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What Use is A rt?

SOME PERSONS FIND IT DIFFICULT to associate art with
such hard-headed facts of life as their daily jobs and
the disorder of domestic and world politics.

If, indeed, the chores and the excitements are poles
apart from the arts, that is not a bad thing. In our
present civilization, mechanization and industrializa-
tion make the arts necessary as a counterpoise if we
are to retain our balance, our culture and our sanity.

Art can take the chaos, the haphazard, the m~16e
of daily life and set it before us in ordered simplicity,
symmetry and perspective. It inserts evidence, as it
were, between the shrieking headlines, that beauty,
truth and goodness are not obsolete.

The arts are not to be judged by the standards of
industrial efficiency, with its absorption in mass
production. Unlike useful things or the tools used to
produce them, works of art are designed to serve no
function other than to give enjoyment. Under the
utilitarian code, creation of beautiful things is looked
upon as the pastime of persons who might be employed
in useful labour.

Everyone knows that there are some things which
we do because we must: these are our necessities.
There are things we do because we ought to do them:
these are our duties. There are other things we do
because we like to do them: these are our play, a
necessary offset to all the others.

The humanizing influence of art is one of the most
positive forces in the development of a well-balanced
mind, helping us to cope with and to rise above the
multitude of mundane and materialistic affairs that
absorb most of our attention and time.

Some persons are critical of present-day art, and put
their dislike of it forward as a reason for brushing it
to one side.

Art cannot be praised or blamed for holding up a
mirror to the society in which it exists. If the reality
is chaotic, so will the reflection be. If the reality is
confusing or difficult, the painter may sublimate it or
shroud it in metaphor, as did one who was painting a
landscape. "When a cow came slouching by," he
said, "another artist might have drawn it, but I

always go wrong in the hind legs of quadrupeds, so I
drew the soul of the cow." Behind the mystery of
much art today there are artists trying to draw the
soul of society.

What art is

Some people will say that art is real when it shows
sound knowledge, mastered craft, vivid imagination,
strong common sense, truth, and wise meaning.
Others will say that the distinguishing characteristic
of a work of art is that it serves no practical end, but
is an end in itself. Or it may be said that if a painting
appeals merely by the story it tells it is not art but an
illustration. The ultimate test of worth is : does it give
pleasure? To arouse the powers of enjoyment, of
yielding to beauty, is the legitimate end of art.

Tolstoy said in his essay on art: "Art is a human
activity consisting in this, that one man consciously,
by means of certain external signs, hands on to others
feelings he has lived through, and that others are
infected by these feelings and also experience them."
This means that art is not an ornamental addition to
life, but an organ of human life translating man’s
perception into feeling. Art is not a matter of deftness
of hands only, but the work of the whole spirit of man.

The art described here can be enjoyed by gentle and
simple men and women, by learned and unlearned, if
they have a mind to it.

That the sense of beauty is inherent in most people
without regard to the extent of their education is
clearly seen when we look at the art of primitive
people. It is also seen in the unconsciously aesthetic
appreciation which today’s man in the street will
betray as he inspects the latest automobile, or in the
presence of any beautiful building or machine which
he is not asked to look at as "a work of art".

Many persons acknowledge that their attitude to
art is purely emotional and inexpert, but nevertheless
they enjoy the experience. If one does not feel deeply
stirred in the presence of great pictures, great sculp-
ture or great music, he can be certain that he is living




