THE CREATIVE DILEMMA

P

1. ''The war of an artist with his
society is a lover''s warJ^

By James Baldwin

ERHAPS the primary distinction
of the artist is that he must actively
cultivate that state which most
men, necessarily, must avoid: the state
of being alone. That all men are, when
the chips are down, alone, is a banahty
—a banality because it is very frequently
stated, but very rarely, on the evidence,
believed. Most of us are not compelled
to linger with the knowledge of our
aloneness, for it is a knowledge that can
paralyze all action in this world. There
are, forever, swamps to be drained,
cities to be created, mines to be exploited, children to be fed. None of
these things can be done alone. But the
conquest of the physical world is not
man's only duty. He is also enjoined to
conquer the great wilderness of himself.
The precise role of the artist, then, is
to illuminate that darkness, blaze roads
through that vast forest, so that we will
not, in all our doing, lose sight of its purpose, which is, after all, to make the
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2. ''It is from the artist that society
gains its loftier images of itself'^

By Joseph Wood Krutch

These two articles appear here through special arrangement with Ridge Press, publisher
of the book Creative America, which was prepared for the National Cultural Center,
soon to be constructed in Washington as an official memorial to President Kennedy.

HE STORY of man's adventures
and achievements on this planet
can be told in many different
ways. Today it is most often told in
terms of his technological advances—
which is to say in terms of his assumption of power over his physical environment. Sometimes it is even assumed
that any other achievements are mere
consequences of his success in this
grand enterprise, and extremists have
gone so far as to suggest that the measure of a civilization is simply the horsepower available per unit of population.
Nevertheless, the story can also be told
in various other ways, such as, for instance, in terms of his beliefs, ideals,
convictions, and standards of value.
Sometimes, though less often, it has
been told in terms of his creative imagination as revealed in his art.
All of these things go hand in hand.
All are manifest in the earliest, or at
least almost the earliest, evidence we
have of man's existence as an animal
who had begun to exhibit characteristics different from those of any other
animal. He had hardly invented the
first crude tools and weapons before he
began to ornament them and, in this as
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world a more human dwelling place.
The state of being alone is not meant
to bring to mind merely a rustic musing
beside some silver lake. The aloneness
of which I speak is much more like the
alonenei^s of birth or death. It is hke the
fearful aloneness that one sees in the
eyes of someone who is suffering, whom
we cannot help. Or it is like the aloneness of love, the force and mystery
that so many have extolled and so
many have cursed, but which no one
has ever understood or ever really been
able to control. I put the matter this
way, not out of any desire to create pity
for the artist—God forbid!—but to suggest how nearly, after all, is his state the
state of everyone, and in an attempt to
make vivid his endeavor. The states of
birth, suffering, love, and death are extreme states—extreme, universal, and inescapable. We all know this, but we
would rather not know it. The artist is
present to correct the delusions to which

we fall prey in our attempts to avoid
this knowledge.
It is for this reason that all societies
have battled with that incorrigible disturber of the peace—the artist. I doubt
that future societies will get on with him
any better. The entire purpose of society is to create a bulwark against the
inner and the outer chaos, in order to
make life bearable and to keep the human race alive. And it is absolutely inevitable that when a tradition has been
evolved, whatever the tradition is, the
people, in general, will suppose it to
have existed from before the beginning
of time and will be most unwilling and
indeed unable to conceive of any
changes in it. They do not know how
they will live without those traditions
that have given them their identity.
Their reaction, when it is suggested that
they can or that they must, is panic.
And we see this panic, I think, everywhere in the world today, from the

streets of New Orleans to the grisly battleground of Algeria. And a higher level
of consciousness among the people is
the only hope we have, now or in the
future, of minimizing human damage.
The artist is distinguished from all
other responsible actors in society—
the politicians, legislators, educators,
and scientists by the fact that he is
his own test tube, his own laboratory,
working according to very rigorous
rules, however unstated these may be,
and cannot allow any consideration to
supersede his responsibility to reveal all
that he can possibly discover concerning
the mystery of the human being. Society must accept some things as real; but
he must always know that visible reality hides a deeper one, and that all our
action and achievement rests on things
unseen. A society must assume that it is
stable, but the artist must know, and he
must let us know, that there is nothing
(Continued on page 58)

