
ESTHETICS: A PALAVER 

BY LEWIS MUMFORD 

Γ HE corner of a library in a country-house. 
The panel of books, the chairs and divan 
and table, the vase in the niche above the 

divan all sound the note of refined simplicity— 
no vulgarity, no helpless subservience to the in
terior decorator. The domiiiant colors in the 
room, blue, green, and yellotv, are echoed by the 
cordials which occupy a small stand near the 
fireplace. With that fumbling over matches and 
glasses which is preliminary to settling down, 
the members of the group begin to distinguish 
themselves. They are: 

CHARLES ADAMS 
PERCY SCOTT 
EDWIN O'MALLEY 

ERNEST DE FiORi, their host. 

D E FIORI—What do you say, gentlemen: 
shall we have a fire? The heating system 
in this house is excellent, but unfortu
nately our architect counterbalanced i t 
by installing English casement windows, 
and after our walk this afternoon the 
November wind may feel a little raw. 

ADAMS (Politely')—It's really quite com
fortable. 

SCOTT—^This Alsatian quetsch is proof 
against November. I t is the only efficient 
form of central heating. 

O ' M A L L E Y — I t seems warm enough now; 
but your American methods of super
heating have weakened my resistance so 
completely tha t unless I am on the verge 
of perspiration I begin to think I have 
caught cold. 

D E FIORI—Well , suppose we compromise 
on an—ahh—xsthetic fire: just enough 
to give the inner feeling of warmth , 
rather than the physical effect. I see tha t 
Ellen has the kindling already laid. {He 

360 

draws a few billets from the woodhox, and 
Scott comes forward officiously with a lighted 
match.') There! I am afraid Adams wil l 
not approve of such a fire. He wil l say 
that it is impossible to enjoy the icsthetic 
effect wi thout suffering the warmth . 

O ' M A L L E Y — H e is more of a moralist than 
tha t : he would say tha t one oughtn ' t to 
enjoy the aesthetic effect wi thout the 
warmth ; whereas it is plainly a mark of 
aristocracy to keep the two things apart 
and to have your cake wi thout eating it . 
Unless one is able to wi thdraw the 
icsthetic emotions from practical life a 
civilized existence is impossible. 

SCOTT—I have always wondered wha t 
Adams's iCsthetic theories were. I have 
never been able to derive them, I con
fess, from your criticisms, Charles, al
though I enjoy your page perhaps more 
than anything else the Ajjcient City prints. 

ADAMS—De Fiori has doubtless lighted the 
fire in order to smoke me out; but I don ' t 
think i t ' s quite fair to fall on me so sud
denly directly after dinner—especially 
after such a dinner. Besides, I really have 
no conscious aesthetic theory: I recog
nize the aesthetic interest as only one of 
a number of interests tha t are served in 
literature; and it doesn't seem to me the 
supremely important one tha t so many 
of you now make it out. My aesthetics is 
implicit in my criticism, as is my phi
losophy or my psychology. I should like 
to use such a single canon as you, De 
Fiori, enjoy in your applications of 
Croce; but different kinds of literature 
seem to me to require different stand
ards; and it is only in the realm of pure 
poetry that I find Croce's canon whol ly 
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justified. To dismiss the rest of liter
ature because it is not pure poetry seems 
to me absurd. 

O'MALLEY—It's all very well to keep your 
aesthetic from showing its bones through 
the flesh of your criticism: but my objec
tion to your method, my dear Adams, is 
that you are not really interested in a 
piece of literature as such: you have al
ways an ulterior interest in its back
ground and you keep on asking yourself 
what sort of society this or that book 
will tend to produce. You are almost as 
bad as Mr. Paul Elmer More, who can
not even write about Plato without pay
ing attention to the way in which his 
work may affect the Brahmins and ren
tiers of New England. The chief differ
ence between you and More is that he 
has enough realism to pitch his social 
references towards a society which actu
ally exists, whilst you, God forgive us, 
refer to an ideal community which has 
not yet come into existence, and in a 
country ruled by the booboisie has no 
chance of ever being a reality. 

