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to create a mythological figure, call it Human Personality, and hope that
circumstances will not, by destroying us, prove our imaginative guesswork
too hopelessly wrong. But myth for myth, Human Personality is prefer-
able to God. We do at least know something of Human Personality,
whereas of God we know nothing and, knowing nothing, are at liberty to
invent as freely as we like. If men had always tried to deal with the prob-
lem of love in terms of known human rather than of grotesqucly imagined
divine interests, there would have been less “making of eunuchs for the
kingdom of heaven’s sake,” less persecution of “sinners,” less burning and
imprisoning of the heretics of “unnatural” love, less Grundyism, less
Comstockery, and, at the same time, less dirty Don Juanism, less of that
curiously malignant and vengeful love-making so characteristic of the
debauchee under a Christian dispensation. Reacting against the absurdities
of the old mythology, the young have run into absurdities no less
inordinate at the other end of the scale. A sordid and ignoble realism
offers no resistance to the sexual impulse, which now spends itself pur-
poselessly, without producing love, or even, in the long run, amusement,
without enhancing vitality or quickening and deepening the rhythms of
living. Only a new mythology of nature, such as, in modern times, Blake,
Robert Burns, and Lawrence have defined it, an untranscendental and
(relatively speaking) realistic mythology of Energy, Life, and Human
Personality, will provide, it seems to me, the inward resistances necessary
to turn sexual impulse into love, and provide them in a form which the
critical intelligence of Post-Nietzschean youth can respect. By means of
such a conception a new fashion in love may be created, a mode more
beautiful and convenient, more healthful and elegant, than any seen
among men since the days of remote and pagan antiquity.

Meditation on El Greco

From Music at Night

Tre pleasures of ignorance are as great, in their way, as the pleasures of
knowledge. For though the light is good, though it is satisfying to be able
to place the things that surround one in the categories of an ordercd
and comprehensible system, it is also good to find oneself sometimes in
the dark; it is pleasant now and then to have to speculate with vague be-
wilderment about a world which ignorance has reduced to a quantity
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of mutually irrelevant happenings dotted, like so many unexplored and
fantastic islands, on the face of a vast ocean of incomprehension. For
me, one of the greatest charms of travel consists in the fact that it offers
unique opportunities for indulging in the luxury of ignorance. I am not
one of those conscientious travelers who, before they visit a new country,
spend weeks mugging up its geology, its economics, its art history, its
literature. I prefer, at any rate during my first few visits, to be a thoroughly
unintelligent tourist. It is only later, when my ignorance has lost its
virgin freshness, that I begin to read what the intelligent tourist would
have known by heart before he bought his tickets. I read—and forthwith,
in a series of apocalypses, my isolated and mysteriously odd impressions
begin to assume significance, my jumbled memories fall harmoniously
into patterns. The pleasures of ignorance have given place to the pleasures
of knowledge.

I have onmly twice visited Spain—not often enough, that is to say,
to have grown tired of ignorance. I still enjoy bewilderedly knowing
as little as possible about all I see between the Pyrenees and Cape
Trafalgar. Another two or three visits, and the time will be ripe for me
to go to the London Library and look up “Spain” in the subject index.
In one of the numerous, the all too numerous, books there catalogued
I shall find, no doubt, the explanation of a little mystery that has mildly
and intermittently puzzled me for quite a number of years—ever since,
at one of those admirable Loan Exhibitions in Burlington House, I saw
for the first time a version of El Greco’s Dream of Philip II.

This curious composition, familiar to every visitor to the Escorial, rep-
resents the king, dressed and gloved like an undertaker in inky black,
kneeling on a well-stuffed cushion in the center foreground; beyond him,
on the left, a crowd of pious kneelers, some lay, some clerical, but all
manifestly saintly, are looking upward into a heaven full of walizing
angels, cardinal virtues and biblical personages, grouped in a circle
round the Cross and the luminous monogram of the Saviour. On the
right a very large whale gigantically yawns, and a vast concourse, pre-
sumably of the damned, is hurrying (in spite of all that we learned in
childhood about the anatomy of whales) down its crimson throat. A
curious picture, I repeat, and, as a work of art, not remarkably good;
there are many much better Grecos belonging even to the same youthful
period. Nevertheless, in spite of its mediocrity, it is a picture for which
I have a special weakness. I like it for the now sadly unorthodox reason
that the subject interests me. And the subject interests me because I do
not know what the subject is. For this dream of King Philip—what was
it? Was it a visionary anticipation of the Last Judgment? A mystical
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peep into Heaven? An encouraging glimpse of the Almighty’s short way
with heretics? I do not know—do not at present even desire to know.
In the face of so extravagant a fantasy as this of Greco’s, the pleasures
of ignorance are peculiarly intense. Confronted by the mysterious whale,
the undertaker king, the swarming aerial saints and scurrying sinmers,
I give my fancy license and fairly wallow in the pleasure of bewilderedly
not knowing.

