands that
art makes. We know we are dissatisfied, but the satisfactions
that we seek come at a price beyond the resources of a
money culture. Can we afford to live imaginatively,
contemplatively? Why have we submitted to a society that
tries to make imagination a privilege when to each of us it
comes as a birthright?

Itis not a question of the money in your pocket. Money
can buy you the painting or the book or the opera seat but it
cannot expose you to the vast energies you will find there. |
Often it will shield you from them, just as a rich man can buy
himself a woman but not her love. Love is reciprocity and so
is art. Either you abandon yourself to another world that you
say you seek or you find ways to resist it. Most of us are art-
resisters because art is a challenge to the notional life. In a
money culture, art, by its nature, objects. It fields its own
realities, lives by its own currency, aloof to riches and want.
Art is dangerous.
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FOR SALE: MY LIFE. HIGHEST BIDDER COLLECTS.

The honest currency of art is the honest currency of the
imagination.

In Middle English, ‘real’ was a variant of ‘royal’.

Can we set aside images of our own dishonoured monarchy
and think instead about the ancientness and complexity of
the word ‘royal’?

To be royal was to be distinguished in the proper sense;
to be singled out, by one’s fellows and by God or the gods.
In both the Greek and the Hebraic traditions, the one who is
royal is the one who has special access to the invisible world.
Ulysses can talk to Hera, King David can talk to God.
Royalty on earth is expected to take its duties on earth
seriously but the King should also be a bridge between the
terrestrial and the supernatural.

Perhaps it seems strange to us that in the ancient world the
King was more accessible to his people than were the priests.
Although King and priest worked together, priesthood, still
allied to magic, even by the Hebrews, was fully mysterious.
The set-apartness of the priest is one surrounded by ritual
and taboo. The priest did not fight in batte, take concu~
bines, hoard treasure, feast and riot, sin out of humanness, or
if he did, there were severe penalties. The morality of the
_ priesthood was not the morality of Kingship and whether
you read The Odyssey or The Bible, the difference is striking.
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The King is not better behaved than his subjects, essentially
he was (or should have been) the nobler man.

In Britain, royalty was not allied to morality until the
reign of Queen Victoria. Historically, the role of the King or
Queen had been to lead and inspire, this is an imaginative
role, and it was most perfecty fulfilled by Elizabeth the First,
Gloriana, the approachable face of Godhead. Gloriana is the
Queen whose otherness is for the sake of her people, and it is
important to remember that the disciplines she laid upon her
own life, in particular her chastity, were not for the sake of
example but for the sake of expediency. The Divine Right
of Kings was not a good conduct award it was a mark of
favour. God’s regent upon earth was expected to behave like
God and};nyone who studies Greek or Hebrew literature
will find that God does not behave like a Christian
schoolmistress. God is glorious, terrifying, inscrutable, often
capricious to human eyes, extravagant, victorious, legislative
but not law-abiding, and, the supreme imagination. ‘In the
beginning was the Word.’

At its stmplest and at its best, royalty is an imaginative
function; it must embody in its own person, subtle and
difficult concepts of Otherness. The priest does not embody
these concepts, the priest serves them. The priest is a
functionary, the King is a function.

Shakespeare is preoccupied with Kingship as a metaphor
for the imaginative life. Leontes and Lear, Macbeth and
Richard II, are studies in the failure of the imagination. In
The Winter's Tale, the redemption of Leontes is made possible
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through a new capacity in him; the capacity to see outside of
his own dead vision into a chance as vibrant as it is unlikely.
‘When Paulina says to him, ‘It is required you do awake your
faith’ she does not mean religious faith. If the statue of
Hermione is to come to life, Leontes must believe it can
come to life. This is not common sense. It is imagination.

In the earliest Hebrew creation stories Yahweh makes
himselfa clay model of a man and breathes on it to give it life.
It is this supreme confidence, this translation of forms, the
capacity to recognise in one thing the potential of another,
and the willingness to let that potential realise itself, that is
the stamp of creativity and the birthright that Yahweh gives
to humans. Leontes’ failure to acknowledge any reality other
than his own is a repudiation of that birthright, a neglect of
humanness that outworks itself into the fixed immobility of
his queen. When Hermione steps down and embraces
Leontes it is an imaginative reconciliation.

I hope it is clear that as I talk about King and priest I am
dealing in abstracts and not actualities. I do not wish to upset
republicans anywhere. What I do want to do is to move the
pieces across the chessboard to see if that gives us a different
view.

By unravelling the word ‘real’ I hope to show that it
contains in itself, and without any wishful thinking on my
part, those densities of imaginative experience that belong to
us all and that are best communicated through art. I see no
conflict between reality and imagination. They are not in
fact separate. Our real lives hold within them our royal lives;
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the inspiration to be more than we are, to find new
solutions, to live beyond the moment. Art helps us to do this
because it fuses together temporal and perpetual realities.

To see outside of a dead vision is not an optical illusion.