ADAMS (UnrufflecP}—You object, do you 
not, O'Malley, to the fact that I believe 
that a community has a permanent self, 
made up of its best minds and embodied 
in its literature, as well as the shifting, 
temporary self which expresses itself in 
its daily actions and in the opinions of 
those who control it in the press and on 
the platform? I can't conceive what 
function you accord to literature, unless 
it is to embody that permanent self and 
make it visible. A work oi literature as 
such has no value except to the book
worm or the pulping mill; it is only by 
association with human needs and de
sires that its values have any meaning. 

DE FiORi—My dear Adams: you mustn't 
confuse an act in the practical world 
with an act in the spiritual world. The 
values of literature lie entirely in the 
spiritual realm: they are independent of 
the society that has produced a work of 
art or that may be affected by it. What 
is it that makes the Divine Comedy the 

glorious piece of poetry that it is? The 
theology? No. The picture of contem
porary life, the attempt to redress the 
evils of the time? A hundred times No! 
What has preserved the Divine Comedy 
for us in all its freshness is its complete 
fusion of imagination and feeling in an 
absolute poetic form. To judge the 
Divine Comedy in terms of a rationalist 
theology like Voltaire's, for example, 
would be to miss all its essential beau
ties. That is why we must say to the 
critic—deal with the aesthetic form by 
itself and prepare our minds to experi
ence it: do not be confused by the ideas 
of the author, or by his milieu, or by 
whether his poem is likely to make us 
good or bad men; for in the realm of art 
these practical standards do not exist. 
A work of art is good or bad in terms of 
the author's own world. What was the 
writer's inner purpose, and how has he 
accomplished it? 

ADAMS—Your rule of judgment is satisfac
tory enough, perhaps, when it applies to 
a poem or a novel whose position is al
ready established. But I don't see how 
it enables you to distinguish between— 
let me take an extreme example—be
tween the Nick Carter detective stories 
and the Divine Comedy. Some of the 
youngest critics are now rolling around 
helplessly in this very predicament. 
They have taken your aesthetic counsel 
to heart; and they find that the author 
of Nick Carter perfectly fits his method 
to his materials, develops his theme with 
an unflagging logic, creates an inde
pendent world of his own, and affects 
them with an emotion which they call 
assthetic. By your criterion, De Fiori, I 
don't see how you can ask more of these 
stories as literature: from the standpoint 
of Pure Form they are perhaps more per
fect than the Odyssey. (De Fiori makes a 
gasp of -protest.') Don't you see how child
ish it is? The aesthetic value of liter
ature is inseparable from its intellectual 
and moral value: your "a^sthetician" is 
as grotesque an abstraction as the Eco-
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nomic Man of political economy: he is 
a spiritual Robinson Crusoe. The lit t le 
Italian boy Samuel Butler told about, 
who thought that "Hey diddle-diddle, 
the cat and the fiddle" was the most 
beautiful poetry he had ever heard was 
a prince of ^stheticians; and if liter
ature were concerned only wi th pattern 
and form Gertrude Stein would have 
a higher place than Sophocles. 

SCOTT—Our position is not reduced to 
quite the absurdity you seem to think, 
Charles. In the universe of iesthetics 
there are the nebulous particles of Nick 
Carter and the comic strips as well as the 
suns and planets and fixed stars; and we 
only say that the qualities which make 
Nick Carter a good piece of work at its 
level are wha t make ' 'Madam Bovary' ' 
a supreme work of art on another level. 

ADAMS—That is all very well; but there 
must be a world by which the critic 
measures the relative importance of 
these self-begotten planets and particles; 
and this world, it seems to me, is neces
sarily broader than the world of es the t 
ics. In the abstract universe of Pure Art, 
Edgar Poe might be a very great figure 
indeed: his cold metallic verses are 
like the notes of some thin brass instru
ment which admirably echoes the plu-
tonian tears he drops over the graves of 
his impalpable maidens. Weil, I respect 
Poe as a literary critic; but I have never 
read a single line of his poetry which 
could be put alongside Tennyson's 
"Ulysses" wi thou t turning out to be 
mere pasteboard and tinfoil; and that is 
because Tennyson, for all his shaky phi
losophizing and moral squeamishness, 
had encompassed the realities of this 
world, he had lived imaginatively in a 
land where lovers are disappointed or 
suddenly happy, where children are be
gotten and men face the tragedy of grow
ing old, whereas Poe remained always 
emotionally immature, and growth and 
decay and all they carry wi th them were 
left permanently outside his world. In 
painting, Albert Ryder had the same 

kind of imagination; but it was human
ized and became great. An aesthetic 
which tends to place Poe above Tenny
son because of the " p u r i t y " of Poc's 
poetry is a new sort of bowdlerism: i t 
has an animus against the natural smut 
and obscenity of life—without which 
no work of art has ever endured. 