The fancy I like best of all that have occurred to me is the one which
affirms that this queer picture was painted as a prophetic and symbolic
autobiography, that it was meant to summarize hieroglyphically the whole
of Greco’s future development. For that whale in the right foreground
—that great-grandfather of Moby Dick, with his huge yawn, his crimson
gullet and the crowd of the damned descending, like bank clerks at six
o’clock into the underground—that whale, I say, is the most significantly
autobiographical object in all El Greco’s early pictures. For whither
are they bound, those hastening damned? “Down the red lane,” as our
nurses used to say when they were encouraging us to swallow the uneat-
able viands of childhood. Down the red lane into a dim inferno of
tripes. Down, in a word, into that strange and rather frightful universe
which Greco’s spirit seems to have come more and more exclusively, as
he grew older, to inhabit. For in the Cretan’s later painting every
personage is a Jonah. Yes, every personage. Which is where The Dream
of Philip II reveals itself as being imperfectly prophetic, a mutilated
symbol. It is for the damned alone that the whale opens his mouth.
If El Greco had wanted to tell the whole truth about his future develop-
ment, he would have sent the blessed to join them, or at least have pro-
vided his saints and angels with another monster of their own, a supernal
whale floating head downward among the clouds, with a second red lane
ascending, strait and narrow, toward a swallowed Heaven. Paradise and
Purgatory, Hell, and even the common Earth——for El Greco in his artistic
maturity, every department of the universe, was situated in the belly of
a whale. His Annunciations and Assumptions, his Agonies and Transfig-
urations and Crucifixions, his Martyrdoms and Stigmatizations are all,
without exception, visceral events. Heaven is no larger than the Black
Hole of Calcutta, and God Himself is whale-engulfed.

Critics have tried to explain El Greco’s pictorial agoraphobia in tcrms
of his early, Cretan education. There is no space in his pictures, they
assure us, because the typical art of that Byzantium, which was El Greco’s
spiritual home, was the mosaic, and the mosaic is innocent of depth. A
specious explanation, whose only defect is that it happens to be almost
entirely beside the point. To begin with, the Byzantine mosaic was not
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invariably without depth. Those extraordinary eighth-century mosaics in
the Omeyyid mosque at Damascus, for example, are as spacious and airy
as impressionist landscapes. They are, it is true, somewhat exceptional
specimens of the art. But even the commoner shut-in mosaics have really
nothing to do with E1 Greco’s painting, for the Byzantine saints and kings
are enclosed, or, to be more accurate, are flatly inlaid in a kind of two-
dimensional abstracion—in a pure Euclidean, plane-geometrical heaven
of gold or blue. Their universe never bears the smallest resemblance to
that whale’s belly in which every one of El Greco’s personages has his
or her mysterious and appalling being. El Greco’s world is no Flatland;
there is depth in it—just a little depth. It is precisely this that makes it
seem such a disquieting world. In their two-dimensional abstraction the
personages of the Byzantine mosaists are perfectly at home; they are
adapted to their environment. But, solid and three-dimensional, made to
be the inhabitants of a spacious universe, El Greco’s people are shut
up in a world where there is perhaps just room enough to swing a cat,
but no more. They are in prison and, which makes it worse, in a visceral
prison. For all that surrounds them is organic, animal. Clouds, rock,
drapery have all been mysteriously transformed into mucus and skinned
muscle and peritoneum. The Heaven into which Count Orgaz ascends
is like some cosmic operation for appendicitis. The Madrid Resurrection
is a resurrection in a digestive tube. And from the later pictures we re-
ceive the gruesome impression that all the personages, both human and
divine, have begun to suffer a process of digestion, are being gradually
assimilated to their visceral surroundings. Even in the Madrid Resurrec-
tion the forms and texture of the naked flesh have assumed a strangely
tripelike aspect. In the case of the nudes in Laocoon and The Opening
of the Seventh Seal (both of them works of El Greco’s last years) this
process of assimilation has been carried a good deal further. After seeing
their draperies and the surrounding landscape gradually peptonized and
transformed, the unhappy Jonahs of Toledo discover, to their horror, that
they themselves are being digested. Their bodies, their arms and legs,
their faces, fingers, toes are ceasing to be humanly their own; they are
becoming—the process is slow but inexorably sure—part of the uni-
versal Whale’s internal workings. It is lucky for them that El Greco died
when he did. Twenty years more, and the Trinity, the Communion of
Saints and all the human race would have found themselves reduced to
hardly distinguishable excrescences on the surface of a cosmic gut. The
most favored might perhaps have aspired to be taenias and trematodes.