well as in other ways, to exhibit his concern with something other than naked
utility. Thus he invented not only art
but also ritual and religion as accompaniments of his various practical techniques, and he became man the thinker
and dreamer as soon, or almost as soon,
as he became man the maker.
To be human has always meant to be
concerned, to some extent, with a complex of activities that involve both those
directed toward survival and physical
comfort and those that furnish an occupation for mind and spirit. The impulse
to invent or represent through the medium oi words or lines is as natural and
spontaneous as any other impulse toward the fulfilment of inherent capacities. It manifests itself early in the childhood of the individual and in the childhood of the race. To inhibit or frustrate
it is to risk anxiety and discontent.
Notoriously, however, the development of this or that aspect of man's multiple activities and interests has been
most rapid and successful at some times
and among some peoples. We speak
with admiration of the achievements of
this nation or culture as they are evident in science or art or philosophy or

government.
Sometimes
technology
stands nearly idle while artistic creation
and graceful social customs flourish so
astonishingly that a single century transforms almost out of recognition the mental landscape among which a people
lives. The Greeks wrote poetry, history,
and philosophy by the light of smoky
lamps whose design had changed hardly at all in 10,000 years.
Perhaps the Greeks did not change
the lamps they wrote and read by because all their interest and effort were
centered upon what they were writing
and reading. Perhaps we rushed from a
lamp not very much better than theirs
to the fluorescent light in approximately
150 years, while making no such advances in other desirable directions, because it was just in technology that we
discovered our special talents.
It has been cynically said that whereas the Middle Ages learned how to
build cathedrals, it was reserved to us
to discover how they could be most
quickly and completely destroyed. That
is an aspect of the truth that may, indeed, be as important as the other aspect—which is, that we have also enormously increased the length, comfort,

and at least temporary security of human life. In any case, the central fact is
beyond dispute: ours has been an age in
which man the maker has triumphed
spectacularly, while the creative imagination that produces art—to put it so
mildly that the statement can hardly be
questioned—has not manifested itself
sufficiently for us to outshine and outclass the ages that went before us.
Those who not only admit but emphasize this fact take various attitudes
toward it. The simplest is to say that we
should continue to devote our effort and
attention to the development of those
talents we have discovered to be particularly ours; to leave other enterprises
to other peoples and other times. Some
have gone even further. They say we
have discovered not only the correct enterprise for us but, after many millennia
of fumbling with impossible aims and
meaningless questions, what the human
being is really fitted for. According to
them, Aristotle was guilty of a fundamental mistake when he answered the
question "What is man for?" by replying, "For contemplation." Man, so some
of Aristotle's successors insist, is a stupendously clever maker, while his as-
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Continued from page 17
stable under heaven. One cannot possibly build a school, teach a child, or
drive a car without taking some things
for granted. The artist cannot and must
not take anything for granted, but must
drive to the heart of every answer and
expose the question the answer hides.
I seem to be making extremely grandiloquent claims for a breed of men and
women historically despised while living
and acclaimed when safely dead. But,
in a way, the belated honor that all societies tender their artists proves the
reahty of the point I am trying to make.
I am really trying to make clear the nature of the artist's responsibility to his
society. The peculiar nature of this responsibility is that he must never cease
warring with it, for its sake and for his
own. For the truth, in spite of appearances and all our hopes, is that everything is always changing and the measure of our maturity as nations and as
men is how well prepared we are to
meet these changes and, further, to use
them for our health.

N<

IOW, anyone who has ever been
compelled to think about it—anyone, for
example, who has ever been in l o v e knows that the one face that one can
never see is one's own face. One's lover
—or one's brother, or one's enemy—sees
the face you wear, and this face can
elicit the most extraordinary reactions.
We do the things we do and feel what
we feel essentially because we must—
we are responsible for our actions, but
we rarely understand them. It goes
without saying, I believe, that if we understood ourselves better, we would
damage ourselves less. But the barrier
between oneself and one's knowledge of
oneself is high indeed. There are so
many things one would rather not know!
We become social creatures because we
cannot live any other way. But in order
to become social, there are a great many
other things that we must not become,
and we are frightened, all of us, of those
forces within us that perpetually menace our precarious security. Yet the
forces are there; we cannot will them
away. All we can do is learn to live with
them. And we cannot learn this unless
we are willing to tell the truth about
ourselves, and the truth about us is al-
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LITERARY I.Q. ANSWERS
1. napery. 2. grapefruit. 3. chapeau.
4. aperitif. 5. serape. 6. paperback. 7.
scapegoat. 8. trapezoid. 9. Budapest.
10. shipshape. 11. lapel. 12. cheapen.