O ' M A L L E Y (^Still overbearing)—Before you 
know it, Adams, you wil l be telling us 
to read Sainte-Beuve again, and wil l 
lead a popular crusade under the banner, 
Back to Taine! I thought all this had 
been settled years ago. Literature is 
simply one thing; and life is quite an
other. Civilized people prefer to live in 
the world they have created themselves, 
rather than in the " r e a l " world, where 
boobies become great statesmen, and 
men who cannot tell the difference be
tween a sonneteer and a charioteer be
come the leaders of armies. If we must 
have commerce wi th the real world, let 
it be through the offices of slaves and 
servants; it is only on those terms tha t 
culture is possible. If De Fiori 's theory 
compels him to accept Nick Carter, 
yours would force us to say a good 
word for Harold Bell Wright! 

SCOTT (_Aside to O'Malley)—You are the 
most reckless sociologist of us all, 
Edwin: in the act of divorcing literature 
and life you have proclaimed a dozen 
contentious principles which would 
weld them together. Your aristocracy is 
as factitious and imbecile as anything 
else in the world: it makes no provision 
for the best getting to the top . 

ADAMS (^Firmly, getting back to the argument) 
—I am not sure that "Back to Taine!" 
wouldn ' t serve my intentions excel
lently. 

D E FIORI—Really, Adams! The race, the 
age, and the milieu!! The cumbrous 
analysis of the climate! the manner of 
eating and drinking! the form of in
dustry!—in short, the consideration of 
everything but the work of art itself! 
You surely don' t ask us seriously to 
bring back all these impedimenta again? 
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ADAMS—Yes and no. The means by which 
Taine approached English literature now 
seem to us irrelevant, because the fashion 
has changed, and it isn't done any more; 
but my point is tha t Taine's judgments, 
his assthetic judgments if you will , are 
extraordinarily just and penetrating. 
Moreover, I have a confidence in them 
that I don ' t at all feel wi th Croce when 
he discusses Walter Scott or Shake
speare, or, for that matter, when he dis
cusses the work of any writers except 
his fellow countrymen, such as Ariosto 
and Dante, where his es the t ic values are 
ballasted by all the knowledge he un
consciously draws on about Italian 
manners and psychology. 

D E FIORI—I protest: you don ' t appreciate 
Croce. Have you read his essay on 
Corneille? 

ADAMS—I bow to your knowledge, but I 
must maintain my point. If you miss the 
context of a work of art you miss its 
overtones: you miss the things tha t 
every contemporary experiences just 
because he is on the spot. The core of a 
great piece of literature is some uni
versal human experience; but the core 
is surrounded by the pulp and skin of 
circumstance; and if we would reach 
it we must penetrate these things. When 
either the critic or the writer aims at 
form alone he becomes empty and mer
etricious. People have criticized "Moby 
Dick" because i t is formless and full of 
irrelevancies; but the t ruth is that the 
irrelevancies are an essential part of its 
form, and had Melville attempted to 
reduce the bounds of his universe to the 
scene required for a slick story of the 
sea, tha t universe would not have been 
the multitudinous and terrible thing he 
sought to create. 

D E FIORI (^Becoming the host in order to dis
sipate the slight sense of strain that has 
entered into the discussion^—And wha t do 
you say to all this , Scott? Have you 
become converted to Adams's creed? 