For myself, I am very sorry that El Greco did not live to be as old
as Titian. At eighty or ninety he would have been producing an almost
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abstract art—a cubism without cubes, organic, purely visceral. What pic-
tures he would then have painted! Beautiful, thrilling, profoundly appal-
ling. For appalling are even the pictures he painted in middle age, dreadful
in spite of their extraordinary power and beauty. This swallowed universe
into which he introduces us is one of the most disquieting creations of
the human mind. One of the most puzzling too. For what were El
Greco’s reasons for driving mankind down the red lane? What induced
him to take God out of His boundless Heaven and shut Him up in a
fish’s gut? One can only obscurely speculate. All that I am quite certain
of is that there were profounder and more important reasons for the
whale than the memory of the mosaics—the wholly unvisceral mosaics
~—which he may have seen in the course of a Cretan childhood, a Vene-
tian and Roman youth. Nor will a disease of the eye account, as some have
claimed, for his strange artistic development. Diseases must be very grave
indeed before they become completely coextensive with their victims.
That men are affected by their illnesses is obvious; but it is no less
obvious that, except when they are almost in extremis, they are something
more than the sum of their morbid symptoms. Dostoevski was not merely
personified epilepsy, Keats was other things besides a simple lump of
pulmonary tuberculosis. Men make use of their illnesses at least as much
as they are made use of by them. It is likely enough that EI Greco
had something wrong with his eyes. But other people have had the same
disease without for that reason painting pictures like the Laocoon and
The Opening of the Seventh Seal. To say that El Greco was just a
defective eyesight is absurd; he was a man who used a defective eyesight.

Used it for what purpose? to express what strange fecling about the
world, what mysterious philosophy? It is hard indeed to answer. For
El Greco belongs as a metaphysician (every significant artist is a meta-
physician, a propounder of beauty-truths and form-theorics) to no known
school. The most one can say, by way of classification, is that, like most
of the great artists of the baroque, he believed in the validity of ecstasy,
of the nonrational, “numinous” experiences out of which, as a raw mate-
tial, the reason fashions the gods or the various attributes of God. But
the kind of ecstatic experience artistically rendered and meditated on by
El Greco was quite different from the kind of experience which is
described and symbolically “rationalized” in the painting, sculpture and
architecture of the great Baroque artists of the seicento. Thosc mass pro-
ducers of spirituality, the Jesuits, had perfected a simple tcchnique for
the fabrication of orthodox ecstasies. They had cheapencd an experience,
hitherto accessible only to the spiritually wealthy, and so placed it within
the reach of all. What the Italian seicento artists so brilliantly and
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copiously rendered was this cheapened experience and the metaphysic
in terms of which it could be rationalized. “St. Teresa for All.” “A John
of the Cross in Every Home.” Such were, or might have been, their
slogans. Was it to be wondered at if their sublimities were a trifle
theatrical, their tendemesses treacly, their spiritual intuitions rather
commonplace and vulgar? Even the greatest of the Baroque artists were
not remarkable for subtlety and spiritual refinement.

With these rather facile ecstasies and the orthodox Counter-Reforma-
tion theology in terms of which they could be interpreted, El Greco
has nothing to do. The bright reassuring Heaven, the smiling or lachry-
mose, but always all too human divinities, the stage immensities and
stage mysteries, all the stock-in-trade of the seincentisti, are absent from
his pictures. There is ecstasy and flamy aspiration; but always ecstasy
and aspiration, as we have seen, within the belly of a whale. El Greco
seems to be talking all the time about the physiological root of ecstasy,
not the spiritual flower; about the primary corporeal facts of numinous
experience, not the mental derivatives from them. However vulgarly, the
artists of the Baroque were concerned with the flower, not the root, with
the derivatives and theological interpretations, not the brute facts of im-
mediate physical experience. Not that they were ignorant of the physio-
logical nature of these primary facts. Bernini’s astonishing St. Teresa pro-
claims it in the most unequivocal fashion; and it is interesting to note that
in this statue (as well as in the very similar and equally astonishing Ludo-
vica Albertoni in San Francesco a Ripa) he gives to the draperies a kind of
organic and, I might say, intestinal lusciousness of form. Alittle softened,
smoothed and simplified, the robe of the great mystic would be indis-
tinguishable from the rest of the swallowed landscape inside El Greco’s
whale. Bernini saves the situation (from the Counter-Reformer’s point of
view) by introducing into his composition the figure of the dart-brandish-
ing angel. This aerial young creature is the inhabitant of an unswallowed
Heaven. He carries with him the implication of infinite spaces. Charm-
ingly and a little preposterously (the hand which holds the fiery dart
has a delicately crook’d little finger, like the hand of some too refined
young person in the act of raising her teacup), the angel symbolizes the
spiritual flower of ecstasy, whose physiological root is the swooning
Teresa in her peritoneal robe. Bemini is, spiritually speaking, a plein-
“airiste.