The realist (from the Latin res = thing) who thinks he dealsin
things and not images and who is suspicious of the abstract
and of art, is not the practical man but a man caught in a
fantasy of his own unmaking,

The realist unmakes the coherent multiple world into a
collection of random objects. He thinks of reality as that
which has an objective existence, but understands no more
about objective existence than that which he can touch and
feel, sell and buy. A lover of objects and of objectivity, he is
in fact caught in a world of symbols and symbolism, where
he is unable to see the thing in itself, as it really is, he sees it
only in relation to his own story of the world.

The habit of human beings is to see things subjectively
or not to see them at all. The more familiar a thing becomes -
the less itis seen. In the home, nobody looks at the furniture,
they sit on it, eat off it, sleep on it and forget it unal they buy
something new. When we do look at other people’s things,
we are usually thinking about their cachet, their value, what
they say about their owner. Qur minds work to continually
label and absorb what we see and to fit it neatly into our own
pattern. That done, we turn away. This is a sound survival
skill but it makes it very difficult to let anything have an
existence independent of ourselves, whether furniture or
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people. It makes it easier to buy symbols, things that have a
particular value to us, than it does to buy objects.

My mother, who was poor, never bought objects, she
bought symbols. She used to save up to buy something
hideous to put in the best parlour. What she bought was
factory made and beyond her purse. If she had ever been
able to see it in its own right, she could never have spent
money on it. She couldn’t see it, and nor could any of the
neighbours dragged in to admire it. They admired the effort
it had taken to save for it. They admired how much it cost.
Above all, they admired my mother; the purchase was a
success.

I know that when my mother sat in her kitchen that had
only a few pieces of handmade furniture, she felt depressed
and conscious of her lowly social status. When she sat in her
dreadful parlour with a china cup and a bought biscuit, she
felt like a lady. The parlour, full of objects unseen but hard
won, was a fantasy chamber, a reflecting mirror. Like'Mrs
Joe, in Great Expectations, she finally took her apron off.

Money culture depends on symbolic reality. It depends
on a confusion between the object and what the object
represents. To keep you and me buying and upgrading an
overstock of meaningless things depends on those things
" having an acquisitional value. It is the act of buying that is
important. In our society, people who cannot buy things are
the underclass. '

Symbolic man surrounds himself with objects as tyrants
surround themselves with subjects: ‘These will obey me.
Through them I am worshipped. Through them I exercise
control.” These fraudulent kingdoms, hard-headed and
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practical are really the soft-centre of fantasy. They are wish
fulfilment nightmares where more is piled on more to
manufacture the illusion of abundance. They are lands of
emptiness and want. Things do not satisfy. In part they fail to
satisfy because their symbolic value changes so regularly and
what brought whistles of admiration one year is next year’s
car boot sale bargain. In part they fail to satisfy because much
of what we buy is gadgetry and fashion, which makes objects
temporary and the need to be able to purchase them,
permanent. In part they fail to satisfy because we do not
actually want the things we buy. They are illusion, narcotic,
hallucination.

To suggest that the writer, the painter, the musician, is the
one out of touch with the real word is a doubtful
proposition. It is the artist who must apprehend things fully,
in their own right, communicating them not as symbols but
as living realities with the power to move.

To see outside of a dead vision is not an optical illusion.

According to the science of optics, if an image consists of
points through which light actually passes, it is called real.
Otherwise it is called virtual.

The work of the artist is to see into the life of things; to
discriminate between superficialities and realities; to know
what is genuine and what is a make-believe. The artist
through the disciplines of her work, is one of the few people
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who does see things as they really are, stripped of
associative value. I do not mean that artists of whatever sort
“have perfect taste or perfect private lives, I mean that when
the imaginative capacity is highly developed, it is made up of
invention and discernment. Invention is the shaping spirit
that re-forms fragments into new wholes, so that even what
has been familiar can be seen fresh. Discernment is to know
how to test the true and the false and to reveal objects,
emotions, ideas in their own coherence. The artist is a
translator; one who has learned how to pass into her own
language the languages gathered from stones, from birds,
from dreams, from the body, from the material world, from
the invisible world, from sex, from death, from love. A
different language is a different reality; what is the language,
the world, of stones? What is the language, the world, of
birds? Of atoms? Of microbes? Of colours? Of air? The
material world is closed to those who think of it only as a
commodity market.

How do you know but every bird that cuts the airy way
Is an immense world of delight closed by your senses five?

William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (¢.1750)
To those people every object is inanimate. In fact they are
the ones who remain unmoved, fixed rigidly within their

own reality.

The artist is moved.
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The artist is moved through multiple realities. The artist is
moved by empty space and points oflight. The artist tests the
image. Does light pass through it? Is it illuminated? Is it
sharp, clear, its own edges, its own form?

The artist is looking for real presences. I suppose what
the scientist Rupert Sheldrake would call ‘morphic reson-
ance’; the inner life of the thing that cannot be explined
away biologically, chemically, physically. In the Catholic
Church ‘real presence’ is the bread and wine that through
transubstantiation becomes the living eucharist; the body and
blood of Christ. In the Protestant Church the bread and wine
are symbols only, one of the few places where we recognise
that we are asking one thing to substitute for another. For the
average person, this substitution is happening all the time.

