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The starting-point for all systems of aesthetics must be the personal experience
of a peculiar emotion. The objects that provoke this emotion we call works of
art. All sensitive people agree that there is a peculiar emotion provoked by

works of art. I do not mean, of course, that all works provoke the same emo- -

tion. On the contrary, every work produces a different emotion. But all these
emotions are recognisably the same in kind; so far, at any rate, the best opin-
ion is on my side. That there is a particular kind of emotion provoked by -
works of visual art, and that this emotion is provoked by every kind of visual
art, by pictures, sculptures, buildings, pots, carvings, textiles, &c., &c., is not

disputed, I think, by anyone capable of feeling it. This emotion is called the -
aesthetic emotion; and if we can discover some quality common and peculiar

to all the objects that provoke it, we shall have solved what I take to be the cen-
tral problem of aesthetics. We shall have discovered the essential quality in a
work of art, the quality that distinguishes works of art from all other classes of
objects.

¥or either all works of visual art have some comimon quality, or when we
speak of “works of art” we gibber. Everyone speaks of “art,” making a mental
classification by which he distinguishes the class “works of art” from all other
classes. What is the justification of this classification? What is the quality com-
mon and peculiar to all members of this class? Whatever it be, no doubt it is
often found in company with other qualities; but they are adventitions—it is
essential. There must be some one guality without which a work of art cannot
exist; possessing which, in the Jeast degree, no work is altogether worthless.

* Clive Bell, At (New York: Putnam, Capricorn, 1958), pp. 416-421.
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. What is this quality? What quality is shared by all objects that provoke our aes-
 thetic emotions? What quality is common to Sta. Sophia and the windows at
Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian bowl, Chinese carpets, Giotto’s frescoes
.-at Padua, and the masterpieces of Poussin, Piero della Francesca, and
*'Cézanne? Only one answer seems possible—significant form. In each, lines and
~colours combined in a particular way, certain forms and relations of forms,
" stir our aesthetic emotions. These relations and combinations of lines and
"colours, these aesthetically moving forms, I call “Significant Form”; and “Sig-
~ nificant Form” is the one quality common to all works of visual art.
- At this point it may be objected that I am making aesthetics a purely sub-
" jective business, since my only data are personal experiences of a particular

:~ emotion. It will be said that the objects that provoke this emotion vary with
¢ each individual, and that therefore a system of aesthetics can have no objective
" validity. It must be replied that any system of aesthetics which pretends to be

based on some objective truth is so palpably ridiculous as not to be worth dis-
cussing. We have no other means of recognising a work of art than our fecling

! forit. The objects that provoke aesthetic emotion vary with each individual.
Y Aesthetic judgments are, as the saying goes, matters of taste; and about tastes,

as everyone is proud to admit, there is no disputing. A good critic may be able
_to make me see in a picture that had left me cold things that I had over-
looked, till at Iast, receiving the aesthetic emotion, 1 recognise it as a work of
art. To be continually pointing out those parts, the sum, or rather the com-

- bination, of which unite to produce significant form, is the function of criti-

cism. But it is useless for a critic to tell me that something is a work of art; he
must make me feel it for myself. This he can do only by making me see; he
must get at my emotions through my eyes. Unless he can make me see some-
thing that moves me, he cannot force my emotions. 1 have no right to con-
sider anything a work of art to which I cannot react emotionally; and I have no
right to look for the essential quality in anything that I have not felt to be a
work of art. The critic can affect my aesthetic theories only by affecting my
aesthetic experience. All systems of aesthetics must be based on personal
experience—that is to say, they must be subjective.

Yet, though all aesthetic theories must be based on aesthetic judgments,
and ultimately all aesthetic judgments must be matters of personal taste, it
would be rash to assert that no theory of aesthetics can have general validity.
For, though A, B, C, D are the works that move me, and A, D, E, F the works
that move you, it may well be that x is the only quality believed by either of us
to be common to all the works in his list. We may all agree about aesthetics,
and vet differ about particular works of art. We may differ as to the pres-
ence or absence of the quality x. My immediate object will be to show that sig-
nificant form is the only quality common and peculiar to all the works of
visual art that move me; and I will ask those whose aesthetic experience does
not tally with mine to see whether this quality is not also, in their judgment,
common to all works that move them, and whether they can discover any
other quality of which the same can be said.
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Also at this point a query arises, irrelevant indeed, but hardly to be sup-
pressed: “Why are we so profoundly moved by forms related in a particular
way?” The question is extremely interesting, but irrelevant to aesthetics. In -

pure aesthetics we have only to consider our emotion and its object: for the
purposes of aesthetics we have no right, neither is there any necessity, to pry
behind the object into the state of mind of him who made it. Later, I shall *
attempt to answer the question; for by so doing I may be able to develop my .
theory of the relation of art to life. I shall not, however, be under the delusion
that I am rounding off my theory of aesthetics. For a discussion of aesthetics,
it need be agreed only that forms arranged and combined according to certain

unknown and mysterious laws do move us in a particular way, and that it is the -
business of an artist so to combine and arrange them that they shall move us,
These moving combinations and arrangements 1 have called, for the sake of
convenience and for a reason that will appear later, “Significant Form.”

A third interruption has to be met. '

_ “Are you forgetting about colour?” someone inquires. Certainly not; -
my term “significant form” included combinations of lines and of colours. The
distinction between form and colour is an unreal one; you cannot conceive a
colourless line or a colourless space; neither can you conceive a formless rela- .
tion of colours. In a black and white drawing the spaces are all white and all -
are bounded by black lines; in most oil paintings the spaces are multi-coloured
and so are the boundaries; you cannot imagine a boundary line without any
content, or a content without a boundary line, Therefore, when I speak of sig:
nificant form, I mean a combination of lines and colours {counting white :
and black as colours) that moves me aesthetically.