ScoTT—Indeed, I am in a difficult position. 
It is a personal convenience wi th me. 

indeed almost a necessity of existence, to 
disengage myself from the robust tangled 
world that Adams tries perpetually 
to draw us back to. I prefer to consider 
esthet ics as a world apart; and my own 
aesthetic, wi th certain modifications, is 
akin to yours and Croce's—and perhaps 
O'Malley 's . Yet, after all, criticism 
must also be judged by an aesthetic 
standard; and I feel tha t Taine and 
Adams have the better of us! They are 
much more interesting, on the whole, 
than, say, DeGourmont and Croce, al
though their interest in art seems so 
much less single-minded—so much more, 
if I may use the word in a neutral sense, 
polluted wi th the things of this world. 
I think, of course, tha t an es the t ic 
judgment is the final judgment about a 
work of art: if it is bad aesthetically, its 
good intentions, or the amiable char
acter of the author, or its excellent 
tendency, will not raise it an inch in 
stature. Once the judgment is formed, 
however, there is little to be said about a 
work of art; and it is too easy to rest 
satisfied wi th dialectical cliches—form, 
pattern, movement—which the weak 
critic applies indifl"erently to the greatest 
and the least. Es the t i c criticism cannot 
elaborate the final judgment; it can 
only lead up to it. Adams, it seems to 
me, is not averse to reaching the same 
goal; but he does not fasten on it con
sciously. Confident that he will sooner 
or later reach an aesthetic judgment, he 
concerns himself w i th the views he 
encounters on the road. 

ADAMS—You are a very welcome ally, 
Scott. My mind does not run to dia
lectics, and you have put my position 
in a much clearer l ight than I had seen it 
in myself—and I brush away your 
compliments as too palpably friendly. 
In turn I will admit that the method I 
practice is full of dangers: the by-paths 
are numerous, and in one's forgetful-
ness of the goal one may sometimes get 
lost in the thickets of psychological 
analysis or in mere biography. But I see 
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that De Fiori still has a bolt or two up 
his sleeve: I fear my ordeal isn't over. 

D E F I O R I — I feel that our ininds haven' t 
really met yet; and I find it hard to 
manoeuvre my own into position. You 
are quite r ight , Adams, in condemning 
the sort of critic who talks about style 
as if it were a veneer which could be 
laid on a work of the imagination; and 
I regret to say that in spite of Croce this 
purely practical side of literature—the 
mechanics, as it were, of expression—is 
being treated by some of the younger 
men as though it were the essence. An 
interest in style, in this sense, is as 
foreign to esthet ics as typography; 
both exist in the realm of the practical. 
I would also admit that the mind that is 
purely concerned wi th art rarely rises 
to the level of art: it is a sort of fungus 
which feeds upon its own substance, 
whereas the true artist sends his roots 
deep into the soil of morality, of in
dustry, of the practical and ethical life. 
The artist draws on this soil for nour
ishment: but the work of art rises above 
it and is so essentially different in 
character that by no examination of the 
soil and seed could one predict the 
strange shape and beauty of the flower, 
which is art itself. The observations and 
concepts of the practical life may enter 
into the work of art; but, entering it, 
they cease to be observations and con
cepts: they become inseparably part of 
the poem or drama itself. People have 
tried to draw the maxims of political 
government or a view of the universe 
from Shakespeare's plays. But wha t 
folly! In their artistic capacity, these 
maxims and views are embodied in 
Hamlet, Lear, and Julius Caesar; but 
they are thus no longer useful as phi
losophy or political sagacity: if we are 
interested in these things we must read 
Aristotle and Macchiavelli. This was 
the paradox about art tha t Plato could 
never grasp: how Homer could speak 
about navigation wi thout being a sailor, 
or about wisdom wi thout being a 