Not so El Greco. So far as he is concerned, there is nothing outside
the whale. The primary physiological fact of religious experience is also
for him, the final fact. He remains consistently on the plane of that
visceral consciousness which we so largely ignore, but with which our
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ancestors (as their language proves) did so much of their feeling and
thinking. “Where is thy zeal and thy strength, the sounding of the
bowels and of thy mercies toward me?” “My heart is turned within me,
my repentings are kindled together.” “I will bless the Lord who hath
given me counsel; my reins also instruct me in the night season.” “For
God is my record, how greatly I long after you all in the bowels of Jesus
Christ.” “For Thou hast possessed my reins.” “Is Ephraim my dear son?
. . . Therefore my bowels are troubled for him.” The Bible abounds in
such phrases—phrases which strike the modern reader as queer, a bit
indelicate, even repellent. We are accustomed to thinking of ourselves
as thinking entirely with our heads. Wrongly, as the physiologists have
shown. For what we think and feel and are is to a great extent determined
by the state of our ductless glands and our viscera. The Psalmist drawing
instruction from his reins, the Apostle with his yearning bowels, are
thoroughly in the modern physiological movement.

El Greco lived at a time when the reality of the primary visceral
consciousness was still recognized—when the heart and the liver, the
spleen and reins did all a man’s feeling for him, and the four humors of
blood, phlegm, choler and melancholy determined his character and im-
posed his passing moods. Even the loftiest experiences were admitted
to be primarily physiological. Teresa knew God in terms of an exquisite
pain in her heart, her side, her bowels. But while Teresa, and along with
her the generality of human beings, found it natural to pass from the realm
of physiology into that of the spirit—from the belly of the whale out
into the wide open sky—El Greco obstinately insisted on remaining
swallowed. His meditations were all of religious experience and ecstasy—
but always of religious experience in its raw physiological state, always
of primary, immediate, visceral ecstasy. He expressed these meditations
in terms of Christian symbols—of symbols, that is to say, habitually
employed to describe experiences quite different from the primary
physiological states on which he was accustomed to dwell. It is the
contrast between these symbols, with their currently accepted significance,
and the special private use to which El Greco puts them—it is this
strange contrast which gives to El Greco’s pictures their peculiarly dis-
quieting quality. For the Christian symbols remind us of all the spiritual
open spaces—the open spaces of altruistic feeling, the open spaces of
abstract thought, the open spaces of free-floating spiritual ecstasy. Ll
Greco imprisons them, claps them up in a fish’s gut. The symbols of
the spiritual open spaces are compelled by him to serve as a language
in terms of which he talks about the close immediacies of visceral aware-
ness, about the ecstasy that annihilates the personal soul, not by dissolving
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it out into universal infinity, but by drawing it down and drowning it
in the warm, pulsating, tremulous darkness of the body.

Well, I have wandered far and fancifully from the undertaker king
and his enigmatic nightmare of whales and Jonahs. But imaginative
wandering is the privilege of the ignorant. When one doesn’t know one is
free to invent. I have seized the opportunity while it presented itself.
One of these days I may discover what the picture is about, and when
that has happened I shall no longer be at liberty to impose my own
interpretations. Imaginative criticism is essentially an art of ignorance. It
is only because we don’t know what a writer or artist meant to say
that we are free to concoct meanings of our own. If El Greco had some-
where specifically told us what he meant to convey by painting in terms
of Black Holes and mucus, I should not now be in a position to speculate.
But luckily he never told us; I am justified in letting my fancy loose to
wander.

Sermons in Cats

From Music at Night

I mEeT, not long ago, a young man who aspired to become a novelist.
Knowing that I was in the profession, he asked me to tell him how he
should set to work to realize his ambition. I did my best to explain. “The
first thing,” I said, “is to buy quite a lot of paper, a bottle of ink, and a
pen. After that you merely have to write.” But this was not enough for my
young friend. He seemed to have a notion that there was some sort of
csoteric cookery book, full of literary recipes, which you had only to
follow attentively to become a Dickens, a Henry James, a Flaubert—
“according to taste,” as the authors of recipes say, when they come to the
question of seasoning and sweetening. Wouldn't I let him have a glimpse
of this cookery book? I said that I was sorry, but that (unhappily—for
what an endless amount of time and trouble it would save!) I had never
even seen such a work. He seemed sadly disappointed; so, to console the
poor lad, I advised him to apply to the professors of dramaturgy and short-
story writing at some reputable university; if anyone possessed a trust-
worthy cookery book of literature, it should surely be they. But even this
was not enough to satisfy the young man. Disappointed in his hope that
I would give him the fictional equivalent of “One Hundred Ways of