The real presence, the image transformed by light, is not
rare but it is easily lost or mistaken under clouds of
subjectivity. People who claim to like pictures and books
will often only respond to those pictures and books in which
they can clearly find themselves. This is ego masquerading as
taste. To recognise the worth of a thing is more than re-
cognising its worth to you. Our responses to art are con-
ditioned by our insistence that it present to us realities we
can readily accept, however virtual those realities might be.
Nevertheless art has a stubborn way of cutting through the
subjective world of symbols and money and offering itself
as a steady alternative to the quick change act of daily life.

We are naturally suspicious of faculties that we do not
ourselves possess and we do not quite believe that the poet
can read the sermons in stones or the painter know the
purple that bees love. Still we are drawn to books and
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pictures and music, finding in ourselves an echo of their
song, finding in ourselves an echo of their sensibility, an
answering voice through the racket of the day.

Artis for us a reality beyond now. An imaginative reality
that we need. The reality of art is the reality of the
imagination.

The reality of art is not the reality of experience.

The charge laid on the artist is to bring back visions.

In Shakespeare’s Othello, we find that the Moor wins
Desdemona’s heart by first winning her imagination. He
tells her tales of cannibals and of the Anthropophagi whose
heads grow beneath their shoulders. What he calls his ‘round
unvarnished tale’ is a subtle mixture of art and artfulness.
When a Shakespearean hero apologises for his lack of wit we
should be on our guard. Shakespeare always gives his heroes
the best lines, even when the hero is Richard II.

Othello’s untutored language is in fact powerful and
wrought. He'is more than a master of arms, he is a master of
art. It is his words that win Desdemona. She says T saw
Othello’s visage in his mind.” His face, like his deeds belong
to the world of sense-experience, but it is his wit that make
both dear to her. For Desdemona, the reality of Othello is
his imaginative reality. -

OTHELLO she thank’'d me,
And bade me, if I had a friend that lov’d
_ her,
I should but teach him how to tell my story,
And that would woo her.
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The clue here is not the story but the telling of it. It is not
Othello the action man who has taught Desdemona to love
him, it is Othello the poet.

We know that Shakespeare never bothered to think of a
plot. As a good dramatist and one who eamed his whole
living by his work, he had to take care to make his historical
ransackings stage-satisfactory. The engineering of the plays
gives pleasure even to those who are not interested in the
words. But the words are the thing. The words are what
interested Shakespeare and what should closely interest us.
Shakespeare is a dramatic poet. He is not a chronicler of
experience.

I have to say something so obvious because of the
multitude of so called realists, many making money out of
print, who want art to be as small as they are. For them, art s
a copying machine busily copying themselves. They like the
documentary version, the ‘life as it is lived’. To support their
opinions they will either point to Dickens or Shakespeare. [
have never understood why anyone calls Dickens a realist,
but I have dealt with that myth elsewhere in these essays. As
. for Shakespeare, they will happily disregard the pervading
spirit behind the later plays, and quote Hamlet Act I11, Scene
Il ‘the purpose of playing . .. is, to hold, as twere, the
mirror up to nature.’

But what is nature?

149



ECSTASY AND ENERGY

From the Latin Natura, it is my birth, my characteristics, my
condition.

It is my nativity, my astrology, my biology, my physiognomy,
my geography, my cartography, my spirituality, my sexual-
ity, my mentality, my corporeal, intellectual, emotional,
imaginative self. And not just my self, every self and the Self
of the world. There is no mirror I know that can show me all
of these singularities, unless it is the strange distorting
looking-glass of art where I will not find my reflection nor
my representation but a nearer truth than I prefer. Natura is
the whole that I am. The multiple reality of my existence.

The reality of the imagination leaves out nothing. It is the
most complete reality that we can know. Imagination takes
in the world of sense experience, and rather than trading it
for a world of symbols, delights in it for what itis. The artist
is physical and it is in the work of true artists in any medium,
that we find the most moving and the most poignant studies
of the world that we can touch and feel. It is the writer, the
painter, and not the realist, who is intimate with the material
world, who knows its smells and tastes because they are fresh
in her nostrils, full in her mouth. What her hand touches,
she feels. R.. A. Collingwood said that Cézanne painted like
a blind man (critics at the time agreed though for different
reasons). He meant that the two-dimensional flimsy world
of what is overlooked by most of us, suddenly reared out of
the canvas, massy and tough. Cézanne seems to have hands
in his eyes and eyes in his hands. When Cézanne paints a tree
or an apple, he does not paint a copy of a tree or an apple, he
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paints its nature. He paints the whole that itis, the whole that
is lost to us as we pass it, eat it, chop it down. It is through the
painter, writer, composer, who lives more intensely than the
rest of us, that we can rediscover the intensity of the physical
world.

And not only the physical world. There is no limit to
new territory. The gate is open. Whether or not we go
through is up to us, but to stand mockingly on the threshold,
claiming that nothing lies beyond, is something of a flat earth
theory.

The earth is not flat and neither is reality. Reality is
continuous, multiple, simultaneous, complex, abundant and
partly invisible. The imagination alone can fathom this and it
reveals its fathomings through art.

The reality of art is the reality of the imagination.
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