ways at variance with what we wish to
be. The human effort is to bring these
two realities into a relationship resembling reconciliation. The human beings
whom we respect the most, after all—
and sometimes fear the most—are those
who are most deeply involved in this
delicate and strenuous effort, for they
have the unshakable authority that
comes only from having looked on and
endured and survived the worst. That
nation is healthiest which has the least
necessity to distrust or ostracize or victimize these people—whom, as I say, we
honor, once they are gone, because
somewhere in our hearts we know that
we cannot live without them.

T
-^ HE dangers of being an American artist are not greater than those of being
an artist anywhere else in the world, but
they are very particular. These dangers
are produced by our history. They rest
on the fact that in order to conquer this
continent, the particular aloneness of
which I speak—the aloneness in which
one discovers that life is tragic, and
therefore unutterably beautiful—could
not be permitted. And that this prohibition is typical of all emergent nations
will be proved, I have no doubt, in many
ways during the next fifty years. This
continent now is conquered, but our
habits and our fears remain. And, in the
same way that to become a social human
being one modifies and suppresses and,
ultimately, without great courage, lies
to oneself about all one's interior, uncharted chaos, so have we, as a nation,
modified and suppressed and lied about
all the darker forces in our history. We
know, in the case of the person, that
whoever cannot tell himself the truth
about his past is trapped in it, is immobilized in the prison of his undiscovered
self. This is also true of nations. We
know how a person, in such a paralysis,
is unable to assess either his weaknesses
or his strengths, and how frequently indeed he mistakes the one for the other.
And this, I think, we do. We are the
strongest nation in the Western world,
but this is not for the reasons that we
think. It is because we have an opportunity that no other nation has of moving beyond the Old World concepts of
race and class and caste, to create, finally, what we must have had in mind
when we first began speaking of the
New World. But the price of this is a
long look backward whence we came
and an unflinching assessment of the
record. For an artist, the record of that
journey is most clearly revealed in the
personalities of the people the journey
produced. Societies never know it, but
the war of an artist with his society is a
lover's war, and he does, at his best,
what lovers do, which is to reveal the
beloved to himself and, with that revelation, to make freedom real.

Krutch
Continued from page 17
gers has fallen—or been pushed—the
fierce individualism of the committed
artist. For each artist in all times has
taken onto himself the severe and exacting burden of independence and singularity that qualifies him to interpret,
identify, and symbolize, to view with a
unique eye what is and give form to his
vision. It is his ability to do this that
makes him an artist as surely as it is a
consequence that he shall travel alone
an electron's orbit around the nucleus.
Yet his isolation is not estrangement,
but a necessary condition to clear sight,
like the mountaintop location of the
telescope. From this vantage point, with
this perspective, he makes his statements about reality in the language or
the medium that bespeaks him.

^
i^O far so good. Yet if this much is
true, it is also true that the artist and
society are bound to each other. It is
from society that the artist emerges, by
society that he is inspired, about society
that he must care if there is to be purpose to his effort. Likewise, it is from the
artist that society gains its loftier images
of itself, gains a sense of the God-given
individuality that exists within the
whole.
It is a balance fairly struck, although
never easily maintained. Society must
always guard against its suspicions of
differentness, must be willing to grant
the exceptional behavior of the artist as
the price of receiving from him a comment of value and validity. And the artist must accept the risk that his vision
may be flawed, obscure, incomprehensible—the price of aspiring to truth.
The only thing neither society nor the
artist can risk is alienation from one another.

FRAZER YOUNG'S
LITERARY CRYPT NO. 1070
A cryptogram is writing in cipher.
Every letter is part of a code that
remains constant throughout the puzzle. Answer No. 1070 will be found
in the next issue.
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Answer to Literary Crypt No. 1069

Principles always become a matter
of vehement discussion when practice
is at ebb.

—GISSING.
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