Some people may be surprised at my not having called this “beauty.” Of

course, to those who define beauty as “combinations of lines and colours
that provoke aesthetic emotion,” I willingly concede the right of substituting
their word for mine. But most of us, however strict we may be, are apt to -
apply the epithet “beautiful” to objects that do not provoke that peculiar -
emotion produced by works of art. Everyone, 1 suspect, has called a butterfly -
or a flower beautiful. Does anyone feel the same kind of emotion for a but-
terfly or a flower that he feels for a cathedral or a picture? Surely, it is not what
I call an aesthetic emotion that most of us feel, generally, for natural beauty.
I shall suggest, later, that some people may, occasionally, see in nature what -
we see in art, and feel for her an aesthetic emotion; but I am satisfied that, as :
a rule, most people feel a very different kind of emotion for birds and flowers
and the wings of butterflies from that which they feel for pictures, pots, tem- -
ples and statues. Why these beautiful things do not move us as works of art .
move us is another, and not an aesthetic, question. For our immediate pur- -
pose we have to discover only what quality is common to objects that do
move us as works of art. In the last part of this chapter, when I try to answer -
the question—*"Why are we so profoundly moved by some combinations of
lines and colours?” I shall hope to offer an acceptable explanation of why we
are less profoundly moved by others,
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Since we call a quality that does not raise the characteristic aesthetic

: emotion “Beauty,” it would be misleading to call by the same name the qual-
+ ity that does. To make “beauty” the object of the HCS-thﬁtIC emotion, we must
- give to the word an over-strict and unfamiliar deﬁnitlog. Everyone sometines

“uses “beauty” in an unaesthetic sense; most people habitually do so. To every-

_one, except perhaps here and there an occasional aesthete, th.e commonest

_sense of the word is unaesthetic. Of its grosser abuse, patent in our chattelr

" gbout “beautiful huntin’ and “beautiful shootin’,” I need not take ?,CCOLIII'IE; it
* would be open to the precious to reply that they never do s0 abuse it. Besides,
" here there is no danger of confusion between the aesthetic‘ and the non-aes-
thetic use; but when we speak of a beautiful woman there is. When an ordi-

. nary man speaks of a beautiful woman he certainly doe_s not mean only that
" she moves him aesthetically; but when an artist calls a withered old hag beau-
. tiful he may sometimes mean what he means when he cai}s a batiered torso
.. beautiful. The ordinary man, if he be also a man of taste, “.rlll call the baFtered
torso beautiful, but he will not call a withered hag beautiful because, in the
' matter of women, it is not to the aesthetic quality that the hag may possess,
' but to some other quality that he assigns the epithet. IIndeed, most of us
" never dream of going for aesthetic emotions to human beings, fr(_)nll whom we
ask something very different. This “something,” w}%en we ﬁm}l it in a young
" woman, we are apt to call it “beauty.” We live in a nice age. thh t'he man-in-
! the-street “beautiful” is more often than not synonymous with “desirable”; the
" word does not necessarily connote any aesthetic reaction whatever, and 1 am
 tempted to believe that in the minds of many the sexual flavour of the word is

stronger than the aesthetic. T have noticed a consistency in those to whom the

. most beautiful thing in the world is a beautiful woman, and tlhe next most
" beautiful thing a picture of one. The confusion between aesthetic and sensugl
_beauty is not in their case so great as might be s'uppose.d. Perhaps there; is
" none; for perhaps they have never had an aesthetic emotion to confuse with
- their other emotions. The art that they call “beautiful” is generally closfaly
_ related to the women, A beautiful picture is a photograph of a pretty gitl;
. beautiful music, the music that provokes emotions similar to those provoked
- by young ladies in musical farces; and be:autlful poetry, thff poetry that recalls
" the same emotions felt, twenty years earlier, for the rector : daulglr%ter. Qlearly
" the word “beauty” is used to connote the objects of quite distinguishable
' emotions, and that is a reason for not employing a term which would land me
r inevitably in confusions and misunderstandings with my readers.

On the other hand, with those who judge it more exact to call these

- combinations and arrangements of form that provoke our aesthetic emo-

tions, not “significant form,” but “significant relations of form, * and then‘try
to make the best of two worlds, the aesthetic and the metaphysical, by calling

these relations “rhythm,” I have no quarrel whatever. Haying made it clear
" that by “significant form” [ mean arrangemelnts and combinations th.at move
- us in a particular way, I willingly join hands with those who prefer to give a dif-
- ferent name to the same thing.
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"The hypothesis that significant form is the essential quality in a work of
art has at least one merit denied to many more famous and more striking—it:
does help to explain things. We are all familiar with pictures that interest us .
and excite our admiration, but do not move us as works of art. To this class
belongs what I call “Descriptive Painting”~that is, painting in which forms are
used not as objects of emotion, but as means of suggesting emotion or con- 1 1 1
veying information. Portraits of psychological and historical value, topo} (-
graphical works, pictures that tell stories and suggest situations, illustrations of ", fe
all sorts, belong to this class. That we all recognise the distinction is clear, for
who has not said that such and such a drawing was excellent as illustration, but
as a work of art worthless? Of course many descriptive pictures possess,_“i
amongst other qualities, formal significance, and are therefore works of art.
but many more do not. They interest us; they may move us too in a hundred ‘
different ways, but they do not move us aesthetically. According to my hypoth
esis they are not works of art. They leave untouched our aesthetic emotions
because it is not their forms but the ideas or information suggested or con- -
veyed by their forms that affect us. : P