philosopher. The artist seemed to Plato 
a charlatan, because he pretended to 
discourse wi th authori ty upon a hundred 
actions and experiences wi thout having 
a practical grasp of any of them. The 
explanation of this paradox, of course, is 
that the artist portrays the imaginative 
t ruth of navigation or war or philos
ophy; and this truth remains authentic 
and real as long as one lives wi th the 
artist in the world of a;sthetic. Even 
Bernard Shaw, w h o so often has been 
misled by a practical interest in move
ments and ideas, recognizes this dis
tinction when he puts into his prefaces 
the overflow of thought tha t has not 
found an es the t ic channel for itself in 
his plays. The goal of the artist is not to 
be a theologian, a social reformer, or a 
friend of humani ty: the goal of the 
artist is to create a work of art , and the 
only question for the critic is—has he 
created it , and w h a t is its aesthetic 
merit? ^Esthetic criticism does not use 
the same terms to interpret the /Eneid 
as it does to describe Walter Landor's 
chaste Greek fables in verse; but in 
both cases it dwells upon the floral 
rather than upon the terrestrial aspects 
of the work, and it leaves the latter to 
the pedants and philologists. The Greece 
of Landor and the Greece of Theocritus 
are, in so far as Landor and Theocritus 
are both true poets, the same Greece— 
a Greece of the poetic imagination. 
That Landor's happens to be the result 
of a Greek revival, which turned 
English country houses into temples 
and resulted in some excellent trans
lations of Plato and Aristophanes, 
whilst Theocritus' Greece was the soil 
he •walked on and the fields he saw— 
that , I say, is a practical accident, and 
it does not concern the critic. . . . 
But forgive me, gentlemen: one is never 
so much the pedant as when one attacks 
pedantry, and similarly I find tha t I am 
never so earnest as when I am doing 
battle wi th Adams! I apologize if I 
have turned an argument into a lecture. 
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It is more than ten years since I was 
Professor De Fiori, but it is easy to shake 
ofF the practices of one's guild. 

O ' M A L L E Y — O h , don ' t apologize: you have 
reduced Scott and myself to the abject 
imbecility of pupils w h o have the min
gled pleasure and fear of seeing one of 
their schoolmates flogged; and I have so 
long felt uneasy at having no defense 
against Adams's criticism of the country 
in which I have chosen to live, or against 
his covert contempt for the sort of liter
ature in which I am interested, that I am 
quite content to settle back in these 
cushions and cry, Hear! Hear! More 
power to you, De Fiori : I see that I shall 
have to read Croce after all in order to 
have the pleasure of agreeing wi th 
him. 

SCOTT (^Hastily covering O'Malley's rudeness') 
—There speaks the voice of envy, 
Charles. Let us thank heaven, however, 
for the miracle tha t reduces O'Malley to 
silence, and get back to the discussion. 

ADAMS—I find myself so much in agree
ment wi th wha t you say, De Fiori, about 
art that i t seems a little ungenerous and 
pedantic to dwell upon w h a t you don ' t 
say; and yet this, I th ink , is one of the 
chief differences between us. To begin 
wi th , I can' t accept the Crocean divorce 
between the practical and the iesthetic 
or ideal: i t is a dialectical subterfuge, 
and its sole effect is to embarrass criti
cism wi th tautologies. Soil, seed, plant, 
and flower are one in life, and I would 
take the metaphor over bodily and say 
that they are one in li terature: cut the 
flower away from the plant and it soon 
ceases to be a flower. Art can grow and 
reproduce and scatter its seeds in the 
hearts of men only when the conditions 
in wha t De Fiori dismisses as the prac
tical life are favorable. The good critic 
is therefore a gardener w h o pays atten
tion to all the conditions that environ 
the production of a work of art. I t is 
only when he has secured the best pos
sible conditions in his own community 
that he is free to taste and enjoy, and to 

lead others to this pleasure. By reducing 
criticism to aesthetic commentary you do 
not necessarily further the aim of ar t : 
you may merely further the method of 
dialectics. If you will forgive me for say
ing so, De Fiori, I find nothing in Croce 
except an interesting critic of criticism: 
his appreciation of Shakespeare is singu
larly barren and banal. Croce's method, 
perhaps, enables him to avoid the dia
lectic pitfalls into which Frank Harris 
fell headlong when he wrote his study 
of "The Man Shakespeare"; but it was 
Harris 's book, and not Croce's, tha t 
sent me back to Shakespeare wi th a 
fresh set of perceptions and appreciations 
which, so far from being external, added 
to the intrinsic enjoyment of the poetry 
itself. From my point of view, Harris 's 
criticism is better than Croce's. And, as 
I said at the beginning, I feel tha t the 
a:sthetic element in literature is over
rated. Literature, after all, is an avenue 
to many different experiences; and I 
sympathize wi th the English critic who 
complained that Mr. Leonard Woolf had 
praised the ajsthetic success of " A Pas
sage to India" wi thout once saying that 
i t was at the same time a profound study 
of Indian life! The true critic, i t seems 
to me, must concern himself w i th the 
whole life of the mind, and in life, all 
the qualities that go into a work of art 
interpenetrate and mingle. 

D E F I O R I — A h ! we have made a brave ef
fort to meet, Adams: but I fear we are 
back again at our original positions, and 
are as far apart as ever. We use different 
words and we talk about different things. 
I daresay we share equally in the fault. 

ScoTT (Concealing a yawn')—Precisely! Dis
cussion never gets one anywhere; at most 
it shows more clearly where one stands. 
I see you have an aesthetic theory, after 
all, Adams: its only trouble is tha t it 
sets too low a value upon aesthetics. 

D B F I O R I — I do not mean to be abrupt: but 
do you realize, gentlemen, tha t i t is 
three o'clock? What do you say to a 
nightcap of Scotch? 
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MALARIA 

BY THOMAS J. L E B L A N C 

THE sun-baked landscape streamed past 
the car window, a drab and depress
ing sight, and yet it was not wi thou t 

color. The soil, a blood-red clay, tinged 
everything w i th that melodramatic shade. 
The roads were all red, an automobile 
lurching along beside the train left a red 
roll of dust behind it, and the unpainted 
houses dripped red dirt from their weather-
brown eaves. The people that one glimpsed 
from the car windows looked weary and 
beaten, and seemed to fit the sanguinary 
picture perfectly. 

Inside the car it was stifling, but I was 
diverted from my discomforts for a moment 
by a couple across the aisle. The man, much 
the younger of the two, seemed to be an 
ardent admirer of the woman, and he indi
cated it by planting, at intervals, a moist 
buss upon her dripping check. He enjoyed 
it, but she was tiring of it and I predicted 
trouble for him before the setting sun. My 
thoughts turned again to the red and flying 
country. I was suffering a fate that I had 
many times prayed would descend upon all 
black-face comedians. I was on my way to 
Dixie. I had no mammy, of course, below 
the Mason-Dixon line, but I was on my 
way to see all the mammies down there— 
not because they were calling me, but be
cause a large proportion of them had 
malaria. If enough of them were still alive 
and wait ing, I was to learn about malaria 
from them. 

A change of trains at Atlanta was fol
lowed by a halting, grueling journey across 
southern Georgia. The slow local stopped 
every few minutes and the heat shimmered 
up from the red clay in long, tremulous 
waves. There were no screens in the car 
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windows, and so the cinders came in 
in clouds, red-hot from the panting loco
motive. One had a choice of opening the 
window and smothering in hot ashes, or 
closing it and smothering in hot air. I tried 
them both. When the end of the journey 
came at last, I trudged down a hundred 
yards of burning village street, lined on 
one side by low ugly buildings, to the gen
eral store. In the doorway were three men 
asleep, and two playing checkers. This 
game I later found in all the towns of the 
Malaria Belt that I visited. The board is 
ruled in pencil and the men are crown caps 
from soft-drink bottles. The game is taken 
very seriously by the lonely rustics and is 
usually watched by a small crowd of 
farmers and flea-ridden hounds, whi le the 
boll weevil makes merry in the adjacent 
cotton patches. In this instance one of the 
players directed me to a place where I could 
find lodging, and I left them bent over 
their board. 

From this place travel was entirely by 
automobile. The next morning my com
panion and I started out to visit the nearby 
plantations. The main highways were 
broad, well-kept thoroughfares of baked 
red clay—in dry weather. In wet weather 
they became slippery and almost impass
able. It was like driving down a ribbon of 
vaseline, and we skidded and slid unti l the 
car drifted sideways into the ditch. Then 
we walked. My companion was a Chris
tian when we started, but after four hun
dred miles of it he was lost. Beginning 
wi th an almost complete ignorance of 
even the elements of profanity, he ended 
by making mule-skinners blanch and 
sneeze. For miles we drove through low 
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